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  Tape 1




  Dictated January 24, 4:00 a.m.




  





  GAGE & GRISWELL




  Office Memorandum




  ATTORNEY WORK-PRODUCT




  PRIVILEGED AND CONFIDENTIAL




  To: Management Oversight Committee




  From: McCormack A. Malloy




  Re: Our Missing Partner




  Attached, pursuant to your assignment, please find my report.




  




  (Dictated but not read)




  





  Monday, January 23




  I: MY ASSIGNMENT




  The Management Oversight Committee of our firm, known among the partnership simply as “the Committee,” meets each Monday at 3:00 p.m. Over coffee and chocolate

  brioche, these three hotshots, the heads of the firm’s litigation, transactional, and regulatory departments, decide what’s what at Gage & Griswell for another week. Not bad guys

  really, able lawyers, heady business types looking out for the greatest good for the greatest number at G&G, but since I came here eighteen years ago the Committee and their austere powers,

  freely delegated under the partnership agreement, have tended to scare me silly. I’m forty-nine, a former copper on the street, a big man with a brave front and a good Irish routine, but in

  the last few years I’ve heard many discouraging words from these three. My points have been cut, my office moved to something smaller, my hours and billing described as far too low. Arriving

  this afternoon, I steadied myself, as ever, for the worst.




  “Mack,” said Martin Gold, our managing partner, “Mack, we need your help. Something serious.” He’s a sizable man, Martin, a wrestler at the U. three decades ago, a

  middleweight with a chest broad as the map of America. He has a dark, shrewd face, a little like those Mongol warriors of Genghis Khan’s, and the venerable look of somebody who’s mixed

  it up with life. He is, no question, the best lawyer I know.




  The other two, Carl Pagnucci and Wash Thale, were eating at the walnut conference table, an antique of Continental origin with the big heavy look of a cuckoo clock. Martin invited me to share

  the brioche, but I took only coffee. With these guys, I needed to be quick.




  “This isn’t about you,” said Carl, making a stark appraisal of my apprehensions.




  “Who?” I asked.




  “Bert,” said Martin.




  For going on two weeks, my partner Bert Kamin has not appeared at the office. No mail from him, no calls. In the case of your average baseline human being who has worked at Gage & Griswell

  during my time, say anyone from Leotis Griswell to the Polish gal who cleans the cans, this would be cause for concern. Not so clearly Bert. Bert is a kind of temperamental adolescent, big and

  brooding, who enjoys the combat of the courtroom. You need a lawyer who will cross-examine opposing party’s CEO and claw out his intestines in the fashion of certain large cats, Bert’s

  your guy. On the other hand, if you want someone who will come to work, fill out his time sheets, or treat his secretary as if he recollected that slavery is dead, then you might think about

  somebody else. After a month or two on trial, Bert is liable to take an absolute powder. Once he turned up at the fantasy camp run by the Trappers, our major league baseball team. Another time he

  was gambling in Monte Carlo. With his dark moods, scowls, and hallway tantrums, his macho stunts and episodic schedule, Bert has survived at Gage & Griswell largely through the sufferance of

  Martin, who is a champion of tolerance and seems to enjoy the odd ducks like Bert. Or, for that matter, me.




  “Why don’t you talk to those thugs down at the steam bath where he likes to hang out? Maybe they know where he is.” I meant the Russian Bath. Unmarried, Bert is apt to follow

  the Kindle County sporting teams around the country on weekends, laying heavy bets and passing time in sports bars or places like the Bath where people talk about the players with an intimacy they

  don’t presume with their relations. “He’ll show up,” I added, “he always does.”




  Pagnucci said simply, “Not this time.”




  “This is very sensitive,” Wash Thale told me. “Very sensitive.” Wash tends to state the obvious in a grave, portentous manner, the self-commissioned voice of wisdom.




  “Take a look.” Martin shot a brown expandable folder across the glimmer of the table. A test, I feared at once, and felt a bolt of anxiety quicken my thorax, but inside all I found

  were eighteen checks. They were drawn on what we call the 397 Settlement Account, an escrow administered by G&G which contains $288 million scheduled to be paid out shortly to various

  plaintiffs in settlement of a massive air crash case brought against TransNational Air. TN, the world’s biggest airline and travel concern, is G&G’s largest client. We stand up for

  TN in court; we help TN buy and deal and borrow. With its worldwide hotels and resorts, its national catering business, its golf courses, airport parking lots, and rent-a-car subsidiaries, TN lays

  claim to some part of the time of almost every lawyer around here. We live with the company like family in the same home, tenanted on four floors of the TN Needle, just below the world corporate

  headquarters.




  The checks inside the folder had all been signed by Bert, in his flourishing maniac hand, each one cut to something called Litiplex Ltd., in an amount of several hundred thousand dollars. On the

  memo lines of the drafts Bert had written “Litigation Support.” Document analyses, computer models, expert witnesses—the engineers run amok in air crash cases.




  “What’s Litiplex?” I asked.




  Martin, to my amazement, rifled a finger as if I’d said something adroit.




  “Not incorporated or authorized to do business in any of the fifty states,” he said. “Not in any state’s Assumed Names registry. Carl checked.”




  Nodding, Carl added like an omen, “Myself.”




  Carl Pagnucci—born Carlo—is forty-two, the youngest of three, and stingy with words, a lawyer’s lawyer who holds his own speech in the same kind of suspicion with which Woody

  Hayes viewed the forward pass. He is a pale little guy with a mustache like one of those round brushes that comes with your electric shaver. In his perfect suits, somber and tasteful, with a flash

  of gold from his cuff links, he reveals nothing.




  Assessing the news that Bert, my screwball colleague, had written millions of dollars of checks to a company that didn’t exist, I felt some peculiar impulse to defend him, my own longtime

  alliance with the wayward.




  “Maybe somebody asked him to do it,” I said.




  “That’s where we started,” Wash replied. He’d taken his stout figure back to the brioche. This had come up initially, Wash said, when Glyndora Gaines, our staff

  supervisor in Accounting, noticed these large disbursements with no backup.




