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THE LINCOLN TUNNEL IS A SCARY place. Especially now, at the end of the workday. I’m one link in an endless chain of drivers, all moving our cars through an atmosphere of one hundred percent pure carbon monoxide. Tunnel workers patrol walkways along the walls; I assume they are there to make sure no car achieves a speed above three miles an hour. Their lungs must have a life expectancy of an hour and a half. Surrounding us all are thousands of tons of dirt and water, just waiting for a crack to come crashing through.


I usually avoid this tunnel. It is one of three main passageways between New York City and Northern Jersey, where I live. I prefer the George Washington Bridge, where oxygen is plentiful and it doesn’t feel like I’m driving through an enormous MRI machine.


The fact is, I don’t come into New York that often, and when I do it’s rarely during the absurdly misnamed “rush” hour. But I needed to go to the NYU law library to do some research for an appellate case I’m handling, and I was stuck in court all day, so here I am.


I have two choices. I can ponder my impending death by suffocation under all this mud and water, knowing my loved ones will forever wonder whether my final resting place was in New York or New Jersey. Or I can think about the case, and what my strategy will be if the Court of Appeals turns us down. I go with the case, but it’s a close call.


My client is death row inmate Willie Miller, a twenty-eight-year-old African-American convicted of murdering a young woman named Denise McGregor in the alley behind the Teaneck, New Jersey, bar where he worked. It’s a case my father, Nelson Carpenter, prosecuted seven years ago, when he was the State District Attorney. Ironically, it’s also my father’s fault that I’m on the case now.


I think back almost two years to the day I was at home watching the Giants play the Redskins on television. It was a frigid, windy, December Sunday, the kind of day that passing would be difficult, so each team would try to run the ball down each other’s throats. My father had come over to watch the game with me. He was never a big football fan, and my fanaticism about the Giants was clearly learned elsewhere. But he had been joining me to watch the games with increasing regularity since my mother died a year before. I don’t think it’s that he was liking football any more; I just think he was liking loneliness even less.


It must have been halftime that he brought it up, since if it were during the game I never would have heard him. “Do you remember the Willie Miller case?” he asked.


Of course I did. My father had sought and received the death penalty; this was not something I was likely to forget.


“Sure. What about it?”


He told me that some information had recently come to his attention. He wouldn’t tell me how, or even what the specific information was, but he said that he had learned that a juror lied in voir dire, a significant lie that could result in a new trial if revealed to the court.


He was grappling with what to do with the information, since revealing the specifics would amount to breaking a privilege. Yet as an officer of the court he felt uncomfortable with concealing it, since Willie Miller was entitled to have the truth come out.


“How would you feel about representing him on an appeal?”


“Me?” I’m sure my mouth was stuffed with potato chips, so it probably came out “Mnnpphh?”


“Yes. You could have an investigator look into it, find out the facts without me having to tell you, and then go to the appeals court.”


The case, as I remembered it, was open-and-shut. Willie Miller, even when seen through my skeptical defense attorney’s eyes, was a murderer. I was not about to get involved in an appeal based on a technicality. What if it succeeded? I’d have to go through a trial I was bound to lose.


“No thanks.”


“It would be important to me.”


There it was, the sentence from which there was no defense. In my family, when you asked a favor of someone, it was acceptable to refuse. But once the person said that it was important to them, it crossed a line and became an absolute imperative. We did not use those words frivolously, and they carried an awesome weight.


“Then I’ll do it.”


“You’ve got no chance, you know.”


I laughed. “Then why the hell is it so important to you that I enter the swamp?” That is how we referred to legal cases that dragged on forever with little or no chance of ultimate victory.


“Because the man is on death row.”


The Giants kicked off to start the second half, the Redskins drove the length of the field for a touchdown, and I was on a case that might well leave me forever stuck in the Lincoln Tunnel.


But, no! Suddenly, without warning, a burst of speed by the cars ahead lets me gun the accelerator to almost five miles an hour. At this rate, there’s a chance I might make it home in time to leave for court tomorrow morning.
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THERE IS NOTHING LIKE A GOLDEN RETRIEVER. I know, I know, it’s a big planet with a lot of wonderful things, but golden retrievers are the absolute best. Mine is named Tara. She is seven years old and the most perfect companion anyone could ever have. She is also funny and playful and smart. The only problem she has ever caused is that I spend so much time with her in the mornings that I am almost invariably late for work.


