














[image: The Last Alibi by David Ellis]


[image: Quercus]




First published in the USA in 2013 by Penguin Books Ltd
This edition published in Great Britain in 2013 by


Quercus Editions Ltd
55 Baker Street
7th Floor, South Block
London
W1U 8EW


Copyright © 2013 David Ellis


The moral right of David Ellis to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 78087 792 1
EBOOK ISBN 978 1 78087 794 5


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk






Praise for David Ellis


‘I’ve described him before as Grisham’s heir apparent, and his new book confirms it. As elegantly wrought as a closing argument, yet with added thrills, it is everything you could want in a legal thriller’
Daily Mail


‘David Ellis’s pages throb with action and suspense’
James Patterson


‘A searing and suspenseful tale of law and murder and long-nurtured revenge … The best yet’
Scott Turow


‘A triumph for Ellis and a sheer pleasure for the reader’
David Baldacci


‘Ellis is a fine writer and does excellent courtroom drama. An entertaining read’
TheTimes


Ellis’s intelligent, inventive thriller is a splendid introduction to his work. More, please!’
Sunday Telegraph


‘Grisham’s heir apparent … A fresh, fast-paced thriller’
Daily Mail


‘Ellis conceals and reveals information like a skilled poker player … the plot twists keep readers guessing throughout’
Publishers Weekly


‘Filled with tension and twists … Ellis ranks among the best writers in the genre, and this book will keep readers entertained from start to finish’
Kirkus





David Ellis’s previous novels include Line of Vision (winner of the Edgar Award for Best First Novel) and The Hidden Man. An attorney from Chicago, he currently serves as Chief Counsel to the Speaker of the Illinois House of Representatives. He lives in Illinois.


www.davidellis.com





Also by David Ellis


Jason Kolarich Thrillers


Breach of Trust
The Hidden Man
The Wrong Man


Eye of the Beholder
In the Company of Liars
Jury of One
Life Sentence
Line of Vision


With James Patterson


Guilty Wives
Mistress




To Ed Nystrom







THE TRIAL, DAY 1


Monday, December 9








1
Jason



Judge Judith Bialek, from her bench overlooking the court, peers down over her glasses at the defense and prosecution. Until now she has been businesslike, efficient, carefully instructing the twelve jurors and three alternates as to their duties in this case. But this particular case gives her pause, as she is familiar with the parties and tries to emit some kind of acknowledgment of this fact: a grim smile, lips tucked in, a brief nod in the direction of the defense table.


‘Please remember, above all,’ she says, ‘that the defendant has pleaded not guilty, and he is presumed not guilty unless proven otherwise beyond a reasonable doubt.’


Everybody knows that, of course. You’ve only made it as far as Judge Bialek’s courtroom if you’ve uttered those two words: Not guilty. Not guilty by reason of insanity. Self-defense, maybe. But always Not guilty!


How many times I’ve stood in a courtroom like this one, the grand, ornate walnut molding and finishes, the overdone lighting, the walls practically bleeding with the fears and horrors they’ve absorbed during the seven decades that this building has stood. Not guilty are the only words the exhausted and terrified defendants utter prior to trial, but so many more lie just beneath the surface, at the backs of their throats, yearning to gush forth: I didn’t do it. I was set up. This is all a misunderstanding. It’s not like it seems. I’m not a criminal. Please, please, before this goes any further, just please hear me out!


I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve stood here. Over three hundred cases, if you count everything from third-chairing a trial to being the top dog, while I was prosecuting. Nearly fifty cases, surely, as a defense lawyer, standing next to a weak-kneed defendant watching the machinations of the criminal justice system begin to churn against him, the enormity of what is happening crashing down upon him – the judge in a black robe, the steely prosecutor, the sheriff’s deputy waiting to handcuff him, the United States flag waving over a courtroom of the public, spectators watching him stand accused by the government, peering at him with a combination of morbid curiosity and vicarious thrill.


‘We will now hear opening statements from the prosecution. Mr Ogren.’


‘Thank you, Your Honor.’ Roger Ogren is a lifer at the office, probably close to twenty-five years in by now. I knew him when I was there. I was surprised, in fact, to learn that he was handling this case. And I was unhappy, too. This is a man who has seen everything, who is surprised by nothing.


He is slim, unusually so to anyone who knows him, after a long illness that many thought would end his career. No longer fitting into his old suits, Roger is wearing new stuff, fashionable threads his wife must have picked out.


As Roger Ogren approaches the podium to address the jury, Shauna Tasker very subtly places her hand over mine. I turn and offer a grim smile. Shauna is my law partner. She is my best friend.


And for this trial, she is my lawyer.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ says Ogren, ‘we are here today for one reason and one reason only. This is a murder trial, and the defendant is Jason Kolarich.’


Ogren turns and points his finger at me. I always advise my clients to be ready for that, to have earnest, nonthreatening looks on their faces, and to return the stare. I now understand just how difficult it is.


And again I hear the cries of the thousands who have sat in this chair, their silent, desperate wailings: It wasn’t me. They have the wrong guy. You don’t understand what happened, just let me explain, please don’t do this to me!


But I say none of those things. I just look at the jurors with my I didn’t kill anybody face – yes, I practiced before a mirror – searching their eyes, wondering what it is they are seeing in me.


I will probably testify. When I do, I’m not sure it will be convincing enough to establish reasonable doubt. I’m not sure it will do more good than harm.


I’m only sure, in fact, of one thing: When I testify, I will not tell the truth.
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Jason



Tuesday, June 4


I stand up in the courtroom gingerly, still hesitant with the knee, more out of habit than necessity. My mouth is dry and sticky, so I slide the glass of water near the podium in case I need it. Once I start, I don’t like interruptions unless I choose one for tactical advantage. It’s all about strategy once I walk into a courtroom.


This is war, after all. No other way to look at it. The cop sitting on the witness stand arrested my client for possession of two grams of crack cocaine. My job at this hearing is to show that he had no probable cause to search my client, and therefore the product of that search – the cocaine – must be excluded from evidence. This is technically a preliminary hearing prior to trial, but everyone knows that this is the whole enchilada. If the crack is found admissible, my client is toast; he has no defense left other than claiming that the plastic bags fell from the sky into his pocket, which usually doesn’t work. But if, on the other hand, the judge excludes the crack from evidence, my client walks.


My client is William Braden, a nineteen-year-old high school graduate from the posh suburb of Highland Woods who’s ‘taking a year or two off’ before college. Exactly why Billy decided to come down to the city’s west side to buy his drugs is anyone’s guess. Surely he could have found them at the high school or other places up there; the lily-white, wealthy suburbs are no longer immune from hard-core drugs. But people do dumb things. If they didn’t, I wouldn’t have a job.


I cast a glance at Billy’s parents, John and Karen, doctors at a prestigious downtown hospital each of them, who are seated behind the defense table, wearing expressions I see all too often – they are overwhelmed, they can’t believe this is happening, this isn’t where people of their ilk are supposed to find themselves. Not wealthy white people from the suburbs.


I wonder if they know that their son is more than a user – he’s a dealer. I certainly can’t tell them. And the cops didn’t find enough drugs on Billy to charge him with possession with intent to distribute. So to all the world, Billy is simply a clean-cut kid who was experimenting, taking an ill-advised walk on the wild side.


I reach the podium and stop. Three months ago, this small exercise of motor skills would send pain skyrocketing up from my knee.


‘Detective Forrest,’ I say, ‘my name is Jason Kolarich. I represent Billy Braden.’ Billy, not William. A kid, a stupid boy, not an adult criminal.


‘Counsel,’ he says. Nick Forrest has worked undercover narcotics for almost four years. He is thick through the chest and shoulders and maintains a formidable posture. He must, if he works the city’s west side.


‘You arrested my client walking down Roosevelt Avenue on December eighth of last year, correct?’


‘Correct, sir.’


‘He was walking west between Girardi and Summerset.’


‘That’s … that’s correct.’