  “Glyndora’s searched three times for any paper trail,” Wash told me. “Invoices. Sign-off memo from Jake.” Under our procedures, Bert was allowed to write checks on

  the 397 account only after receiving written approval from Jake Eiger, a former partner in this firm, who is now the General Counsel at TN.




  “And?”




  “There is none. We’ve even had Glyndora make inquiries upstairs with her counterparts at TN, the folks who handle the accounting on 397. Nothing to alarm them. You understand.

  ‘We had some stray correspondence for this Litiplex. Blah, blah, blah.’ Martin tried the same approach with one or two of the plaintiffs’ lawyers in the hope they knew something

  we didn’t. There’s nothing,” he said, “not a scrap. Nobody’s ever heard the name.” Wash is more shifty than smart, but looking at him—his liver spots and

  wattles, his discreet twitches and the little bit of mouse gray hair he insists on pasting across his scalp—I detected the feckless expression he has when he is sincere. “Not to

  mention,” he added, “the endorsement.”




  I’d missed that. Now I took note on the back of each check of the bilingual green block stamp of the International Bank of Finance in Pico Luan. Pico, a tiny Central American nation, a

  hangnail on the toe of the Yucatán, is a pristine haven of fugitive dollars and absolute bank secrecy. There were no signatures on the checks’ backs, but what I took for the account

  number was inscribed on each beneath the stamp. A straight deposit.




  “We tried calling the bank,” said Martin. “I explained to the General Manager that we were merely trying to confirm that Robert Kamin had rights of deposit and withdrawal on

  account 476642. I received a very genial lecture on the bank secrecy laws in Pico in reply. Quite a clever fellow, this one. With that beautiful accent. Just the piece of work you’d expect in

  that business. Like trying to grab hold of smoke. I asked if he was familiar with Mr. Kamin’s name. Not a word I could quote, but I thought he was saying yes. God knows, he didn’t say

  no.”




  “And what’s the total?” I thumbed the checks.




  “Over five and a half million,” said Carl, who was always quickest with figures. “Five point six and some change actually.”




  With that, we were all briefly silent, awed by the gravity of the number and the daring of the feat. My partners writhed in further anguish, but on closer inspection of myself I found I was

  vibrating like a bell that had been struck. What a notion! Grabbing all that dough and hieing out for parts unknown. The wealth, the freedom, the chance to start anew! I wasn’t sure if I was

  more shocked or thrilled.




  “Has anybody talked to Jake?” That seemed like the next logical step to me, tell the client they’d been had.




  “God, no,” said Wash. “There’s going to be hell to pay with TN. A partner in the firm lies to them, embezzles, steals. That’s just the kind of thing that Krzysinski

  has been waiting for to leverage Jake. We will be dead. Dead,” he said.




  There was a lot that was beyond me going on among the three of them—the Big Three, as they are called behind their backs—but I now thought I could see why I was here. Through most of

  my career at G&G I have been viewed as Jake Eiger’s proxy. We grew up in the same neighborhood and Jake was also a third or fourth cousin of my former wife. Jake was the person

  responsible for bringing me to the firm when he left to become Senior Division Counsel of TransNational Air. That is a long tradition at Gage & Griswell. For over four decades now, our former

  partners have dominated the law department at TN, becoming rich on stock options and remembering their old colleagues with the opportunity for lavish billing. Jake, however, has been under pressure

  from Tad Krzysinski, TN’s new CEO, to spread TN’s legal business around, and Jake, unsure of his own ground with Krzysinski, has given troubling signs that he will respond. In fact, in

  my case he seems to have responded some time ago, although I can’t tell you if that’s because I divorced his cousin, used to drink my lunch, or remain afflicted by something you might

  politely call “malaise.”




  “We wanted your advice, Mack, on what we should do,” said Martin. “Before we went any further.” He eyed me levelly beneath his furry brows. Behind him, out the broad

  windows of the thirty-seventh story of the TN Needle, Kindle County stretched—the shoebox shapes of Center City and, beyond that, upraised brick smokestack arms. On the west bank of the

  river, suburban wealth spread beneath the canopy of older trees. All of it was forlornly sullied by the dingy light of winter.




  “Call the FBI,” I offered. “I’ll give you a name.” You’d expect a former city cop to recommend his own department, but I left some enemies on the Force.

  Reading my partners’ looks, you could see that I’d missed their mood anyway. Law enforcement was not on the agenda.




  Wash finally said it: “Premature.”




  I admitted that I didn’t see the alternatives.




  “This is a business,” said Carl, a credo from which all further premises devolved. Carl worships what he calls the market with an ardor which in former centuries was reserved for

  religion. He has a robust securities practice, making the markets work, and a jet-lagged life, zooming back here to Kindle County at least twice a week from D.C., where he heads our Washington

  office.




  “What we were thinking,” said Wash, who laid his elderly hands daintily on the dark table, “some of us, anyway, is what if we could find Bert. Reason with him.” Wash

  swallowed. “Get him to give the money back.”




  I stared.




  “Perhaps he’s had second thoughts,” Wash insisted. “Something like this—he’s impulsive. He’s been running now, hiding. He might like another

  chance.”




  “Wash,” I said, “he has five and a half million reasons to say no. And a little problem about going to jail.”




  “Not if we don’t tell,” said Wash. He swallowed again. His sallow face was wan with hope above his bow tie.




  “You wouldn’t tell TN?”




  “If they didn’t ask, no. And why should they? Really, if this works out, what is there to tell them? There was almost a problem? No, no,” said Wash, “I

  don’t believe that’s required.”




  “And what would you do with Bert? Just kiss and make up?”




  Pagnucci answered. “It’s a negotiation,” he said simply, a deal maker who believes that willing parties always find a way.




  I pondered, slowly recognizing how artfully this could be engineered. The usual false faces of the workplace, only more so. They’d let Bert come back here and say it was all a bad dream.