This morning is a case in point. I take Tara for an hour walk, throw a ball with her in the park, then come home and feed her. I’ve got to be in court by nine-thirty, so I wind up taking an eight-second shower and mostly get dressed in the car on the way. I’d love to take her with me, and she often comes to my office, but the bailiffs take a dim view of canines in court. What they don’t realize is that she’s smarter than half the lawyers that practice there.


Having said my goodbyes and given her a biscuit, I stop at a newsstand on the way to court, even though I’m in grave danger of being late. The decision to stop is essentially an involuntary one; I have long ago certified stopping at this particular newsstand as a permanent superstition. I would rather face the wrath of a judge by being late than irritate the newsstand god.


The name of this particular superstition is Eastside News, so named I’m sure because it’s just a few blocks from Paterson Eastside High School. Not only does it have every conceivable magazine in the entire world, but there is a sign proclaiming it to be “Paterson’s Only Out-of-Town Newspaper Stand.” I can easily understand why there is no competition for this honor; in all the years I have been stopping here, I’ve yet to see anyone buy a Des Moines Register.


The proprietor of Eastside News is Cal Morris, a forty-five-year-old African-American. After all this time I consider Cal a friend, though my knowledge of him consists of his occupation and the fact that he hates the Knicks and Rangers. I also once overheard him talking about his football exploits at Eastside High, though that would have been about ten years before I was there. In any event, we never talk about these things. Cal seems like a nice enough guy, but his role in my life is strictly to satisfy my superstitions.


As I said, I’m late, so I quickly initiate the rest of the ritual. Cal is ringing up another customer, but he sees me out of the corner of his eye.


“How they hangin’ today, Cal?”


“Low, Andy, mighty low.”


“Gotta hoist ’em up,” is my practiced response.


“I try, but they keep gettin’ lower.”


We both laugh, though neither of us has thought this is funny for a few years. I buy a Bergen Record, which is what serves for the local paper now. I remember when there was a Paterson Evening News and a Paterson Morning Call, but both have long ago ceased to exist. The Record doesn’t have the feel of a local paper, but it covers the national news pretty well. Besides, I’ll be in court all day and won’t have time to read it. I just feel silly stopping at the newsstand and not buying a paper.


The Passaic County Courthouse is a venerable old building, and to say it is the most impressive in downtown Paterson is to shower it with faint praise. My father once told me that the stature of the building and the courtrooms it contains can work against defendants, particularly those charged with relatively minor offenses. A juror looks at the majesty of the place and says, “This must be an important crime if it’s tried here. Let’s throw the book at the bastard.” These days the person usually representing the bastard is me, Andy Carpenter, attorney at law.


Today my client is Carmen Hernández, a twenty-three-year-old Puerto Rican immigrant accused of breaking into a jewelry store. There wasn’t exactly a pitched battle in the legal community to land Carmen as a client. I got the assignment because his mother is Sofía Hernández, who owns a fruit stand next door to my office. What I know about Sofía is that she works sixteen hours a day, has a smile on her face every morning, and gets summer fruit before anyone else. I also know she asked for my help, and money wasn’t an issue because she doesn’t have any. What I don’t know is whether her son is a crook. But that’s what we’re here to determine.


This is the third and last day of the trial. The Assistant DA, Norman Trell, has done his usual competent job of presenting his competent case to this competent jury, and soon they will be sent in to competently deliberate and find Carmen guilty. The only thing standing in the way of all this competence is my summation.


I take a quick glance at the large door in the back of the room, though I know it won’t be opening for three minutes. I then take another look at Carmen, wearing a suit as if it is the first time in his life he has ever worn one. It probably is; that suit was hanging in my closet until the trial started. Carmen is six foot four and I’m five foot eleven; he looks like he spent the last six hours in a dryer.


I stand and begin my summation, walking toward the jury, though I know I’m about to be interrupted. Their faces are bored, their eyes glazed, twelve poor slobs who couldn’t get a doctor’s excuse or a valid note from their boss to get them off jury duty. To these concerned citizens, the only positive aspect to this upcoming speech is that it is the last one they will have to hear.


“Ladies and gentlemen, you’ve had to listen to a lot of talking these past few days, and I’m smart enough to know not to chew your ears off much longer.”


Two of the jurors smile, which shows how little humor they’ve been exposed to lately. The other ten think I’m bullshitting them.