‘He was alone, as far as you could tell.’


‘As far as I could tell.’


‘But there were other people on the street, on Roosevelt, yes?’


‘There were a few. It was getting close to dusk. People wander out less when it gets to be dark around there.’


‘It’s a dangerous neighborhood.’


‘It can be.’


‘Lot of gang activity, right?’


‘That’s right.’ Detective Forrest nods.


‘And Billy – Billy was wearing a black wool coat as he walked westbound.’


‘He … That’s right, yes.’


‘It was cold out that day, true?’


‘It was.’


‘Below freezing, you could see your breath, that sort of thing?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Nothing unusual about wearing a black wool coat on a cold day, correct?’


‘I didn’t say it was unusual.’


I pause. Sometimes judges like to interject when witnesses elaborate, especially at the beginning of their testimony. But Judge Goodson remains mute, his chin resting in his left hand.


‘You agree with me, it wasn’t unusual.’


‘I agree,’ he says.


‘His hands were in his pockets, correct?’


‘I believe they were, yes.’


‘Nothing unusual about that, either.’


‘Correct.’


‘You were in an unmarked Chevy Cavalier, parked on the south side of the street.’


‘That’s right. I was doing a drive-around.’


Judge Goodson, a former prosecutor, knows what that means, but I have to make my record for the appellate court. ‘You were driving around Roosevelt, looking for someone to stop and sell you drugs in your car.’


‘Correct.’


‘Okay, Detective. And you were in the driver’s seat.’


‘I was.’


‘So you’re on the south side of Roosevelt, looking north?’


‘That’s correct.’


‘So Billy, walking west on the opposite side of the street, came up from behind you, so to speak. He wasn’t walking toward you, he was walking away from you.’


The detective clears his throat. ‘I observed the suspect in my rear-view mirror, walking westbound. Then he passed by my line of sight and continued walking away from me.’


‘The suspect,’ I say. ‘You called him a suspect.’


‘Well, the—’


‘He was already a suspect, the moment you laid eyes on him in the rearview mirror. That’s your testimony.’


Detective Forrest leans forward in his chair, a bit of crimson rising to the surface of his cheeks. Surely he’s been warned, over and over again by the prosecutor, not to let me get a rise out of him.


‘The block in question is where Buildings A and B of the Eagleton Housing Projects are located,’ he says. ‘They are known drug houses. It’s been well documented that people go to Eagleton to buy crack cocaine.’


‘Okay, so he was a suspect the moment you saw him walking down the street in a black wool coat with his hands in his pockets.’


‘You forgot that he ran, Counselor.’


‘No, I didn’t. I’m not there yet, Detective. I’m at the point in time that you first saw him, in the rearview mirror. For the third time, Detective—’


It’s always nice to remind the judge that the witness isn’t answering your question.


‘—was Billy a suspect at that point in time, or wasn’t—’


‘And I already told you, Counselor, that he was walking along a route that is known for drug activity.’


‘Just walking down Roosevelt? You didn’t see my client come out of Building A or B, did you? You were just doing a drive-around when you saw my client, correct?’


He lets out a sigh. ‘Correct.’


‘So you’re saying that simply walking down Roosevelt, between Girardi and Summerset, made Billy automatically a suspect for drug possession.’


‘I didn’t say that.’


‘Well, you’ve already agreed that there were other individuals walking on Roosevelt at that time. Were they all suspects, too?’


‘I didn’t say that, either.’


I look at the judge, as if I’m bewildered. Judge Goodson actually smirks. My theatrics play better with a jury than with a judge who has seen this act a thousand times.


‘So Billy was one of several individuals walking along a known route for drug activity,’ I say.


‘He’s the only one who ran,’ says Detective Forrest.


‘He’s the only one you followed in your car,’ I answer. ‘Right? You drove along after him for almost an entire city block before he started to run. Isn’t that true?’


It may or may not be true, but it’s what he wrote in his police report, so he’s glued to it.


‘Yes, that’s true.’


‘What was so different about Billy versus the other people walking up and down Roosevelt Avenue at that time, Detective? He was wearing a black wool coat and kept his hands in his pockets in the dead of winter. What was so different about him that made you follow him and only him?’


As a technical matter, we tell young lawyers not to ask open-ended questions like this on cross-examination. You’re supposed to control the witnesses by asking your preferred questions and getting yes or no responses. But we’re going to get to this point one way or the other when the prosecutor gets to ask him questions, and I want this Q&A on my terms.


Plus, I have his police report, and if he adds facts that weren’t contained in that report, I’m going to crucify him. That would make matters even worse for him.


‘He was walking quickly and looking around, like he was nervous.’


‘Walking quickly in the dead of winter. Looking around nervously while he walked alone in a neighborhood you agreed was dangerous and gang-infested. Walking quickly and acting nervous while an unmarked car, with unknown occupants, followed him. That’s what you’re telling the judge struck you as suspicious.’


The detective glances at the judge.


‘Anything else, Detective? I’m giving you the floor here. What other facts, Detective, gave you probable cause to believe my client was carrying drugs?’ I tick off the points on my hand. ‘He was walking on Roosevelt Avenue like several other people, he was wearing a winter coat like several other people, he had his hands in his pockets like several other people, he was looking around nervously and walking quickly while some stranger followed him in a beater Chevy. Is that it, Detective?’


The heat has fully reached the detective’s face. I’m sure he’s the combative sort ordinarily. He’d like to have it out with me behind the courthouse, if he had his druthers.


‘He fit a profile,’ he answers with a bit less bravado. ‘It’s a known fact that suburban kids come here to buy drugs.’


‘Ah,’ I say, like I’ve discovered gold, like we’ve finally arrived at the truth. ‘He looked like a suburban kid.’


‘He did.’


‘Because he is white.’


‘Because – he looked like a suburban kid.’


I drop my chin a notch and look up at the detective. ‘Among the several individuals who were walking along Roosevelt Avenue at that point, isn’t it true that Billy Braden was the only white person?’


‘I don’t recall,’ he snaps.


‘You picked him out because he was a white kid in a black neighborhood.’


‘I didn’t.’


Of course, he did. Billy looked like someone who didn’t belong. It’s not that Detective Forrest was acting illogically. It was somewhat logical. But when it comes to racial profiling, the police department gets very sensitive. They don’t want to admit that they single out a white kid in a black neighborhood any more than they want to admit that they single out a black kid in a white neighborhood.


And no judge wants to condone racial profiling, either. Judge Goodson is a temperamental sort – if he weren’t, he’d have his own felony courtroom by now – but he isn’t stupid. Unless the prosecutor cleans this up, the judge will have to toss this one. And I don’t think the prosecutor can clean this one up.


He doesn’t, not very well at least, during his examination of the detective. I do a recross and lay the racial thing on pretty thick. I don’t particularly enjoy doing it, but guess what? My client doesn’t pay me for what I enjoy doing. He pays me to win the damn case. And this is the most effective route to winning it.


At the end of the hearing, the judge takes the matter under advisement. We’ll find out what he thinks soon. The Bradens thank me more profusely than I deserve. The adrenaline from the court hearing begins its slow leak, my interest in being here along with it. Actually, it’s more like the balloon has burst.


I have to leave. I have to get out of here.


Then I hear a woman’s voice behind me. ‘Mr Kolarich.’


I notice a change in both of the men, father and son alike, their eyes growing, their posture straightening.


I turn. It’s the court reporter. The prosecutor’s office likes to hire an independent court reporter for these suppression hearings, because when they lose – when their whole case goes in the dumpster because of an evidentiary ruling – they like to appeal the case right away, and the county’s court reporters aren’t the most reliable.


I quickly understand the reaction of the Braden men. The court reporter has cropped black hair with Cleopatra bangs and large, piercing eyes the color of teal or aqua. Her face is finely etched into a V, with a nicely proportioned figure, from what I can see in her blue suit.


Those are the vital statistics, but there is something more there, something haunting, something electric. Her very presence feels like a dare, a challenge. Like she understands me. I know you. I know what’s wrong with you.