  Or withdraw from the practice for a while and pay him—severance, purchase of equity, call it what you’d like. A person feeling either frightened or remorseful might find these offers

  attractive. But I wasn’t sure Bert would see this as much of a deal. In fact, for three smart guys they seemed to have little idea of what had happened. They’d been flipped the bird and

  were still acting as if it was sign language for the deaf.




  Wash had gotten out his pipe, one of his many props, and was waving it around.




  “Either we find some way to solve this problem—privately—or the doors here will be shut in a year. Six months. That’s my firm prediction.” Wash’s sense of

  peril no doubt was greatest for himself, since he had been the billing partner for TN for nearly three decades, his only client worth mentioning and the linchpin of what would otherwise have been a

  career as mediocre as mine. He has been an ex officio member of TN’s board for twenty-two years now and is so closely attuned to the vibrations of the company that he can tell you

  when someone on TN’s “Executive Level,” seven floors above, has broken wind.




  “I still don’t understand how you think you’ll find Bert.”




  Pagnucci touched the checks. I didn’t understand at first. He was tapping the endorsement.




  “Pico?”




  “Have you ever been down there?”




  I’d first been to Pico when I was assigned to Financial Crimes more than twenty years ago—sky of blue, round and perfect as a cereal bowl above the Mayan Mountains; vast beaches long

  and lovely as a suntanned flank. Most of the folks around here are down there often. TN was one of the first to despoil the coast, erecting three spectacular resorts. But I hadn’t taken the

  trip in years. I told Carl that.




  “You think that’s where Bert is?”




  “That’s where his money is,” Pagnucci said.




  “No, sir. That’s where it went. Where it is now is anybody’s guess. The beauty of bank secrecy is that it ends the trail. You can send the money anywhere from Pico. It could be

  back here, frankly. If it was in the right municipal bonds, he wouldn’t even have to pay taxes.”




  “Right,” Pagnucci quickly said. He took this setback, like most things, in silence, but his precise, mannerly good looks clouded with vexation.




  “And who’s going to do the looking?” I asked. “I don’t know many private investigators I’d trust with this one.”




  “No, no,” said Wash. “No one outside the family. We weren’t thinking of a private investigator.” He was looking somewhat hopefully at me. I actually laughed when I

  finally got it.




  “Wash, I know more about writing traffic tickets than how to find Bert. Call Missing Persons.”




  “He trusts you, Mack,” Wash told me. “You’re his friend.”




  “Bert has no friends.”




  “He’d respect your opinion. Especially about his prospects of escaping without prosecution. Bert’s childish. We all know that. And peculiar. With a familiar face, he’d

  consider this in a new light.”




  Anybody who’s survived for more than two decades in a law firm or a police department knows better than to say no to the boss. Around here it’s team play—yes, sir, and salute

  smartly. No way I could refuse. But there was a reason I was going to law school at night while I was on the street. I was never one of these lamebrains who thought cop work was glamorous. Kicking

  doors in, running down dark alleys—that stuff tended to terrify me, especially afterwards when I got to thinking about what I’d done.




  “I have a hearing Wednesday,” I said. This took them all back for a moment. No one, apparently, had considered the prospect that I might be working. “Bar Admissions and

  Discipline still wants to punch Toots Nuccio’s ticket.”




  There was a moment’s byplay as Wash proposed alternatives—a continuance, perhaps, or allowing another G&G lawyer to handle the case; there were, after all, 130 attorneys here.

  Martin, the head of litigation, eventually suggested I find another partner to join me at the hearing, someone who could take over down the road if need be. Even with that settled, I was still

  resisting.




  “Guys, this doesn’t make sense. I’m never going to find Bert. And you’ll only make them angrier at TN once they realize we waited to tell them.”




  “Not so,” said Wash. “Not so. We needed time to gather facts so that we could advise them. You’ll prepare a report, Mack,” he said, “something we can hand

  them. Dictate it as you go along. After all, this is a significant matter. Something that can badly embarrass them, as well as us. They’ll understand. We’ll say you’ll take no

  more than two weeks.” He looked to Martin and Carl for verification.




  I repeated that there was no place to look.




  “Why don’t you ask those thugs down at the steam bath where he likes to hang out?” Pagnucci asked. Talking to Carl is often even less satisfying than his silence. He is

  stubbornly, subtly, but inalterably contrary. Pagnucci regards agreement as a failure of his solemn obligation to exercise critical intelligence. There is always a probing question, a sly jest, a

  suggested alternative, always a way for him to put an ax to your tree. The guy is more than half a foot shorter than me and makes me feel no bigger than a flea.




  “Mack, you would be the savior of this firm,” said Wash. “Imagine if it did work out. Our gratitude would be”—Wash waved—“unspeakable.”




  It all looked perfect from their side. I’m a burnt-out case. No big clients. Gun-shy about trials since I stopped drinking. A fucked-up wreck with the chance to secure my position. And all

  of this coming up at the most opportune time. The firm was in its annual hysteria with the approaching conclusion of our fiscal year on January 31. All the partners were busy choking overdue fees

  out of our clients and positioning themselves for February 2, a week and a half from now, when the profits would be divided.




  I considered Wash, wondering how I ever ended up working for anybody in a bow tie.




  “I say the same thing to you I’ve said to Martin and Carl,” Wash told me. “It’s ours, this place, our lives as lawyers are here. What do we lose if we take a couple

  of weeks trying to save it?”




  With that, the three were silent. If nothing else, I had their attention. In high school I used to play baseball. I’m big—six three—and never a lightweight. I have good

  eye-hand, I could hit the ball a long way, but I’m slow, what people call lumbering when they’re trying to be polite, and the coaches had to find someplace to play me, which turned out

  to be the outfield. I’ve never been the guy you’d want on your team. If I wasn’t batting, I wasn’t really in the game. Three hundred feet away from home plate you can

  forget. The wind comes up; you smell the grass, the perfume from some girl in the stands. A wrapper kicks across the field, followed by a ghost of dust. You check the sun, falling, even with all

  the yelling to keep you awake, into a kind of trance state, a piece of meditation or dreams. And then, somehow, you feel the eyes of everybody in the park suddenly shifted toward you—the

  pitcher looking back, the batter, the people in the stands, somebody someplace has yelled your name. It’s all coming to you, this dark circle hoving through the sky, changing size, just the

  way you’ve seen it at night when you’re asleep. I had that feeling now, of having been betrayed by my dreams.