“There are only two things for me to talk about, and then I’ll shut up. The first is circumstantial evidence. Carmen Hernández stands accused on this kind of evidence. No one saw him break into that store. No one saw him take any jewels. No one saw him leave the store. Instead we have guesswork, and seem-to-be’s, and probably’s. The prosecutor, Mr. Trell, says, ‘Gee, with these circumstances, it sure seems to me that Mr. Hernández did it.’”


I look over at Trell, but he does not return the stare. He neither likes nor trusts defense lawyers, and as far as he’s concerned, I’m the worst of the lot. I extend the stare, mainly because it will be fifteen seconds until the door opens.


“Well, ladies and gentlemen, that’s not good enough.” Another pause for dramatic effect, as I wait impatiently. Open, door.


And open it does. Laurie Collins enters from the back. I turn, but then again so does everyone else. When Laurie Collins enters a room, you turn to see her. It’s as simple as that. She is a beautiful, sexy woman, and I would say this even if I weren’t sleeping with her. I would say it even if she weren’t able to kick the shit out of me.


Laurie, as instructed, is dressed in a conservative pants suit. She is five foot ten, with blond hair and a perfectly proportioned body. That figure comes across despite the otherwise nonrevealing attire, but then again Laurie’s body would look great if she were wearing a Winnebago.


Laurie seems excited about something, and she makes a motion to get my attention, a singularly unnecessary act. I nod and turn to Judge Kasten.


“Your Honor, if I could have a moment.”


Moments aren’t something Judge Kasten is inclined to dispense, and he stares at me with an intensity designed to make me withdraw the request. When I don’t do so, he finally says, “What is the problem, Mr. Carpenter?”


“I’m not really sure, Your Honor, but Ms. Collins certainly would not be interrupting were this not important.”


If there is such a thing as a stern sigh, Kasten pulls it off. “Make it brief.”


I walk over to Laurie, whose facial expression still shows excitement. Her words do not, though she speaks softly enough that I’m the only one able to hear them.


“Hi, Andy,” she says. “What’s new in the legal world?”


Now, you may not think this is big news, but I look stunned, as if she had dropped a bombshell.


“Not a hell of a lot,” I say. “Still hot out there?”


She nods enthusiastically. “Yeah, close to eighty, although they’re predicting a thunderstorm. By the way, you do realize your father is going to be upset by this, don’t you?”


My father is not only the retired State District Attorney, he is also a legend in the legal profession. As the next few minutes are about to demonstrate, the legend gene obviously skipped a generation.


“You think I’m afraid of my father?” I ask her, incredulous at the possibility.


“Petrified,” she says.


“Then I’ll tell him this was your idea.”


I make a triumphant fist and look skyward, as if thanking God for this good fortune. I may be laying it on a little thick, but these aren’t the brightest jurors in the world.


Barely able to contain my excitement, I turn and walk to Carmen at the defense table. Since he can only speak about four words of English, I don’t bother making sense when I whisper in his ear.


“All the while I’d be thinkin’, I could be another Lincoln, if I only had a brain.”


I break out in a big grin and hug him. He figures something good must have happened, so he breaks out in just as big a grin and hugs me back. We are one happy lawyer-client team. Among the people who aren’t quite as happy is Judge Kasten.


“Perhaps you would like to enlighten us as to what is going on, Mr. Carpenter?”


Smile painted on my face, I turn and walk toward the bench. “Sorry, Your Honor, but I thought my client should be the first to hear the good news.”


“And just what good news is that?” he asks.


“Well, I’m not sure why we had to learn about it this way…” I take the smile off long enough to stare a silent reprimand at Prosecutor Trell. “… but I’ve just heard a report that another man has confessed to the crime my client is being tried for. The media has the story. He is under arrest and is being held at this very moment.”


There is an uproar in the courtroom, or at least as much uproar as this scraggly group can manage. My eyes are on the jury, now fully awake and talking excitedly among themselves. “Can this be true?” they’re thinking. “Does this mean we can go home?”


Carmen shakes hands and hugs everyone in sight; for a moment I think he’s going to accidentally strangle the bailiff. My eyes are on the prosecution table, where one of Trell’s assistants gets up and rushes out of the room, already drawing his cell phone out of his pocket as he goes. I watch him until I turn to the sound of an increasingly annoying noise. It’s Kasten’s gavel, and he’s pounding it as hard as he can.


Eventually, order is restored, if for no other reason than to quiet that stupid gavel. Kasten turns to Trell, who is still looking befuddled.


“Mr. Trell, what is your information on this?”