She hands me her card. ‘That has my e-mail and cell on it,’ she says. ‘I’ll have the transcript to you by the end of the week, is that soon enough?’


I look down at the name. Alexa Himmel.


‘Okay, Alexa Himmel,’ I say. Just saying her name makes me feel dirty.
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Shauna



Tuesday, June 4


I slump into my chair and groan as I look over the files in front of me on my desk. My body is rubbery, fatigued. My brain is still fuzzy, buzzing from the comedown, even though I gave myself a long weekend to shake it out.


Last Friday, on the eve of a jury verdict, we settled our personal injury case, my client an industrial painter who got zapped by an electrical wire while working on a hydraulic lift underneath the train tracks. He survived, but suffered severe nerve damage to his right arm and can no longer hold a toothbrush, much less a sandblaster. We went to trial almost three weeks ago. The general contractor and electric utility blamed each other – the GC said the utility knew the work was going to be performed that day and was supposed to kill the power to those lines; the utility said the work went out of order and nobody told them my client, Joe Mariel, would be blasting by those electrical wires at that location on that day.


We gave it to the jury last Thursday morning. On Friday, while the jury was still deliberating, the general contractor and power company collectively coughed up $650,000 to end the suspense. My client Joe dipped me like a ballroom dancer with his good arm and planted a wet kiss on me when I delivered their final offer to him.


So the law firm of Tasker & Kolarich had a big day – over $200,000 – and I had my first weekend to myself in a month. No twenty-hour days, no combing over expert reports and witness summaries, no mock direct and cross-examinations, no hair-graying stress wondering if I’d make some crucial mistake that would sink my client’s fortunes.


Now the bad news, which, I guess, is also good news: I have another trial starting in five weeks. What are the odds? Civil litigants don’t go to trial very often. I hadn’t been in front of a jury in almost three years before this PI case. And now two trials within eight weeks? Unheard of. I find myself longing for the old days – before my time, actually – when the caseloads on the judiciary were less oppressive, and judges and lawyers alike tended to schedule everything around their summers. I’m going to lose my June prepping for Arangold and my July trying it.


I don’t live for these things. I like practicing law (you didn’t hear me say love) because I like helping people. I enjoy strategizing and the challenge of a good legal argument, too, but I don’t relish the fight, the drama, the high-stakes poker.


That’s Jason. That’s all he enjoys. Jason would prefer to be on trial constantly, because it’s the only thing that energizes him, the high-wire stuff. The preparation and workup in the time before trial are viewed as merely a necessary evil to him, something he tries to delegate as much as he can.


I need Jason, I think to myself. I needed him for the personal injury trial, too, but he was still recuperating from the knee surgery. But the Arangolds are expecting Jason to be the lead trial attorney. They swooned when he came in and did his aw-shucks routine while we discussed his successful defense of Senator Almundo on federal RICO charges, his role in the downfall of Governor Snow, and the number of cases he’s tried overall, both as a prosecutor and then as a private attorney. I made it clear that Jason would be there when the jury was in the box. I hate to admit it – really hate to – but I don’t think I could have landed this case without Jason.


I hear him now, down the hall, and feel an extra skip to my pulse. I don’t think we’ve been in the office together once in the past month – or if we were, I was too busy huddling with a witness or the client or an expert. He’s my law partner and best friend, and I haven’t laid eyes on him for weeks. The law firm managed okay while he was laid up, but it felt like an effort, like the entire small firm of Tasker and Kolarich was hobbling on a bad knee along with him.


‘Hey, trial lawyer,’ he says when he pops into my office. He is glowing from the aftermath of an adversarial hearing himself, some rich kid who got caught with crack cocaine and was looking to Jason to use a legal technicality, also known as the Fourth Amendment.


Glowing, but different. Skinnier, longer hair, dark circles under his eyes. The skinnier part reminds me of high school at Bonaventure, the broad-shouldered, tall kid without much definition to him before Coach Fox got hold of him and he became one of the best football players in school history. The longer hair, of when we were roommates at State, after he got kicked off the football team for fighting and was strongly considering dropping out of school altogether. The dark circles, of the stretch of time two years ago after his wife and daughter missed a turn on a rain-slicked county highway.


I get out of my chair as he walks into my office. I take note of the knee, which doesn’t seem to be causing a limp. He wraps one of his bear-arms around my neck and draws me close. He smells like bar soap, exactly as he has ever since Bon-Bon.


‘Hey, handsome,’ I say, noting that it’s not the kind of thing you say to someone you see every day and know like a brother. It’s something you say to someone you don’t know that well.


‘Sorry I missed the celebration,’ he says when we pull back. ‘Great job on Marion. Six-fifty?’


Actually, Mariel was my client’s last name, but whatever. ‘Six-fifty.’


‘Wow.’


‘I’ve missed you.’ I put a hand on his cheek. ‘You look like you could use some sleep.’


‘Nah, I’m all good.’


‘How’s the knee?’


‘All good.’


Jason is one of those guys who think it’s heroic to be stoic. Nothing ever hurts. Nothing’s ever wrong. When Talia and his baby, Emily, died off that county highway, he dropped off the face of the earth for six weeks. He didn’t answer his phone, and when he did, he never once told me he was sad. I never once saw him cry, though he assured me he did. I had to drag him to my law office, put him behind a desk, sit a client in front of him, and say, ‘Help this person, he needs your help.’ That was the only thing that got him back on his feet.


‘And how is Richie Rich doing?’ I ask. ‘Will he be standing trial or whistling on his way home?’ I can’t tell from his expression whether his hearing went well or not, just that he participated, that post-performance glow.


Jason shrugs. ‘Who knows?’ That’s the funny thing about him. He’s all for the fight but little for the glory. I could hold him down and put a knife to his throat and he wouldn’t say a nice thing about himself.


Our associate, Bradley John, appears in the doorway looking fresh and bright-eyed. He second-chaired the trial with me. It looks like the long weekend helped him more than it did me. ‘Jumping into Arangold,’ he says. I’d warned him that Tuesday afternoon we’d be back full-throttle in trial preparation.


Jason takes the cue and makes his exit. I watch him leave. There’s something not quite right, a couple pieces missing or something.


‘You sure you’re okay?’ I ask.


But I know the answer. ‘All good,’ we say together.
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Jason



Tuesday, June 4


I push away the papers on my desk, transcripts from an ATF overhear on a weapons case the feds brought against my client. It can be painful reading, all the starts and stops, the umms and ahhhs, one talker interrupting the other, and sorting through the nicknames – Combo and Greasy and No-Dope. And best of all, the code words for the product being sold, the automatic weapons. Nobody ever says gun or rifle or ammo over the phone. They think if they code up the whole thing, the ATF agents – and a federal jury – will believe that these gangsters were really talking on their cell phones about the number of tickets they were planning to purchase for the movies that night.


I light the match and hold it upright, the dancing flames inching down the stem to the point where they meet my thumb and ring finger. The fire reaches my fingertips before I can finish the words:




I’ve got tar on my feet and I can’t see.


All the birds look down and laugh at me.





I blow out the flame and toss it into a Styrofoam cup of water, whispers of fleeting smoke curling upward. The flame singed the skin on the tip of my ring finger and turned the corner of the nail black. It hurts more, for some reason, when your eyes are open, when you’re watching it happen.


My intercom buzzes. Marie’s voice comes over the speaker when I tap it.


‘Your three o’clock,’ she says.


I didn’t know I had an appointment at three o’clock. I didn’t know it was three o’clock, either. It’s three o’clock?


‘I reminded you this morning?’ she says in a hushed voice.


Whatever. She probably did. ‘Okay.’


I fish through my e-mails and find the calendar reminder for today at three P.M. James Drinker is his name. Okay. Hooray for James Drinker.