  Fear, as usual, was my only real excuse.




  “Listen, guys. This was carefully planned. By Mr. Litiplex or Kamin or whoever. Bert’s three sheets to the wind with his sails nowhere in sight. And even if I do find him, by some

  miracle, what do you think happens when he opens the door and sees that he’s been tracked down by one of his partners, who undoubtedly is going to speak to him about going to prison? What do

  you think he’ll do?”




  “He’ll talk to you, Mack.”




  “He’ll shoot me, Wash. If he’s got any sense.”




  Bereft of a response, Wash looked on with limpid blue eyes and a guttering soul—an aging white man. Martin, a step ahead as ever, smiled in his subtle way because he knew I’d

  agreed.




  Pagnucci as usual said nothing.




  





  II: MY REACTION




  Privately, my partners would tell you I’m a troubled individual. Wash and Martin are polite enough to murmur some fainthearted denial as they read this, but, guys, we all

  know the truth. I am, I admit, kind of a wreck from all directions—overweight even by the standards of big men who seem to get some latitude, gimpy on rainy days because I ruined my knee

  while I was a copper, jumping off a fence to chase some bum who never was worth catching. My skin, from two decades of drinking hard, has got that reddened look, as if someone took a Brillo pad to

  my forehead and my cheeks. Worse is what goes on inside. I have a sad heart, stomped on, fevered and corrupted, and a brain that boils at night in a ferment of awful dreams. I hear like far-off

  music the harsh voices of my mother and my former wife, both of them tough Irishwomen who knew that the tongue, for the right occasion, can be made an instrument of pain.




  But now I was excited. After the Committee broke, I lit out from the Needle for the Russian Bath, eager and actually somewhat jealous of Bert. Imagine! I thought as I bounced along in the taxi

  taking me west. Just imagine. A guy who worked down the hall. A foul ball. Now he was off roistering with a stolen fortune while I was still landlocked in my squalid little life.




  Reading this, my partners probably are squinting. What kind of jealous? they say. What envy? Fellas, let’s not kid ourselves, especially at 4:00 a.m. It is the hour of the wolf, quiet as

  doom, and I, the usual insomniac mess, am murmuring into my Dictaphone, whispering in fact, in case my nosy teenaged son actually returns from his night of reprobate activity. When I finish,

  I’ll hide the tape in the strongbox beneath my bed. That way, in the event of second thoughts, I can drop the cassette into the trash.




  Before I began dictating the cover memo, I actually figured I would do it just as Wash requested. A report. Something anesthetized and lawyerly, prose in a straitjacket, and many footnotes. But

  you know me—as the song goes, I’ve done it my way. Say what you like, this is quite a role. I talk, you listen. I know. You don’t. I tell you what I want—when I want. I

  discuss you like the furniture, or address you now and then by name. Martin, you are smiling in spite of yourself. Wash, you are wondering how Martin will react. Carl, you’d like it all in no

  more than three sentences and are bristling already.




  The bottom line, then: I didn’t find Bert this afternoon. I tried. The cab got me to the right place and I stood outside the Bath, looking over the run-down commercial street, one of

  DuSable’s many played-out neighborhoods, with the gritty restaurants and taverns, storefronts and tenements, windows dulled by dust. The brick buildings are permanently darkened from the

  years when this city burned coal. The masonry seemed to gather weight against the sky, which had been galvanized by winter, heavy-bellied clouds, gray and lusterless as zinc.




  I actually grew up not far from here on the West End of the city, near the Callison Street Bridge, a phenomenal structure of enormous brownish stones and concrete filigree, designed, I believe,

  by H. H. Richardson himself. A mighty thing, it cast a shadow for blocks over our gloomy little Irish village, a neighborhood really, but a place as closed off as if there were a drawbridge and

  walls. The dads were all firemen, like my father, or policemen or public-payroll hacks or guys who worked in factories. A tavern on every corner and two lovely large churches, St. Joe’s and

  St. Viator’s, where the parish, to my ma’s constant regret, was half Italian. Lace curtains. Rosary beads. Until I was twelve, I did not know a kid who went to public school. My mother

  named me for John McCormack, the famous Irish tenor, whose sad ballads and perfect diction left her trembling over the sadness of life and the forlorn hope of love.




  “Seedy” is not the word for the Russian Bath; better “prehistoric.” Inside, the place was vintage Joe McCarthy—exposed pipes overhead, with the greenish lacquered

  walls darkened by oil and soot, and split by an old mahogany chair rail. The motif here was Land That Time Forgot, where was and would-be were the same, an Ur region of male voices, intense heat,

  and swinging dicks. Time would wear it down but ne’er destroy it: the sort of atmosphere that the Irish perpetuate in every bar. I paid fourteen dollars to an immigrant Russian behind a cage,

  who gave me a towel, a sheet, a locker key, and a pair of rubber shoes I purchased as an afterthought to shield my tootsies. The narrow corridor back was lined with photos in cheap black frames,

  all the great ones—sports stars, opera singers, politicians, and gangsters, a few of whom fit in more than one of these categories. In the locker room where I undressed, the carpet was the

  gray of dead fish and smelled of chlorine and mildew.




  This Russian Bath is a notorious spot in Kindle County. I’d never set foot inside before, but when I was working Financial Crimes, the FBI always had somebody sitting on a surveillance

  here. Pols, union types, various heavy-browed heavyweights like to take a meet in this place to talk their dirty business, because even the Feebies can’t hide a transmitter under a wet sheet.

  Bert is down here, relishing the unsavory atmosphere, whenever he can break free—lunchtime, after work, even for an hour after court when he’s in trial.