Trell doesn’t know what attitude to take, since he doesn’t know if it’s true. He plays it down the middle. “I’m having it checked right now, Your Honor.” He turns toward the doors in the back of the court as if to show Kasten where the answer will come from.


On cue, the assistant opens those doors and comes back in the room, holstering his cell phone as he does. He quickly goes to Trell and whispers in his ear. The jig, I am aware, is about to be up.


Trell nods vigorously, then turns back to Kasten. I think he so relishes what he’s about to say that he’s actually salivating. He uses his deepest voice. “Your Honor, I am told there is no truth whatsoever to this report.” Roosevelt spoke with less drama when he announced the attack on Pearl Harbor.


No sooner does Trell finish speaking than Kasten’s head, as well as every other head in the courtroom, swivels toward me.


I shrug, as if I’m an innocent bystander. “I’m as surprised as you, Judge. The media in this town is getting out of hand.”


He, of course, is not buying it. “This is bizarre behavior even by your standards.”


Obviously he doesn’t know my standards, but now is not the time to educate him. I shrug so hard my shoulders hurt. “Your Honor, surely you don’t think—”


He interrupts me, which is just as well, since I wasn’t quite sure how to finish the sentence. “Finish your summation, and then I’ll want to see both counsel in chambers. The jury will disregard this entire incident.”


I walk toward the jury, shaking my head in amazement at this turn of events. Let’s see if they disregard this…


“The second thing I wanted to talk to you about is reasonable doubt. If any of you believed, even for a few moments, that someone else had confessed to the crime my client stands charged with, then you must have a reasonable doubt as to his guilt.”


A cannon goes off in Trell’s chair, sending him soaring to his feet. “Objection! Objection!”


He yells so loud that I have to yell over him to the jury, while I’m pointing to Carmen. “You cannot be absolutely positive about this man’s guilt and at the same time be ready to believe that someone else did it!”


“Objection! Objection!” That Trell is quite a conversationalist. Meanwhile, Jean Valjean never pounded rocks as hard as Kasten is pounding the gavel.


“Bailiff, remove the jury.”


As I watch the jury file out, I know that Kasten is going to come down on me, even contempt is a possibility. I also know that I’m my father’s son, and Kasten has too much respect and friendship for Nelson Carpenter to destroy his first and only born.


Besides, Carmen Hernández is going to be a free man within the hour, which makes this a very good day.
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MY CHILDHOOD IS FILLED WITH GREAT MEMORIES, in fact, great ones are the only memories I have. I talked to a shrink about it, and we pretty much agreed that unpleasant things must have happened when I was growing up, but that I had just repressed them. I asked him how long I could go on repressing them, and he said maybe forever. That worked for me, so I left therapy before I could blow it and get in touch with my true feelings.


That was eight years ago. So far, so good.


But if one memory stands out over all others, it’s my father and I going to Yankees games. We lived in Paterson, which is where I still have my office. The drive from our house to Yankee Stadium was eight miles on Route 4 to the George Washington Bridge, then the Cross Bronx to the Major Deegan to the stadium. Without traffic it’s about twenty-five minutes, which means that in real life it takes about an hour and a half. But I never minded, because I knew at the end I was going to walk through the tunnel and out to our seats, and I would see the most beautiful sight in the world. The Yankee Stadium infield.


The green of that infield was and is unlike any color ever produced anywhere else. You could buy a box of half a million Crayolas and never begin to match that color. Set against it is the understated tan of the dirt part of the infield, which becomes a deep, powerful brown when watered by the groundskeepers. Their job, the job of maintaining the Yankees’ home field, is a heavy but rewarding burden that they shoulder flawlessly.


Today I’m going to get to see that infield, as my father and I have tickets to the game. As always, I pick him up at his house and head for the stadium. The drive there is just as glorious, just as filled with anticipation, as it was in my youth. The only difference is that I’m the one behind the wheel, which can’t be right, since when we go to the games I’m eight years old again.


But we’ll get there, we’ll park in our special place, which gets us out after the game faster than anyone else, my father will become my “Dad,” and everything will be right with the world.


Today the Yankees are playing the Red Sox. I used to hate the Red Sox, just like I hated the Orioles, and the Indians, and the White Sox, and anybody else not in pinstripes. But I don’t hate anymore, I’m too arrogant for that. To hate is to grant a level of importance that those teams don’t deserve. We dismiss our opponents, we don’t hate them. They are not worthy of that.