He comes in and reaches to shake my hand. I stand cautiously and reach over the desk. The nausea asserts itself, sending a warning message up my throat to the back of my mouth, but it’s always a false alarm. Sometimes retching, but never vomiting. It doesn’t attack me so much as it stalks me, letting me know it’s lurking out there, but never moving in for the kill.


It’s not the big pains, my mother said to me about a week before she died. They’ve got the medicine for that. It’s the knowing, boy. Knowing that it’s coming and you can’t stop it.


James Drinker is one of the oddest-looking people I’ve ever seen, a walking contradiction: big but awkward, a kid’s head on a grown-up’s developed body. His hair hangs around the sides of his face in tangles, a reddish mop that looks like it doesn’t belong, with matching bushy red eyebrows; he is otherwise clean-cut and has a quizzical expression on his face. He wears thick black eyeglasses. His shoulders, chest, and arms suggest he’s a workout fiend, but a rounded midsection says he favors Big Macs and chili fries.


The eyes are usually the tell, but they’re hard for me to inspect through the thick spectacles. If I were still a prosecutor and he were a suspect in an interview room, I’d make him take them off. My best guess: James Drinker has done some bad things.


‘I haven’t done anything wrong,’ says he.


My mistake. That’s a first for me, a client denying his guilt. A first this afternoon, I mean.


‘But I’m afraid I’m going to be accused of doing something wrong,’ he says.


‘What are you going to be accused of doing wrong?’


He pauses. ‘This is all confidential, right?’


‘Anything you tell me about what happened in the past is confidential,’ I say. ‘The only thing I can’t keep confidential is if you tell me you’re going to commit a crime in the future.’


‘I’m not going to commit a crime in the future,’ he says.


That’s always nice to hear. I wave a hand.


‘Okay. So James, what crime do you expect to be accused of committing?’


‘Murder,’ he says, without hesitation.


I sit higher in my chair. Homicides don’t walk through the door every day. And here I thought this meeting was going to be boring.


‘Two women were killed,’ he says. ‘I didn’t kill them.’ Drinker crosses a leg. His sport coat opens as he leans back. Quite the fleshy midsection, this one. Pumps iron and then hits Taco Bell. I raise a fist to my mouth and fight another wave of nausea.


He takes a deep breath. ‘I knew each of them,’ he says. ‘One was a friend of mine. The other one I dated. Two women I knew, two women murdered.’


He’s right to be worried. That isn’t what the police would call a fanciful coincidence.


‘Do the murders appear to be related?’ I ask.


He nods, but doesn’t answer at first. His eyes are combing my walls, not that there’s much to see – some diplomas and certificates, a couple of photographs. It’s part of his overall appraisal, checking the schools I attended, equating my stature with the quality of my office.


I pick up a nearby Bic pen, the cap chewed mercilessly, and chew it some more. I hate these cheap pens. I have a fancy Visconti fountain pen my brother, Pete, gave me last Christmas, but it uses replaceable ink cartridges, and I don’t want to waste good ink on this guy. The cheap Bic it is.


‘Both women were followed home from where they work,’ he says. ‘And they were both stabbed multiple times.’


The cool deliberation with which he describes the murders sends an icy wave across my back. You can defend all sorts of criminals, but some things you hear, you never get used to. On the bright side, I’m waking up.


‘Alicia Corey and Lauren Gibbs,’ says Drinker. ‘Alicia, I dated a couple of times. Nothing serious. Just a couple of dinners.’


I write down those names with my shitty pen. I hate this pen. I should light the pen on fire.


‘Is there proof of these dinners?’ I ask.


‘I … I paid for the dinners in cash,’ he says.


Interesting. Unusual. Doesn’t make him a killer, but most people pay with credit these days. I draw a couple of dollar signs on the pad. Then a smiley face. Then a knife. My mother always said, You have a flair for art, boy, but she was talking to my brother, Pete.


‘I have a lot of cash,’ Drinker explains. ‘I’m a mechanic at Higgins Auto Body – over on Delaney? – and sometimes our boss pays us overtime off the books – y’know, in cash.’


Fair enough. A decent explanation to a jury, but not one his employer would want made public – in fact, one he’d probably deny if he thought Uncle Sam might get wind.


‘The dinners were on May twelfth and May nineteenth,’ he goes on. ‘She was murdered the following week. May twenty-second, I think. A Wednesday.’


‘You said she was leaving work?’


‘She was an exotic dancer,’ he says. ‘A stripper. Place called Knockers?’


This guy was dating a stripper? There’s no accounting for taste, and this guy seems pretty well built, but the goofy red hair down near his shoulders? The fast-food gut? The face made for radio?
 

‘You’re surprised,’ he says. ‘You don’t think a stripper would date me.’


‘I don’t think that.’


‘Yes, you do.’


‘Tell you what, James.’ I lean forward. Again, the vertigo, the feeling I’m tipping to one side. ‘I’ll make you a deal. Don’t tell me what I think, and I won’t tell you what you think. Deal?’


‘Deal.’ He nods. ‘So she left the club at two in the morning and she was murdered at her house when she got home. She was stabbed six or seven times.’


That’s a lot of detail for someone who hasn’t talked to the police, I think to myself. And for someone who didn’t kill her.


‘Go on,’ I say. ‘Tell me about the second woman.’
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Tuesday, June 4


‘The second woman was Lauren, Lauren Gibbs,’ James Drinker says. ‘She worked at a bank and was trying to build a website design business. Nice woman. Nice woman.’ His eyes move away from mine and over to the walls of my office again. ‘She was killed two days later, May twenty-fourth, I think. A Friday.’


‘And when did you last speak with her?’


He heaves his shoulders. ‘Couple of weeks ago?’


‘There would be phone records, e-mails, things like that, connecting you to her?’


‘Yeah. Phone. Not e-mail. Not Facebook. But phone, yeah. I mean, our friendship wasn’t a secret.’


I shift in my chair, but I can’t get comfortable. My hand itches, but it’s one of those inside itches that my scratching fingernails can’t find. I chew the cap on the Bic pen until it’s at its breaking point.


‘Something wrong?’ he asks me.


I take a breath.


‘I need a minute,’ I say.


I head to the bathroom and splash some cold water on my face. I see dark bags under my eyes. Sleep has been a problem for me. I reach into my pocket, remove my small tin of Altoids, and pop a mint into my mouth. I chew it up and cup some water from the sink.


When I leave the bathroom, Shauna is standing outside Bradley’s office and turns to look at me. She reads something in my expression and says, ‘What?’


‘Nothing,’ I answer.


Not interested in prolonging that conversation, I make it back into my office, where James Drinker is standing over by the wall of diplomas and photographs.


‘You played football at State, didn’t you?’ he asks, wagging a finger at a photograph of me catching a football my freshman year.


I ease back into my chair, making noises like an old man getting out of bed. ‘Once upon a time,’ I say. ‘Let’s get back to this.’


Drinker resumes his spot in the chair across from me. ‘Okay.’


‘Do you have alibis, James? For these murders?’


‘I was like Macaulay Culkin,’ he says.


I stare at him. He stares at me. I’m supposed to understand.


‘Home alone,’ he says. ‘I was home alone. I don’t get out too much.’


Now that I could believe. ‘Any evidence of your being home alone those nights? Did you make phone calls from a landline? Did you send e-mails or go online or order in Chinese food or order a pay-per-view movie? Anything like that?’


His face goes blank. ‘I’m not sure. I don’t go online a lot, but maybe. I didn’t order food or anything. I might have ordered a movie on pay-per-view or something.’


I reach for my pen but can’t find it. Must have knocked it off my desk. I bend over to search the carpet, and when I come back up, my body makes me pay: a lightning strike between the ears and a swimming pain in my stomach. I hold my breath and wait it out. Fuck the pen. I’ll just memorize the information.


‘Good, okay,’ I say. ‘Think that stuff over. Now, if the police contact—’


‘I’m being set up, Mr Kolarich.’


‘It may be premature to jump to that—’


‘How would you do that?’ he asks. ‘If it was you? How would you set somebody up for murder?’