  Inside his head, Bert seems to live in his own Boys Town. Most of my partners are men and women with fancy degrees— Harvard, Yale, and Easton—intellectuals for a few minutes in their

  lives, the types who keep The New York Review of Books in business, reading all those carping articles to put themselves to sleep. But Bert is sort of the way people figure me, smart but

  basic. He’d been law review at the U., and before that an Air Force Academy grad and a combat pilot in Nam in the last desperate year of war, but the events of his later life don’t seem

  to penetrate. He’s caught up in the fantasies that preoccupied him at age eleven. Bert thinks it’s nifty to hang out with guys who hint about hits and scores, who can give you the line

  on tomorrow’s game before they’ve seen the papers. What these fellas are actually doing, I suspect, is the same thing as Bert—talking trash and feeling dangerous. After their

  steam bath, they sit around card tables in the locker room in their sheets, eating pickled herring served at a little stand-up bar and telling each other stories about scores they’ve settled,

  jerks that they’ve set straight. For a grown-up, this sort of macho make-believe is silly. For a guy whose daytime life is devoted to making the world safe for airlines, banks, and insurance

  companies, it is, frankly, delusional.




  The bath was down the stairs and I held tight to the rail, full of the usual doubts about exactly what I was up to, including going someplace I didn’t know without my clothes on, but it

  proved to be a spot of well-worn grace, full of steam and smoke, a breath of heat that rushed to meet you. The men sat about, young guys shamelessly naked, with their dongs hanging out, and older

  fellas, fat and withered, who’d slopped a sheet across their middles or slung it toga-like over their shoulders.




  The bath was a wood construction, not your light color like a sauna that reminds you of Scandinavian furniture, but dark planks, blackened by moisture. A large room rising fifteen feet or more,

  its scent was like a wet forest floor. Tiers of planked benches stepped up in ranks on all sides and in the center was the old iron oven, jacketed in cement, indomitable and somehow insolent, like

  a 300-pound mother-in-law. At night the fires burned there, scalding the rocks that sit within the oven’s belly, a brood of dinosaur eggs, granite boulders scraped from the bottoms of the

  Great Lakes, now scarred white from the heat.




  Every now and then some brave veteran struggled to his feet with a heavy, indigenous grunt and shoved a pitcher of hot water in there. The oven sizzled and spit back in fury; the steam rose at

  once. The higher up you sat, the more you felt, so that even after a few minutes at the third level you could feel your noggin cooking. Sitting, steaming, the men spoke episodically, talking gruff

  half-sentences to one another, then stood and poured a bucket of icy water, drained from flowing spigots in the boards, over their heads. Watching this routine, I wondered how many guys the

  paramedics have carried out. Occasionally someone lay down on the benches and another fella, in a bizarre ceremony, soaped him from head to toe, front and back, with callus sponges and sheaves of

  oak leaves frothing heavy soap.




  These days, of course, a bunch of naked men rubbing each other leads to a thought or two, and frankly, exactly what gives with Bert is not a matter I’d put money on. But these guys looked

  pretty convincing—big-bellied old-world types, fellas like Bert who’ve been coming here since they were kids, ethnics with a capital E. Slavs. Jews. Russians. Mexicans. People steeped

  in peasant pleasures, their allegiance to the past in their sweat.




  From time to time I could catch the sideward glances. Many gay blades, I suspected, had to be stomped into recognizing that Kindle County isn’t San Francisco. This crowd looked like they

  made fast judgments about newcomers.




  “Friend of Bert Kamin’s,” I muttered, trying to explain myself to a solid old lump who sat in his sheet across from me. His graying hair was soapy and deviled up, going off in

  three or four different directions so he looked mostly like a hood ornament. “He’s always talked about it. Had to give it a try.”




  The fella made a sound. “Who’s that?” he asked.




  “Bert,” I said.




  “Oh, Bert,” he said. “What’s with him? Big trial or somethin? Where all’s he gone to?”




  I took a beat with that. I had figured that would be my line. I could feel the heat now, agitating my blood and drying my nostrils, and I moved down a level. Where does a fellow go with five and

  a half million dollars? I wondered. What are the logical alternatives? Plastic surgery? The jungles of Brazil? Or just a small town where nobody you’d know would ever appear? You’d

  think it’s easy, but try the question on yourself. Personally, I figured I’d favor a simple agenda. Swim a lot. Read good books. Play some golf. Find one of those women looking for a

  fellow who’s honest and true.




  “Maybe he’s got someplace with Archie and them,” said the old lump. “I ain’t seen him too much neither.”




  “Archie?”




  “Don’t you know Archie? He’s a character for you. Got a big position. Whosiewhasit. Whadda they call it. Hey. Lucien. Whatta you call what Archie does with that insurance

  company?” He addressed a guy sitting near the oven, a man who looked more or less like him, with a sloping belly and fleshy breasts pink from the heat.




  “Actuary,” answered Lucien.




  “There you go,” said the guy, sending suds flying as he gestured. He went on talking about Archie. He was here every day, the guy said. Clockwork. Five o’clock. Him and Bert

  always together, two professional fellas.




  “I bet that’s where-all he’s gone, Bert. Hey, Lucien. Bert and Archie, they together or what?”




  This time Lucien moved. “Who’s asking?”




  “This guy.”




  I made some demurrer that they both ignored.




  “Name of?” asked Lucien, and squinted in the steam. He’d come in without his glasses and he stepped down to get a better look at me, clearly sizing me up, one of these guys too

  old to apologize anymore for anything. I gave my name and offered a hand, which Lucien limply grabbed backhanded, his right paw holding fast to the bedsheet around his middle. He took a breath or

  two through his open mouth, red as a pomegranate.




  “You lookin for Kam Roberts, too?” he asked finally.




  Kam Roberts. Robert Kamin. I was sure it was a joke.




  “Yeah,” I said, and brought out some blarney smile. “Yeah, Kam Roberts,” I repeated. Don’t ask me why I do these things—I’m always pretending to know

  more than I do. Since I was a naughty kid, I’ve been like that, faking one thing or another; there are so many selves rollicking around in here and it is a harmful indulgence for a man often

  out of control. I had the thought that “Kam Roberts” was like the secret password, I could ask a few more questions once I’d said it, but something, the peculiarity of the name or

  my odd tone of enthusiasm, seemed to deaden the air in the room.