Our seats are field level boxes, third row behind third base. If there is a more perfect six feet of real estate, I have no idea where it is. I am sucking on a snow cone and wondering why food sold at the seats by vendors tastes better than the same items bought anywhere else, when my father nudges me and points to the scoreboard. He doesn’t have to say a word; it’s the fourth inning, time to start betting.


I don’t know when this started, but I think it was in my early teens. My father and I bet on everything in the fourth inning. We keep track of the bets; at one point, I think I owed him a million dollars. It was a big burden for a high school sophomore, but I won it back and then some. Today he owes me forty-one thousand, three hundred and fifty-five dollars. I’m on a roll.


Trot Nixon steps up to the plate to face Roger Clemens. It’s my father’s turn to choose the bets because he’s behind. His mind calculates the infinite possibilities as if he is planning a legal argument.


“I’ll bet you five hundred dollars the first pitch is a strike,” he says with confidence.


“You’re on,” I say unnecessarily, since every bet is on. Clemens throws a slider a foot outside. Good start for me, but I don’t get cocky. The fourth can be a very long inning.


“Six hundred says he gets a base hit. You give me three to one.”


I just nod this time, he knows he’s on. Nixon pops up to center, Williams calls off Knoblauch and handles it easily. I make a fist in triumph. “Yesssss.”


While we’re waiting for Garciaparra to come up, my father says, “I was hoping Nicole would join us.”


Not now, Dad. You’re supposed to leave the real world out in the parking lot.


“Nicole and I are separated, Dad. You sometimes seem to forget that.” He also forgets that I go back to being eight years old when I’m here. How could I have an estranged wife?


“An old man can’t hope?”


“An old man should concentrate on the game, because I’m cleaning the old man’s clock.” I’m trying to refocus him, but I’m having a tough time.


He looks at his program, so I think maybe he’s getting back to baseball. Unfortunately, he isn’t.


“Judge Kasten told me about your stunt in the courtroom.”


Uh, oh. I’m caught, but not backing down. “You mean the stunt that got my client acquitted?”


“I mean the one that could have gotten you disbarred.”


“It was worth the risk,” I parry.


“In the future, you might want to substitute solid preparation for risk taking,” he thrusts. “By the way, how are you doing on the Miller appeal?”


“The ruling could come down anytime,” I say. “I’m hopeful.” Dad is worried about something as trivial as a death sentence in the fourth inning?


“You need to understand that even on a retrial, it’s a case you can’t win,” he says. “I covered all the bases.”


“Speaking of bases, Garciaparra is up.” This seems to work, and our legal careers are moved to the back seat. More fake money is about to be put on the table.


“Garciaparra will foul off the first pitch. Eight hundred bucks. Nine to two.” He seems pretty confident, so I just as confidently tell him that he’s on.


Clemens winds up and Garciaparra lines one down the right field line. I’m on my feet. It’s curving… it’s curving… fair!


“Fair ball! Fair ball! Fair ball!” I scream. I hate cheering for something against the Yankees, and everybody around us is staring at me with disdain, but my competitive juices are flowing. I turn to my father in triumph, and he has bowed his head appropriately in defeat.


“Can’t even watch?” I crow. But it’s more than that. In a brief, terrible instant, I realize that in fact he can’t watch, can’t speak, can’t even sit up. He falls over and his head hits the railing in front of us, and then he slumps to the ground, his body grotesquely wedged between the seats.


And then I start screaming, screaming louder than anyone has ever screamed in Yankee Stadium. Screaming louder than anyone has ever screamed in any stadium.


But my dad can’t hear me, and I’ll never be eight years old again.
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THE CROWD AT THE FUNERAL SEEMS LARGER THAN the crowd at the stadium, except everyone here finds themselves compelled to talk to me, to convince me they knew my father, and to let me know how sorry they are. It’s supposed to make me feel better. It doesn’t come close.


The cemetery itself covers miles and miles of gently rolling hills, which would be beautiful and uplifting if they were not dotted by endless rows of headstones. Can there really be this many people buried here? Have their loved ones all felt the same kind of pain I am feeling?


I tell someone I want to deliver the eulogy, but I dread the prospect of it. Laurie tells me I don’t have to, that no one will think less of me if I don’t. She’s right, but I go up there anyway. I look out at the crowd. It seems as if the only people in America not at this funeral must be the ones lying under all those headstones.


“All of you knew Nelson Carpenter in your own way,” I begin. “Like everyone, he had his labels, and he wore them proudly and well. To many he was the District Attorney, a brilliant man whose devotion to justice was complete, and who would go to any lengths to ensure that everybody received fair and impartial treatment under the law.