I sigh, loudly enough for him to get the picture that I’m not very interested in this conversation.


‘Please,’ he insists. ‘I think that’s what’s happening. How would you frame somebody?’


‘How would I …’ I drum my fingers on the desk. ‘Well, okay. The police will usually look for motive, means, and opportunity.’


Drinker scratches at his face, his mouth open in a small O. ‘Motive? Why would I wanna kill them?’


From the cops’ view, that would be the easiest part of the equation. Boy meets girl. Romance, unrequited love, maybe a little jealousy and obsession sprinkled in. If I put this homely guy next to a hot-body stripper who later wound up with a knife in her chest, first thing I’d think was, She rebuffed him, he didn’t take it so well. A second girl, same story, or some variation of that story. There can be plenty of variations, but the basic tale is the same – matters of the heart – and the cops see it every day.


‘Opportunity,’ Drinker says to himself.


‘Sounds like you don’t have much of an alibi. If someone were framing you, they’d pick a time they knew you had none. Meaning, a time when you’re alone. No one to vouch for you.’


Drinker takes a deep breath. That box has been checked, in his case. He was like Macaulay Culkin.


‘And means?’ he says. ‘What is that?’


‘He’d choose a weapon that you, yourself, had available, too.’


‘Like a knife.’


‘Sure, like a knife.’


He looks at me with a blank face. ‘Well, I have a knife,’ he says. ‘Everybody’s got a knife.’ He scratches his face again. ‘Go on. What else?’


‘I don’t know what else there is,’ I say. ‘But if someone wanted to frame you, he might want to help the cops out a little. Leave some clues.’


He shrugs his shoulders. ‘I don’t know if he did that or not. You mean, like, drop my driver’s license there?’


‘That, or even more subtle, I suppose. Maybe scrape some grease off the floor of your auto shop and smear it at the scene. Or if he has access to your house, he could take something from your house – a fiber of carpet, some hair from your comb, something like that – and leave it at the crime scene.’


‘Damn.’ Drinker looks like he’s lost a little color. ‘Go on. What else?’


I look up at the ceiling. It’s been a while since I framed somebody for murder, so I’m a little rusty.


‘For that matter,’ I say, ‘if he had access to your house, he could plant all sorts of things there. The murder weapon. Something from the crime scene. A drop of the victim’s blood, even.’


Drinker lets out a shiver. ‘I don’t think anybody can get into my apartment.’


‘You should make sure of that, James. Do you have an alarm system?’


He shakes his head no.


‘Get one,’ I say. ‘It’s not that expensive. I have one. But however expensive it may be, it’s worth it. If you’re serious in thinking that somebody is setting you up, you don’t want that person getting into your apartment.’


But he can’t be serious about that, can he? He thinks someone’s killing women and trying to put him in the soup?


Silence. He studies me. His mind is wandering, and he’s not thrilled with where it’s going. I can’t tell if this guy is for real. Anything’s possible, I suppose.


‘Guess I got some work to do,’ he says.


‘I charge three hundred an hour, James. Not counting today. So I’m not cheap.’


He looks up at me, not terribly surprised to hear that number. ‘I think I can afford that,’ he says. ‘I’ve been saving up.’


I don’t comment on the significance of that statement, but he – the innocent man who didn’t kill anybody – catches it himself.


‘I mean, saving up for a rainy day of some kind,’ he clarifies.


Fair enough. I don’t know if he’s innocent or not, but I do know that if I limited myself to innocent clients, the phone wouldn’t ring very often.


‘Well, it sounds like it may be raining soon,’ I say.
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Tuesday, June 4


A late dinner with Jason, just the two of us. My decision and my treat. He looks like he could use a good steak and maybe a stiff drink, but instead he orders some soup and a club soda. Surprising. I’ve never seen him pass on a drink or a steak. Then it suddenly occurs to me I’m not his mother.


‘Is this some kind of diet?’ I ask, but he just smirks. Heroically stoic again.


‘Anyway, I told Drinker to make a list of anyone who might have a grudge against him and come back tomorrow,’ Jason says.


‘What a weird meeting. Have you ever had someone come to you and say they think they’re being framed?’


He shakes his head. ‘When I was a prosecutor, I’d hear that defense. But I’ve never used it as a defense attorney. And definitely not a guy telling me he’s being framed before he’s even charged.’


‘Maybe he knows he’s going to be charged and he wants to lay the table for you.’


‘For me?’ Jason grimaces. ‘He doesn’t have to convince his lawyer.’


‘Maybe he doesn’t know that.’


Jason doesn’t respond. He’s obliterating a piece of thick bread, shredding it to dust on his plate. But not eating it, I notice. There is a greenish pall to his skin, like he’s under the weather.


‘So tell me,’ I say.


‘Tell you what?’


‘What’s wrong. Are you sick?’


‘Nothing’s wrong. I’m not sick.’


I sometimes forget that Jason’s had a rough time of things, probably because he never lets on about it. Losing your family in a car accident is beyond words, and that was only two years ago. But to make matters worse, he allowed himself a second shot at romance last year, a woman named Tori. Beautiful and elusive, just the way he likes them. I don’t know what happened with them. He never shared. But one day she was just gone. And our Jason took it hard. ‘Didn’t work out’ was all he said, but he’s easy to read if you know him. He was crushed.


Then a month later, he rips his knee apart on the basketball court, and the jock, the guy who runs fifty miles on a slow week, was laid up for months and hobbling on crutches. His doctor said the pain could last up to a year or longer, depending.


‘Either your knee still hurts, you’re still pining for Tori, or something else happened while I’ve been on trial.’


The mention of Tori brings a quick jerk of his eyes, but that’s all he gives me. ‘Tori is history. My knee hardly ever hurts. Comes and goes.’


He removes a tin of mints from his pocket and pops one in his mouth, chews it up. Not sure why his breath is of concern at the moment. I wasn’t planning a make-out session with him after dinner.


‘What happened to your hand?’ I ask. Each of the fingernails on his right hand has some corner or section blackened, like some kind of gothic manicure. ‘Have you been playing with fire?’


He seems to find something interesting, or maybe amusing, in that comment. He lets out a long sigh and leans against the back of the cushioned booth.


Our food comes. Caesar salad for me, French onion soup for the kid. I attack the salad, mixing it up, first picking off the anchovies. Jason stares off into space, his large cauldron of onion soup with the thick slab of Gruyère on top untouched.


‘What’s with the loss of appetite?’ I ask. ‘Are you pregnant?’


He doesn’t answer, so I don’t push. My salad is delicious. Probably loaded with calories, but yummy. I don’t work out as much as I should and don’t eat as well as I should, but I’m still in shape. Not supermodel thin, but not fat by any stretch. Never have been. But I’m in my mid-thirties now and sometimes I do check myself in the mirror, monitor my butt for signs of sagging and my legs for the first hint of cellulite.


Okay, I check every day. Every single day, after the shower, in front of my full-length mirror. Pure vanity, I guess, or primitive mating behavior. My mother has started asking on a weekly basis about my love life. It’s a short conversation. No, Mom. No, not even a date. Saving myself for Robert Downey, Jr., Mom, but too shy to call him. I left my number on his Facebook page, though. I have the equivalent of a Ph.D. in brushing off attempts by friends and family to set me up with men who would be absolutely perfect for me. It’s not that I don’t want a man who’s absolutely perfect for me. It’s that I’m so certain that the people they want me to meet aren’t that person that I’d rather forgo the stilted, painful dinner conversations and awkward kisses at the door and just wallow in my aloneness. I choose that word deliberately. I’m not lonely. I’m just alone. See the difference?


I’ve become so adept at pretending the lack of romance in my life doesn’t bother me that sometimes I even believe my own bullshit.


I’m halfway through my salad when Jason says, ‘You look nice.’


I look up from my plate, some dressing on my cheek, a mouthful of lettuce and crouton. ‘Huh?’


‘I just said you look nice. Blue looks nice on you.’