  In response, Lumpy and Lucien more or less withdrew. Lucien said he wanted to play cards and nudged his pal along, both of them shoving off with only a bare goodbye and a quick look back in my

  direction.




  I stayed put in the steam, blanching like some vegetable and considering my prospects. Heat has its odd effects. In time, the limbs grow heavy and the mind is slower, as if gravity’s

  increased, as if you’d taken a seat on Jupiter. This thing of men being men amid the intense heat revived some lost thought of my old man and the firehouse where all those guys spent so much

  of their lives together, bunking down in that single large room in which they dreamt uneasily, awaiting the hoarse call of the alarm, the summons to danger. We always knew when there’d been

  fires. You could hear the engines tearing out of the little firehouse four blocks away, the clanging of the bells, ‘the sireens,’ as my father said, the enormous roaring motors that

  sounded big enough to power rocket ships. My dad came home sometimes still carrying the fire with him, a penetrating scent that hung around him like a cloud. ‘Smellin like the sinners down in

  hell’ was how he put it, weary and beaten in by physical exertion and fear, waiting for The Black Rose to open so he could have a snoot before he slept. My dreams since are full of fire,

  though I can’t say for sure if that’s from my pa or the way my ma, when she was scolding, would pinch my ear and tell me I was in league with Satan and would need to be buried in

  britches of asbestos.




  Cooked out, I stumbled back up to the seedy locker room. I was trying to squint up the number from my key when I heard a voice behind me.




  “Hey, yo, mister, you, Jorge wants to see you.” It was a kid with a bucket and a mop. I wasn’t sure he was talking to me, but he tossed his head of sleek jet hair and waved for

  me to follow, which I did, clip-clopping after him in my thongs and wet sheet, leaving the locker area for something a hand-drawn sign called “The Club Room.” Maybe somebody wanted me

  to buy a membership, I figured. Or to tell me about Bert.




  Here again the furnishings were the latest, if the year happened to be 1949. Cheap mahogany paneling. Brown, speckled asbestos floor tiles such as would give any OSHA inspector an instant

  coronary. Red vinyl furniture with the stuffing oozing out the corners and, in one case, a black spring so long exposed it was beginning to rust. At a gray Formica table, with one of those old

  designs of vague forms like the sight through an unfocused microscope, four men were seated, playing pinochle. The youngest of them, a smooth-looking Mexican, nodded, and behind me the kid with the

  bucket scooted a chair.




  “You lookin for Kam Roberts?” the Mexican asked. His eyes were on his cards. Lucien and Lumpy were nowhere in sight.




  “I’m a friend of Bert Kamin.”




  “I asked you ‘Kam Roberts.’ ” He considered me now. This fella, Jorge, was a thin guy, one of those unshaved stringy-looking Mexicans who make such amazing lightweights,

  always whipping the fannies of these sleek black guys with bulging muscles. Unforeseen strength like that always impresses me. “You got some i.d.?”




  I looked at my sheet, heavy and almost translucent from the steam.




  “Give me two minutes.”




  “How far you think you get in two minutes?” he asked and threw down a card. I took a while on that.




  “My name is Mack Malloy. Bert’s my partner. I’m a lawyer.” I offered my hand.




  “No, you ain,” said Jorge. Story of my life. Lie and I make you smile. The truth, you only wonder.




  “Who are you?” I asked.




  “Who am I? I’m a guy sittin here talkin to you, okay? You’re lookin for Kam Roberts, that’s who I am. Okay?” Jorge studied me with what you might call Third World

  anger—this thing that really goes beyond skin color and echoes back across the epochs, some gene-encoded memory of the syphilis that Cortez’s men spread, of the tribal chieftains that

  the helmeted European troops tossed into the steaming volcanic crevices. “Mr. Roberts here, that’s Mr. Shit. You know what I mean?”




  “I hear you.”




  He turned to a guy beside him, a thick old brute who was still holding his cards.




  “He hears me.” They exchanged a laugh.




  Overall, this was not a good situation, being naked with four angry men. Jorge put both hands down on the table.




  “I say you’re a cop.” He wet his lips. “I know you’re a cop.” Those dark Hispanic eyes had irises like caves and emitted no light, and I was lost in

  there; it was a second before I heartened with the thought that a copper was unlikely to end up beaten in the alley. “I’d make you nine days a week. You got a star tattooed on your

  tushy.”




  The three guys watching thought this was a terrific line.




  I smiled faintly, that primate fear-flight thing, still trying to figure what it was this guy thought he knew about me. It had been more than twenty years, but I would bet I could remember every

  guy I cracked. Sort of like the lads from grade school. Some faces you don’t forget.




  “Whatever you lookin for, hombre, you don’ find here. You check with Hans over in Six, you’ll find out.”




  “I’m looking for Bert.”




  Jorge closed his eyes, heavy-lidded like a lizard’s.




  “Wouldn’t know him. Don’ know him and don’ know nobody he knows. I tole the first copper what come around askin Kam Roberts, I tole him straight up, I don’ want

  none of this shit. I tole him, see Hans, and now we got some fucker here playin What’s My Line. Don’ fuck with me.” He worked his head around completely as if it were on a string,

  so that I knew I’d had it right to start: a former boxer.




  I got it now, why he thought I was a cop, because the cops had already been here looking for Kam Roberts. I wanted to ask more, of course—which coppers, which unit, what they thought Bert

  had done—but I knew better than to press my luck.




  Jorge had leaned in his confidential way across the table once again.




  “I’m not supposed to have any this shit.” That’s what he paid Hans for, that’s what he was telling me. I knew Hans too, a watch commander in the Sixth District,

  two, three years from retirement, Hans Gudrich, real fat these days, with very clear blue eyes, quite beautiful actually, if you could say that about the eyes on a fat old cop.




  “I was on my way out,” I said.




  “See, that’s what I thought.”




  “You were right.” I stood up, my sheet wetting the floor beneath me. “We all have a job to do.” My impression of an honest policeman didn’t sell. Jorge pointed.