“To many of you he was simply a friend, and when you had Nelson Carpenter as your friend, you didn’t need many others. Because he wasn’t simply there if you asked for his help; he had a sixth sense that could see through you, and a generosity that would provide that help without you ever having to ask.


“But I knew Nelson Carpenter as a father, and that makes me luckier than any of you. Because his family was his world, and let me tell you something, there was no better world to live in.”


My throat feels like it is in a vise the entire time, but I don’t cry, just like I didn’t cry at my mother’s funeral three years ago. But I remember having my father to share the pain with then, and I could focus on supporting him. Now it’s just me.


Only child becomes even more only.


Afterward I’m walking toward the cars, nodding thank you to the remaining four or five million people who are just now approaching me. Philip Gant, U.S. Senator Philip Gant, soon to be ex–father-in-law Philip Gant, walks toward me.


Philip was my father’s oldest friend, and though that friendship always struck me as rather unlikely, it was remarkably strong and enduring. Their relationship is what originally brought their offspring together. Philip was upset when Nicole left me; I always thought that she must have had a harder time breaking the news to him than to me.


Philip dominates every room he is ever in, even rooms with no walls, thousands of people, and rolling hills dotted with headstones. As he comes toward me, everyone else seems to melt away. He taps me on the shoulder with authority. Philip does everything with authority.


“Magnificent eulogy, Andrew. I knew Nelson longer than anyone here, and let me tell you, every word you said was true.”


It is typical of Philip that even when he is trying to be nice, he secures the upper hand, this time by assuming I need his confirmation that I really knew my father.


This time he’s gone too far. “Thank you, Philip. I appreciate that,” I lash back.


“I spoke to Nicole,” he says. “She was very upset.”


I nod, since I know this must be true; Nicole was quite fond of her father-in-law. I am actually surprised that she wasn’t here.


“Terrible,” he says, shaking his head. “Just terrible. You just let me know if there’s anything I can do.”


I nod again, Philip heads off to a limousine the size of North Dakota, and his chauffeur holds the door open for him as he enters. I turn and see Laurie, who has been great throughout this. She takes my arm and squeezes it gently.


“You okay?” she asks.


“I’m okay,” I lie.


I don’t feel like going home, so we go to a sports bar named Charlie’s. It is my favorite restaurant in the entire world; in fact, it is the best restaurant in the entire world. In fact, every single item on the menu is better than every item on any other menu at any other restaurant in the entire world. Some people think I overrate Charlie’s. I think those people are stupid.


Anyway, Charlie’s feels more like home than home, so this is where I want to be. We go to our favorite booth in the corner, the one next to the video trivia game. We order burgers and beer and I start planning my life as an orphan.


The first thing I’m going to have to do is go back to my father’s house. I’ll need to go through his papers and his personal possessions, and make sure that everything is in order. That’s not going to be easy. Laurie promises to help, but I feel like I want to do everything by myself, like it’s some rite of passage I have to go through.


Within a short time we’re laughing and joking, punctuated every few minutes by my feeling guilty that I’m laughing and joking. But we’re enjoying each other’s company, and it feels good.


Laurie and I have only been sleeping together for two weeks, a total of four times. Each time has been better than the time before it, and the first time wasn’t too shabby. She has blue eyes which she claims are green, and when you stare into them you feel like you’re on a gorgeous beach on a gorgeous day drinking a gorgeous drink with an umbrella in it.


She’s also the best investigator I’ve ever known, smart, tough, and relentless, at least when she doesn’t let her integrity get in the way. She’s an ex-cop and I’m a lawyer, which probably explains why I think all my clients are innocent, and she thinks they’re guilty. It’s the difference between law school and the police academy. We bridge this gap by agreeing that the clients are all entitled to the best defense possible.


I hesitated a long while before letting things turn sexual, to say nothing of emotional, with Laurie. I’ve been married to Nicole since I was twenty-three, and I wasn’t exactly a sexual dynamo before that, so even when I got separated I felt like I was cheating by being with another woman.


I also was leery of mixing business with pleasure, cognizant as I was of the difficulties that can result. But the main reason I hesitated to sleep with Laurie is because whenever I brought it up she said no. Two weeks ago she changed her mind, which coincidentally was the exact moment I stopped hesitating.