I make a show of scanning the room behind me, like I can’t believe he’s saying this to me, a Who are you and what have you done with Jason? moment.


‘I can’t compliment you? You look nice.’


‘Um, okay. Thanks?’


I had a go-round with Jason our senior year at Bonaventure High – the prim-and-proper brainiac and the bad-boy athlete, my walk on the wild side – that lasted one night, or more accurately about fifteen minutes, upstairs in Rita Hoffman’s bedroom while a hundred kids got drunk or stoned below us. There we were, on top of the covers, our clothes in a bunch on the floor, ‘Drive’ by R.E.M. blasting below us on the overworked stereo. ‘Uh, that was nice,’ he said to me when it was over, when he was stripping the condom off and I was pulling on my panties. ‘This song sucks’ was all I said. ‘This whole CD sucks,’ he agreed. It was a more intimate moment than the sex. I didn’t speak to him again in high school.


I didn’t, in fact, even realize we were attending the same university until he became a last-minute addition to our off-campus house at State (when they kick you off the football team, apparently they evict you from the jock dorm, too). He drew the short straw (or one of us did) and got me for a roommate. First thing he said to me, even before hello, seeing me for the first time in almost two years: ‘Did you just hate that song, or do you hate R.E.M.?’ I said, ‘I love R.E.M., but not the newer stuff so much.’ He lit up like a Christmas tree. ‘Yeah, right, exactly!’ And then go-round number two, which lasted about three weeks – sex about ten times, give or take – before we realized that we had to choose between being a full-blown couple or abstain and be buds, it was one or the other in the twelve-by-twelve room we shared. We went with abstinence and buds.


Now we’re as close to married as you can be without having sex or living together. He’s the only person who can make me laugh out loud, the one who’s never left my side, even holding my hand in the doctor’s office during that agonizing week that I had the cancer scare (negative, thank you), the one who knows exactly how to navigate my moods when I’m PMS-ing (it’s okay if I acknowledge it, not okay for him to so much as mention it).


And now: I look nice. Why would he say something like that? Men don’t just say things like that. They pretend they do, but it’s not true. There’s always a reason.


‘Y’know, it’s possible Drinker really didn’t kill anybody,’ he says, digging into his soup, a segue about as delicate as lifting the needle off a Metallica record mid-song. ‘This could end up being a really fun case.’


Well, he’s sure feeling better.


I get the waiter’s attention and nod at him. This is going to be an early night.
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Wednesday, June 5


‘Nobody,’ James Drinker says when he returns to see me the next day. ‘I can’t think of anybody who would have a grudge against me. I don’t know why someone would do this to me.’


He’s wearing a sport coat again today, over a plaid button-down tucked into blue jeans, highlighting his paunch. Still the disheveled mop of red hair, but he’s a bit less apprehensive, less guarded, today.


‘Okay, listen, James,’ I say. ‘We both know that this looks potentially bad for you. The police are going to link these two murders. It shouldn’t be hard for them to learn that you dated Alicia Corey or that you were friends with Lauren Gibbs, and even if they only figure out one of those two facts, they’re going to cross-reference all known acquaintances between the two victims. Frankly, I’m surprised they haven’t knocked on your door yet. You with me so far?’


He’s listening intently but doesn’t seem particularly worried. Surely he’s already figured this out independently, but usually when clients hear their lawyer say it looks bad, they start to lose composure. We’re the people who are supposed to say, Don’t worry, it’s under control, I’m going to make it all better. When we say, It doesn’t look so good, they usually freak.


‘I understand,’ he says.


‘Okay. Now. If you’re really innocent of these crimes and you think you’ve been set up, then I can get to work on this for you. You’ll have to give me a retainer, and I can start spending it down and billing you by the hour, chasing after the person who is setting you up. I have a great private investigator, and I can do some things from here as well. But if I’m wasting my time, James, if I’m looking for someone who doesn’t exist, then I’m wasting your money. Money that you might need for me to defend you in court. If you run out of money – well, I don’t work for free. So what I’m saying is, we have to spend your financial resources in a smart way. I’ll take your case either way. But don’t send me on a wild-goose chase.’


I sit back in my chair.


‘So is this a good use of my time?’ I ask. ‘Or would we be better—’


‘I didn’t kill those women,’ he says. ‘I didn’t. I really liked Alicia, and Lauren was a friend of mine. I didn’t kill them. I don’t have a criminal record. I’m – I mean, I’m basically a good person. I’m – I mean …’ He looks away. Some color reaches his goofy face. He’s almost like a cartoon character. ‘I know I’m … I’m unusual, I guess. Some people think I’m weird. I’m this big goofy guy. I mean, I’m a loner, pretty much.’ His eyes return to mine. ‘I don’t matter to people, Mr Kolarich. I’m nobody to them.’


A little heavy on the dramatic self-pity for my taste. A lot heavy. ‘James, I don’t care about any of that,’ I say. ‘I’ll defend you whether you’re big or small. Whether you’re odd or normal.’ Cue the music to ‘The Star-Spangled Banner.’ Jason Kolarich: Give me your tired, your weak, your big and goofy.


I smack my lips. Dry mouth again, the bile in the back of my throat, the slam-dancing going on in my stomach. I pull the Altoids tin out of my pocket and pop one in my mouth. I don’t know what the hell to make of this guy.


‘Maybe the cops won’t even come talk to me,’ Drinker speculates, a lilt of unwarranted hope in his voice. ‘Maybe they have other suspects.’


‘They’ll talk to you,’ I say. ‘And when they do, you tell them you want to talk to your lawyer before you answer a single question. You understand that?’


‘Yeah, I got that. But maybe they won’t even talk to me. Seriously, that’s possible, isn’t it?’


I let out a sigh. ‘Sure, James. It’s possible.’


‘Let’s do this, Mr Kolarich. Jason. Let’s do this: Let’s hold tight. Let’s see what happens.’


Under the circumstances, that’s actually not a terrible idea. If there’s a guy in Drinker’s past, he’ll still be there when Drinker gets pinched.


But.


‘James,’ I say, ‘if this is really happening like we think, then this guy might not stop. He’s killing women and he might kill again. Someone else close to you. Or whomever. We should think about going to the police.’


He’s nodding along, but then he points at me. I don’t really like people pointing at me. ‘But isn’t that exactly what he wants me to do?’


This is all so odd. But he’s not wrong, I have to concede. What he’s saying is possible.


‘Maybe do it anonymously,’ I suggest. ‘An anonymous call to the tip line. There must be a tip line.’


‘And say what?’ Drinker shrugs.


I see his point. People close to James Drinker are dying – but it wasn’t James Drinker who killed them, I swear. And this isn’t James Drinker calling, either.


‘I didn’t kill anybody, and I’m not going to jail because somebody’s trying to frame me,’ he says. ‘There has to be another way.’


I pinch the bridge of my nose. I’m out of answers.


‘Let’s hope he’s done,’ Drinker says. ‘He might be done.’


‘Okay. Okay, James.’ There’s nothing else I can say. I can’t make him go to the police. And I’d be breaking my oath as an attorney if I called them myself. ‘Keep your eyes and ears open, James. And keep my business card with you at all times, just in case.’


He promises to do so. He approaches me and reaches over the table. I shake his hand. It is warm and moist.


He leans into me. ‘I hope I’m not nobody to you, Jason,’ he says.


He gleefully bounds out the door, not waiting for an answer.
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Friday, June 7


Jason and his private investigator, Joel Lightner, are sitting in my office. Lightner has his tie off and his collar open; his week is over. Jason is sitting on the couch in the back of my office, his left leg propped up.


‘Come out with us,’ Joel says. ‘We’ll have a few drinks, and who knows? You might finally decide to sleep with me.’ Joel is twice divorced, now a committed bachelor and skirt-chaser. If he has sex half as often as he talks about it, his penis should be in the hall of fame.


‘It’ll be fun,’ Jason adds.


‘Having drinks with you? Or sleeping with Joel?’ I ask.