  “Nobody got no jobs to do here. You want to sweat, that’s fine. You come here runnin any scams, Mr. Roberts or whatever, we’ll take a piece of your candy-ass, I don’ care

  what kind of star you carry. To me, Mr. Roberts, man, I better not hear no Mr. Roberts again, you know?”




  “Got it.”




  I was gone fast. Bert may have been a fake tough guy; these fellas knew a thing or two about making hard choices, and I was dressed and on the street in a jiffy, bombing down the walk, my

  insides still melted down in fear. Nice crowd, I told Bert, and, once I’d started this conversation, asked a few more questions like why he was calling himself Kam Roberts.




  I was now up to the intersection of Duhaney and Shields, one of these grand city neighborhoods, the league of nations, four blocks with eleven languages, all of them displayed on the garish

  signs flogging bargains that are pasted in the store windows. Taxis here are at best occasional, and I stomped around near the bus stop, where a little bit of the last snow remained in a dirty

  crusted hump, my cheeks stinging in the cold and my soul still seething from the trip into that inferno of tough men and intense heat. Near my native ground, I found myself in the thick grip of

  time and the stalled feelings that forty years ago seemed to bind my spirit like glue. I was hopelessly at odds with everyone—my ma, the Church, the nuns at school, the entire claustrophobic

  community with its million rules. I took no part in the joy that everybody here seemed to feel in belonging. Instead, I felt I was a spy, a clandestine agent from somewhere else, an outsider who

  took them all as objects, surfaces, things to see.




  Now this last couple of years, since Nora scooted, I seem to be back here more and more, my dreams set in the dim houses beneath the Callison Street Bridge, where I am searching. Four decades

  later, it turns out it was me who was secretly infiltrated. Sometimes in these dreams I think I’m looking for my sister, sweet Elaine, dead three years now, but I cannot find her. Outside,

  the wash flags in the sunshine which is bright enough to purify, but I am inside, the wind shifting in the curtains and the papers down the hall as I prowl the grim interior corridors to find some

  lost connection. What did I care about back then? Desperately, in the nights now, I sit up, concentrating, trying to recall the source of all of these errors, knowing that somewhere in this dark

  house, in one room or another, I will sweep aside a door and feel the rush of light and heat, the flames.




  





  III. MY LAWYER




  It was about seven-thirty when I got back to the office, and Brushy, as usual, was still there. Near as I can tell, none of my partners believes that money is the most

  important thing in the world—they just work as if they did. They are decent folks, my partners, men and women of refined instinct, other-thinking, many of them lively company and committed to

  a lot of do-good stuff, but we are joined together, like the nucleus of an atom, by the dark magnetic forces of nature—a shared weakness for our own worst desires. Get ahead. Make money.

  Wield power. It all takes time. In this life you’re often so hard-pressed that scratching your head sometimes seems to absorb an instant you’re sure will be precious later in the

  day.




  Brush, like many others, felt best here, burning like some torch in the dark hours. No phone, no opposing counsel or associates, no fucking management meetings. Her fierce intelligence could be

  concentrated on the tasks at hand, writing letters, reviewing memos, seven little things in sixty minutes, each one billable as a quarter of an hour. My own time in the office was a chain of

  aimless spells.




  I stuck my head in, feeling the need for someone sensible.




  “Got a minute?”




  Brushy has the corner office, the glamour spot. I’m ten years older, with smaller digs next door. She was at her desk, a plane of glass engulfed at either end by green standing plants

  whose fronds languished on her papers.




  “Business?” she asked. “Who’s the client?” She had reached for her time sheet already.




  “Old one,” I said. “Me.” Brushy was my attorney in my wars with Nora. An absolutely ruthless trial lawyer, Emilia Bruccia is one of G&G’s great stars. On

  deposition, I’ve seen her reform the recollections of witnesses more dramatically than if they had ingested psychoactive drugs, and she’s also gifted with that wonderful, devious,

  clever cast of mind by which she can always explain away the opposition’s most damaging documents as something not worth using to wrap fish. She’s become a mainstay of our relationship

  with TN, while developing a dozen great clients of her own, including a big insurance company in California.




  Not only does she bill a million bucks a year, but this is a terrific person. I mean it. I would no sooner try to get a jump on Brushy than I would a hungry panther. But she is not dim to

  feelings. She has plenty of her own, which she exhausts in work and sexual plunder, having a terminal case of hot pants that makes her personal life, behind her back, the object of local sport. She

  is loyal; she is smart; she has a long memory for kindnesses done. And she is a great partner. If I had to find someone on an hour’s notice to go take a dep for me a hundred miles from Tulsa

  in the middle of the night, I’d call Brushy first. It was her dependability, in fact, which inspired my visit. When I told her I needed a favor, she didn’t even flinch.




  “I’d love it if you could grab the wheel on Toots’s disciplinary hearing at BAD,” I said. “I’ll be there for the first session on Wednesday, but after that I

  may be on the loose.” BAD—the Bar Admissions and Disciplinary Commission—is a sagging bureaucracy ministering over entrances, exits, and timeouts from the practice of law. I spent

  my first four years as a lawyer there, struggling to remain afloat in the tidal crest of complaints regarding lawyerly feasance, mis, mal, and non.




  Brushy objected that she’d never handled a hearing at BAD and it took a second to persuade her she was up to it. Like many great successes, Brushy has her moments of doubt. She flashes the

  world a winning smile, then wrings her hands when she is alone, not sure she sees what everybody else does. I promised to have Lucinda, the secretary whose services we shared, copy the file, to let

  Brushy look it over.




  “Where will you be?” she asked.




  “Looking for Bert.”




  “Yeah, where in the world is he?”




  “That’s what the Committee wants to know.”




  “The Committee?”




  Brushy warmed to my account. The Big Three tend to be tight-vested and most of my partners relish any chance to peek behind the curtains. Brushy savored each detail until she suddenly grasped

  the problem.