But tonight Laurie is not my lover, nor is she my investigator. She is my friend, and the time with her at Charlie’s is comforting. She drives me home, pulling up in front of my house at around nine. I live in Franklin Lakes, an upscale suburban community about a half-hour northeast of New York City. Each house, including mine, has manicured lawns and perfectly maintained flowers, none of which are maintained by those of us who live here. I’ve never checked, but Franklin Lakes must have the highest number of gardeners per capita in the United States.


What it doesn’t have is the feel of a neighborhood, at least not the ones I remember. I am on a waving relationship with my neighbors; it is the suburban equivalent of a nodding, elevator relationship for those who live in high-rise apartments.


“You want to come in?” I ask.


“I don’t think I should. I think you might need some time alone.”


I don’t argue, because we both know she’s right; her staying over tonight wouldn’t feel right for either of us.


It’s just as well that Laurie doesn’t come in, because when I go into the house Nicole is sitting on the leather sofa in the den, petting Tara and waiting for me.


“Hello, Andy.”


“Nicole…” is the cleverest retort I can come up with.


“I heard about Nelson… I was in Seattle visiting my grandmother… I got here as fast as I could… oh, Andy…”


She comes over and hugs me, though it makes me feel awkward. I wonder if she feels the same, but there’s no sign of it. Actually, I don’t think “awkward” is something Nicole ever allows herself to feel. Feeling awkward would just make her feel awkward, so she simply avoids it.


“He was really crazy about you,” I say, driven by a sudden need to make her feel better.


“And I felt the same way about him. Are you okay?”


“I’m hanging in. I’m not sure it’s totally hit me yet.”


She still has her arms around me, it’s one of the longest hugs I’ve ever experienced. And there’s no sign of it ending anytime soon.


“Andy, I’ve been thinking… even before this… I don’t want to just give up on us.”


I’m at a loss for words, not an everyday occurrence for me, which goes on for quite a while. The uncomfortable silence is enough to get her to break the hug.


“It’s your turn to say something,” she says, though I already knew that.


I give it my best shot. “Nicole, we’ve been separated for six months. In that time I have not become a big-time corporate attorney, nor have I decided to run for Congress.”


“Andy…”


“And I still represent people who think Beef Wellington is a wrestler. In short, I’m not what you seem to want anymore.”


“So maybe I can try and change. It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”


I’m not sure and I tell her so. She takes that as a qualified yes.


“So I was thinking we could start dating… have dinner or something?”


“You want to start dating?” I ask. “What’s the matter, you can’t find anybody to take you to the prom?” This is meant to sound tough; it comes off as cutesy.


“Andy, let’s start over.” She renews the hug again, this time with certain body parts rubbing against certain other body parts.


“Am I going to have to get you a corsage?” I have now openly switched to cutesy. Even Tara looks disgusted.


Nobody’s ever accused me of being a tower of strength, least of all Nicole. I think we’re going to try. This would have been a good day for my father.
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THE HOUSE OF MY FIRST EIGHTEEN YEARS WAS ON 42nd Street in Paterson, New Jersey. This is of considerable significance because of the manner in which Paterson has developed. There is a downtown area, economically poor and overwhelmingly African-American. Then there are the numbered streets, 1 through 42, ending at the Passaic River. The river is where 43rd Street would be.


The higher the street number, the more expensive and desirable the houses. For years, almost all of the people living in the streets above 20 were white. Gradually, though, African-Americans started moving “upward” to the mid-20s, then the early 30s, and on toward the heavenly 40s. The whites would then move further up, fearful that the mixing of the neighborhood was driving their home values down.


Looking at the big picture, it was as if the whites were being driven to the sea, in this case the river, and that it eventually would part and allow them to flee to the suburbs. This they did, in droves, and Paterson is now overwhelmingly African-American. The houses look exactly the same, but the people look different.


It is a source of great pride to me that my parents never followed the masses across the river, but a source of some shame that I did. But I love that house, and that neighborhood, and I love my parents even more for not abandoning it.


I drive to the house, with Tara sitting in the front seat and looking out the window at the neighborhood, checking it out as if she is thinking of buying property here. We arrive at the house, now empty of family, and I take a deep breath as we walk toward it. We walk up the steps where I covered myself in glory playing stoopball. We step up onto the porch from which I used to watch summer thunderstorms, mesmerized as the water hit the ground so hard that it bounced six inches back in the air.


And then we enter the house. You could blindfold me and I could describe every square inch of the house, tell you every piece of furniture that has ever been in it, yet I could barely remember what any house I’ve lived in since looks like.