Jason likes that. He’s in a chipper mood, he is, a rosy glow to his cheeks. It’s getting harder and harder to predict his moods. A few nights back at dinner, he looked like he was going to toss his cookies, but then he perked up. This morning, walking in the door, he barely lifted his eyes off his feet, and now he’s wearing a stupid smirk. And I can’t get over the hair, curling out around his ears, bangs hanging across his face. Since college, it was always the high and tight. Who is this person calling himself Jason?


‘Come out with us, Shauna,’ Joel says again. ‘You haven’t for a long time.’


That’s true; it was the trial. I sacrifice my otherwise diverse and stimulating social life whenever I get close to a trial date. That diverse and stimulating social life consists of dinner at a steak joint with Jason and Joel, who get drunk and insult each other, then heading to a bar where Jason and Joel get drunker and insult each other more and sometimes flirt with women.


I have become one of those women who hang out with men. I didn’t used to be. I had a pack of girlfriends, mostly from law school but some from college, whom I ran around with for years. What changed? Marriage. Kids. For them, not me. Nights out at the bars or poetry slams or concerts became quick happy hours before they had to get home, and even the full-scale nights out weren’t what they used to be, my friends yawning at eight-thirty, children-tired, or meeting up with their husbands later that night. And then I just got tired of the whole thing, these evenings out with women who were married with kids, who either talk about their kids endlessly (day care / soccer / Music Garden / Chinese lessons / Dora the Explorer) or, worse yet – much worse yet – catch themselves doing that and then realize it has the effect of leaving you out, and then they awkwardly stop, the needle screeching off the album mid-chorus, and there is an unstated (God, I hope it’s unstated) pact not to make Shauna feel worse than she probably already does, and someone forces out a painful segue – ‘So, Shauna, are you working on any interesting cases?’ – and then you have two choices: (1) acknowledge it and say, ‘It’s okay, it doesn’t make me feel barren and unfulfilled and desperately lonely to hear you talk about your kids and husbands, now what was that you were saying about arts-and-crafts camp?’ or (2) let them pity you and tell them about the interesting cases you’re working on.


And then you get the sense that it would be easier if you weren’t there, and then you realize that they’ve had the same thought, that they sometimes get together without you, some vague reference to lunch at Alexander’s, and they glance at you and say, with a trace of apology, forced casualness, ‘It was just a last-minute thing after lacrosse practice.’ And so you decide it would be easier to hang out with women just like you, also single, also childless, but then you realize they aren’t your best friends, but – but – maybe they can become your best friends, but then you realize that you’re thirty-five and you don’t feel like inventing new best buds at that age, and you find yourself probing them, examining them, wondering, what is it about them, why can’t they find someone, thinking that maybe you can find something in them, some flaw that you have, too, and that if you can just discover that one thing, just that one thing, then suddenly eligible, successful, decent, and handsome men with large penises, who absolutely adore musicals and pinot noir and cunnilingus, will come crawling out of the woodwork competing for your hand in marriage.


And then it turns out it’s easier to hang out with Jason and Joel while they get drunk and insult each other.


‘The reason she won’t come out with us has nothing to do with her dislike for you,’ Jason tells Joel. ‘She has a trial coming up. How far away?’


‘Less than a month,’ I say, feeling a shot of dread. ‘And you’re going to start on it next week, right?’ Trials are a bitch. They can be fun, but the workup sucks. Jason has a lot more trial experience than I do, and he’s a different personality. He reads a file the day before and goes in there and, damn him, kicks the crap out of witnesses. I don’t even enter the courthouse unless I’ve dissected every single angle of every single question.


My client, Arangold Construction, got into a construction job with the city’s civic auditorium that didn’t end up so well. The project was delayed, there were problems at the site, ultimately the city replaced Arangold, and the new contractor ran up the bill under the guise of time restraints. So now the city is suing Arangold for twenty million dollars. It’s a bet-the-company case. Arangold loses this case and gets hit with a verdict anywhere near the number the city wants, the company goes under. Twenty-two employees lose their jobs.


‘Yeah, sure. And I can stay tonight if you need some help,’ Jason says. ‘It’s not a problem.’


I look over the overwhelming stacks of paper on the floor in the corner. ‘Start fresh on Monday,’ I say. ‘I can divide out a chunk of the case, a discrete part, and hand it off to you.’


‘Sure.’


Marie, our receptionist, pokes her head in the door.


‘There she is!’ says Joel. He’d sleep with her, too. He’d sleep with a hermit crab.


She points to Jason. ‘Court reporter here to see you,’ she says. ‘Her name’s Alexa?’
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Friday, June 7


That court reporter from the suppression hearing is standing in my office when I walk in. I remember her. Of course I do. Today she is not dressed for court; she is wearing a blue blouse with frilly sleeves and blue jeans that fit her very snugly, thank you very little.


‘Personal delivery?’ I ask.


‘Personal delivery.’


When it happens with me, it always happens instantly. It doesn’t sneak up on me. It doesn’t bud and slowly blossom within me. It zaps me like I stuck a paper clip in a socket. When I first met my wife, Talia, back at State, and she suggested that we could study together for the econ final, that moment I first locked eyes with her, I couldn’t breathe.


This isn’t that. I’ll never have that again, what Talia and I shared. But there is something there, lingering between Alexa Himmel and me, something primitive and daring that I can’t quite place. Lust, if you had to assign it a word, but that feels incomplete. It’s more like a connection, something between us that just seems to fit together. I get you, Jason. I’m like you.


Those penetrating icy-blue eyes, catching and hanging on to mine for just a beat beyond the required eye contact for a professional conversation, tell me I’m not alone. When we first met, I was coming off a tough cross-examination, I was in courtroom mode, I had clients with me – it was more like a bus nearly plastered me, but I narrowly avoided it and moved on with my life, just an after-rush of adrenaline to show for it. But this time it’s just the two of us, and I’m pancaked on the road.


‘You seemed like you were in a hurry to get this,’ she says, though I’m sure I didn’t.


‘I was,’ I answer, though I wasn’t.


‘Okay,’ she says, like the meeting is about to adjourn. She’s taken the first step, after all, a fairly overt one. She came all the way over to my office in person to drop off something that she could have e-mailed. She’s not going to take the next step. This is up to me.


She hikes her bag over her shoulder. ‘Have a great weekend,’ she says.


‘Hang on a second,’ I say, like I’ve just come up with a great idea. I wish I had a line to go along with it. Now I owe you one – how about dinner? At least let me buy you a drink. A big tough Hungarian lad I am, but I get tongue-tied around the ladies.


‘I’m trying to think of a smooth way to ask you on a date,’ I say. ‘Got any ideas?’
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Jason



Saturday, June 8


At a quarter to three in the morning, still staring up at the ceiling in my town house, I finally surrender and pull my laptop over and open it. It’s always on. I’m supposed to properly turn it off to allow for upgrades or updates or up-somethings, but I never do.


I check out a couple of fitness sites, a marathoner’s site being my favorite, even though it will be a long time before I run another marathon. Still, I have to acknowledge, even with the occasional flare-up, my knee is getting better.


This is the worst time, the still of night, shadows jumping across the window, the gentle creaks and groans of the town house’s foundation. I’m not so good when I’m left to my own thoughts. A night like this, normally, I’d lace it up and go for a run, no matter the time. I like the city best when I’m alone inside it, when I don’t have to share it, when the streets are naked and peaceful.


There is something wrong with me, but that something is nothing. There is nothing inside me. I watch one foot move in front of the other every day. I hear my voice arguing to a judge or jurors or reassuring a client. But it’s all nothing, isn’t it? The clients will go to prison, and even if I walk them, even if I find some way to win, they’ll be back, and sooner or later they’ll find a prison cell like metal drawn to a magnet. Everyone’s chasing after something, everyone wants something from somebody else, but not me.