Once inside, the pain begins inside my stomach and keeps boring inward. By the time I’m in the den it has reached previously unexplored depths, but I resolve not to give in to it. My resolve lasts for about eight seconds, and I start sobbing. Tara nuzzles next to me, letting me know that she loves me and is there for me. I wonder if she can comprehend how much that helps; I believe she can. The power of a dog’s love is astonishing.


I compose myself and get started. My father kept everything in four file cabinets in his office, and for the next three hours I go through papers and documents. Everything seems characteristically straightforward and organized; my father would never have had it any other way. My unspoken (even to myself) dread that I would find something troubling (an old love letter to a mistress?) soon gives way to semiboredom as I plow through the material.


I seem to remember that there are a lot of things in the attic, so I take a stepladder and go up there. It’s dusty; this area obviously was not a frequent place of visitation. There are boxes of old papers, books, photographs, and memorabilia, and despite myself I get lost in them. I realize with a flash of guilt that I have not similarly chronicled my own life, then I realize with a flash of sadness that there will not be anyone to notice.


Many of the items I see trigger old memories, though some are literally before my time. There is a yellowed newspaper clipping from the day that my then thirteen-year-old father slipped through an ice crack in a local pond, along with a picture of Philip, dripping wet after heroically pulling him out. It is an incident my father related to me perhaps half a dozen times; he truly credited Philip with saving his life. Surprisingly, I never heard Philip mention it, though it would certainly have added luster to his political résumé.


I pick up a photograph of my parents at the beach. What strikes me about it is how comfortable they look together; I can never remember a time when it was any other way. Looking at their youthfulness, it seems amazing that they are gone, or even that they ever existed in this form.


The photograph is in a frame, and as I go to put it back, I see there is something behind it, as if hidden. I pry open the frame and pull out another picture, which is of four men, arm in arm, smiling and laughing as they pose for the camera. All of the men seem to be in their early twenties, and my father is one of them. There are two 1960s model cars in the driveway behind them, one sideways to the camera and one facing it.


The black and white shot was taken at night, and the young men seem jovial, perhaps intoxicated. In the background are trees and a large, manicured lawn, but I don’t recognize the location.


I go to put down the photo, then do a double take and pick it back up. One of the men looks like a young Victor Markham, a very wealthy, very influential local industrialist. I’ve never met Markham, but his son’s girlfriend was the young woman that my client, Willie Miller, was convicted of murdering years ago. Even though my father prosecuted the case originally, I until now was not aware that he knew Victor Markham as a younger man. It is a strange thing for him not to have mentioned.


It is the Miller case that finally draws me away from the house. I put the picture in my pocket and leave. I have to go out to the prison this afternoon and see my client, to keep him up-to-date about what is going on. He’s the one who very well might receive the lethal injection, so I think he has a right to know.


After driving Tara home, I head out to the prison, which is about twenty-five minutes from Paterson, near Newark Airport. It seems a sadistic placement, as the prisoners must constantly listen to those living in freedom literally soaring off into the sky. It must make their cagelike existence seem that much more confining. On the other hand, they never have to eat airline food.


Visiting death row is something I don’t think I’ll ever get used to, and I don’t recommend it at all. The first thing I notice about it, the first thing I always notice about it, is that it is so clean. It’s ironic. The people housed here are deemed the filth of society, not even worthy of life, yet their “house” is kept clean with a zeal unmatched this side of Disneyland.


The place seems entirely gray, as if I am looking at it through black and white eyes. The stench of hopelessness is everywhere; it feels like the animal shelter in which I found Tara. Everybody in cages, just waiting until it’s time to die, knowing no one is coming to set them free.


I go through the process of checking in and wait until the guard, Danny, comes to bring me to the cell block. Danny and I are by now familiar with each other, and I am struck by his ability to maintain a sense of humor in these surroundings. He’s not Jerry Seinfeld, but he’s okay.


We walk down a corridor flanked by cells on both sides, just like you see in the movies, and the prisoners call out taunting comments about the legal profession in general and myself in particular. None of it is flattering, some is positively brutal.


Danny is amused by it. “They’re getting to know you pretty well.”


I just nod and walk faster; I’m not in the mood for banter.


I’m finally brought to Willie Miller’s cell, the small iron box where he has spent the last seven years. He is heavily muscled and keeps himself in outstanding shape by working out. I don’t have the discipline to exercise even though I know it will help me lead a longer, healthier life. Willie’s about to be put to death and he never misses a day.
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