There is a tiny earthquake in my stomach. My lips, my mouth, my throat, are dried up, sticky and itchy. I drink from a bottle of water but it doesn’t help. I pop an Altoid and chew it up, then slug some more water. Then I jump to the site for our online newspaper, the Herald, to hear about the latest stupid thing that Mayor Champion has done, when I’m greeted with this breaking-news headline:


BREAKING: THIRD WOMAN STABBED ON NORTH SIDE


I pop up in bed and click the link. The stabbing just happened. They don’t know the victim or too many details. Police responded to a call in the 4200 block of North Riverwood Avenue, a woman bleeding out from a stab wound.


I don’t have James Drinker’s contact information with me at home, on a Friday night that is technically Saturday morning. I may have brought home my notes from our two meetings. I don’t remember. These days I – Well, I don’t remember, anyway.


Twenty minutes later, I’m drifting again, the slow downhill nod toward sleep. Tomorrow, I think, tomorrow I’ll call James, a warmth spreading over me, while James Drinker sticks a knife into a woman, pulls it out, and winks at me.
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Saturday, June 8


I dial Jason’s cell at a quarter past eight. It’s early. He might be sleeping. Before the knee problem, he’d have already completed a twelve-mile run or something crazy, whatever that competitive itch he has that he always needs to scratch.


‘Hey,’ he says.


‘Hey.’ I cradle my cell in my shoulder as I scoop butter with a knife. Granola and toast for this working girl. Long day ahead at the office, prepping for the Arangold trial. Jason better not fuck me on this trial. Rory Arangold’s already been asking about Jason. He’s going to be there, right? He’s going to cross-examine their expert?


‘You watching the news?’ Jason asks.


He knows I am. I’m a creature of habit.


The woman who was stabbed last night in her apartment is Holly Frazier, a young, attractive woman in the photo they put up over the anchorman’s shoulder. A grad student at St. Margaret’s. Midtwenties, looks like.


‘What the fuck?’ Jason mumbles. ‘What is it this time? Is she, what, James Drinker’s dog walker or something? His study buddy?’


‘Ask him,’ I say. ‘Let’s see if this is another coincidence.’


‘I fucking will. Is this asshole playing me, Shauna?’


The notion is out there, of course. ‘But why would he?’ I ask. ‘You’re his lawyer. Everything he says to you is in confidence. I mean, I hate to say it, but it’s possible he’s telling you the truth, isn’t it?’


‘I don’t know. I guess.’ He mumbles a few more curse words under his breath. ‘He said he couldn’t think of anyone who’d do this to him, who’d want to taunt him. Fuck with him.’


‘So what?’ I say. ‘It could be anybody. He cut somebody off in an intersection, somebody who turned out to be a sociopath, and he’s paying for it now.’


‘C’mon, kid.’


‘I mean, yeah, it’s far-fetched, but people are strange, Jase. They just are. Just because he can’t think of anybody who’d want to do him harm doesn’t mean there isn’t somebody.’


I know what Jason’s thinking. I know him better than he knows himself. He’s thinking about three dead women and wondering if there will be more. And wondering if his client, James Drinker, is the one killing them.


And wondering if that means he has to turn him in.


‘Hey, sport,’ I say. ‘I hate to be the voice of reason, but you can only turn him in for something you know he’s going to do. Not for something he already did.’


‘Right, I know. I know. I can only turn him in if I know he’s going to commit a crime in the future, la-de-da-de-da.’


‘That’s not la-de-da-de-da, kiddo. That’s your oath. And you don’t know that he’s killed anybody.’


‘I got that part, Shauna. I’m clear on that.’


Snippy, snippy. So it’s Moody Jason this morning. Jason doesn’t like rules. He doesn’t like lines on the road and curbs and stop signs. He likes a fair result, but he doesn’t really care if he has to drive over a few front lawns to get there.


‘Listen, Jase, if—’


‘Hang on.’


‘– you think about it—’


‘Shauna, hold up. My other line’s ringing,’ Jason says. ‘Ten bucks says I know who it is.’


‘Monday morning, you start on Arangold,’ I say to him, but he’s already hung up.
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Jason



Saturday, June 8


No caller ID on the other end. I kill the call with Shauna and answer before my voice mail snatches away the second caller.


‘It’s James, James Drinker,’ he says in a rushed voice. He has my cell phone number from the card I gave him. A defense lawyer has to give out his cell number. He needs to be reachable whenever. ‘I didn’t kill that girl on the news,’ he says. ‘I don’t even know her.’


‘Holly Frazier,’ I say to him.


‘Right. I don’t know her. Did they – They didn’t say she was stabbed multiple times, did they? They just said she was stabbed. So maybe it’s not the same guy.’


‘James,’ I say, ‘were you like Macaulay Culkin again last night?’


He lets out a loud, anxious breath, like he’s about to swallow his phone. ‘I was home by myself last night. But this time I went online and searched some news sites. And – and I called my mother from my landline. I – I’m doing this now, I’m making a record every time I’m home at night by myself. So I can prove I didn’t go out and kill anybody. That’s smart, right? It’s freakin’ crazy that I have to do that, but it’s smart, isn’t it?’


Outside my open window, a couple is pushing a stroller, enjoying a lazy Saturday morning. The air still has a hint of that morning cool, but it’s going to be oven-hot today.


‘That’s smart, James. Very. Do you think you could supply me with that information?’


‘Supply you with what?’


‘That proof you were home last night. The phone call with your mother.’


‘Why do you need that?’


‘So I have it at the ready, in case the police start looking at you. While it’s fresh in our minds.’


‘How do I prove to you that I called my mother? You mean phone records?’


‘Yes, that’s what I mean. Or let me talk to your mother.’


‘You want me to tell my mother that she needs to talk to a lawyer I hired so we can confirm that I didn’t murder somebody? Are you kidding me? It would kill her. She’s in a nursing home. It would kill her.’


‘Well, then—’


‘And why am I proving this to you, Jason? You’re supposed to be the one on my side.’
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                           Version 2.0, January 2004

                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/



   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION



   1. Definitions.



      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,

      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.



      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by

      the copyright owner that is granting the License.



      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all

      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common

      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,

      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the

      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or

      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the

      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.



      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity

      exercising permissions granted by this License.



      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,

      including but not limited to software source code, documentation

      source, and configuration files.



      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical

      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but

      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,

      and conversions to other media types.



      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or

      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a

      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work

      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).



      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object

      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the

      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications

      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes

      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain

      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,

      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.



      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including

      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions

      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally

      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner

      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of

      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"

      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent

      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to

      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,

      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the

      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but

      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise

      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."



      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity

      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and

      subsequently incorporated within the Work.



   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of

      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,

      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable

      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,

      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the

      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.



   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of

      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,

      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable

      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,

      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,

      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable

      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their

      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)

      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You

      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a

      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work

      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct

      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses

      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate

      as of the date such litigation is filed.



   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the

      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without

      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You

      meet the following conditions:



      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or

          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and



      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices

          stating that You changed the files; and



      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works

          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and

          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,

          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of

          the Derivative Works; and



      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its

          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must

          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained

          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not

          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one

          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed

          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or

          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,

          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and

          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents

          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and

          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution

          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside

          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided

          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed

          as modifying the License.



      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and

      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions

      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or

      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,

      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with

      the conditions stated in this License.



   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,

      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work

      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of

      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.

      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify

      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed

      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.



   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade

      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,

      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the

      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.



   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or

      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each

      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,

      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or

      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions

      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A

      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the

      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any

      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.



   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,

      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,

      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly

      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be

      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,

      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a

      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the

      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,

      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all

      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor

      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.



   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing

      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,

      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,

      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this

      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only

      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf

      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,

      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability

      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason

      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.



   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS



   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.



      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following

      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"

      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include

      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate

      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a

      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the

      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier

      identification within third-party archives.



   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]



   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");

   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.

   You may obtain a copy of the License at



       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0



   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software

   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,

   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.

   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and

   limitations under the License.
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