  “Just like that? Five million, six?” Her small mouth hanging open, Brushy looked dimly toward the future—the lawsuits, the recriminations. Her investment in the law firm was in

  jeopardy. “How could he do that to us?”




  “There are no victims,” I told her. She didn’t get it. “Cop talk,” I said, “it’s a thing we’d say. Guy walks down a dark street alone in the wrong

  neighborhood and gets mugged. Some shmo cries a river cause he lost a hundred-thousand-bucks hoping some con artist could make a car run on potato chips. People get what they’re asking for.

  There are no victims.”




  She looked at me with concern. Brushy sat here tonight in a trim suit and a blouse with a big orange bow. Her short hair was cut close, a little butch, and showed off two or three prominent acne

  scars that pitted her left cheek, like the dimples of the moon. Her teenaged years had to have been tough.




  “It’s a saying,” I said.




  “Meaning what? Here?”




  Shrugging, I went to the pencil drawer in the gunmetal credenza behind her to find a cigarette. We both sneak butts. Gage & Griswell is now a smoke-free environment, but we sit in

  Brushy’s office or mine with the door closed. From the drawer I also removed a little makeup mirror, which I asked to borrow. Brushy couldn’t have cared less. She was chewing on her

  thumb, still wrought up with the prospect of disaster.




  “Should you be telling me this?” Brushy asked. She always had a better sense than me for the value of a confidence.




  “Probably not,” I admitted. “Call it attorney-client.” Privileged, I meant. Forever secret. Another of those witless jokes lawyers make about the law. Brushy wasn’t

  really my lawyer here; I wasn’t really her client. “Besides, I need to ask you something about Bert.”




  She was still pondering the situation. She said again she couldn’t believe it.




  “It’s a nice idea, n’est-ce pas? Fill your pocket with some new i.d.’s and several million dollars and jet off to be someone else for the rest of your

  life.” I made a sound. “It gives me the shivers just to think of it.”




  “What kind of new i.d.’s?” she asked.




  “Oh, he seems to be using some screwy alias. You ever hear him call himself Kam Roberts for any reason—even just kidding around?”




  Never. I told her a little about my visit to the Russian Bath, watching these guys built like refrigerators flail each other with oak branches and soap.




  “Weird,” she said.




  “That’s how it struck me. Here’s the thing, Brush. These birds around there seem to think Bert has gone off with some man. He ever mention anyone named Archie?”




  “Nope.” She eyed me through the smoke. She already knew I was up to something.




  “It made me think, you know. It’s been years since I saw Bert with a woman.” When Bert got here more than a decade ago, he was still squiring Doreen, his high-school honey, to

  firm functions. He’d made vague promises to marry this woman, a sweet schoolteacher, and in the years she waited she turned into a kind of sports-bar bimbo, with a drinking problem like mine

  and skirts the size of handkerchiefs and blond hair so ravaged by chemicals that it stuck out from her head like raffia. One day at lunch Bert announced she was marrying her principal. No further

  comment. Ever. And no replacement.




  Always live to nuance, Brushy had perked up. “Are you asking what I think?”




  “You mean something dirty and indiscreet? Right. I’m not asking you to speculate. I just thought you might be able to contribute pertinent information.” I sort of scratched my

  ear lamely but it wasn’t fooling her a bit. Pugnacious, you would call her look. She’s not big—short, broad, and but for tireless health-club hours tending to the stout—but

  her jaw was set meanly.




  “Who are you now? The Public Health Service?”




  “Spare me the details. Yes or no will do to start.”




  “No.”




  I wasn’t sure she was answering. Brushy is touchy about personal lives, since hers is always the subject of sniggering. Every office deserves a Brushy, a stalwartly single, sexually

  predatory female. She subscribes to a feminism of her own vision, which seems to be inspired by piracy on the high seas, regarding it as an achievement to board every passing male ship. She does

  not recognize any common boundary: marital status, age, social class. When she decides on a man, either for the position he occupies, the promise he radiates, or the good looks that stimulate other

  females to mere fancy, she is unambiguous in making her desires known. Over the years she has been seen in the company of judges and politicians, journalists, opponents, guys from the file room, a

  couple of former jurors—and many of her partners, including, should you be wondering, for one fitful afternoon, me. Big and good-looking, Bert had undoubtedly fallen within the circled sights

  of Brushy’s up-periscope.




  “It’s not prurient interest, Brush. It’s professional. Just give me a wink. I need your opinion: Is it he’s or she’s when Bert dances the hokey-pokey?”




  “I don’t believe you,” she said and looked off with a sour scowl. In her pursuits, Brushy, in her own way, is discreet. She generally wouldn’t talk under

  torture, and her advances, while relentless, always recognize the proprieties of the workplace. But for her sexual follies, Brushy still pays a heavy price. Her commitment to appetites that most of

  us are busy trying to suppress leads folks to regard her as odd, even dangerous; other females are often downright hostile. And among her peers, the younger partners, the men and women who started

  together as associates and survived those years together—the giddy all-nighters in the library, the one thousand carry-in meals—Brushy is on the outs anyway. They envy her advancement

  in the firm, and when they gather privately for gossip, it’s often about her.




  She is, in her own way, alone here, a fact which I suppose has drawn us together. Our one misfiring encounter is never a topic. After Nora, my volcano seems more or less extinct, and we both

  know that afternoon belongs to my wackiest period—right after my sister, Elaine, had died and I had stopped drinking, just when the recognition that my wife was busy with other sexual

  pursuits was beginning to assume the form of what we might call an idea, sort of the way all that swirling gas and dust in the remote regions of the cosmos starts to zero in on being a planet. For

  Brush and me our interlude served its purpose, nonetheless. In the aftermath, we became good pals, schmoozing, smoking, and playing racquetball once a week. On court, she is as vicious as a

  mink.




  “How’s the Loathsome Child?” Brushy asked. She eyed me in strict warning. We both knew she’d changed the subject.




  “Living up to his name,” I assured her. Lyle was Nora’s and my only kid, and his insular ways as a little boy had led me to refer to him with what I thought was tenderness as

  the Lonesome Child. When adolescence set in, however, the consonants migrated.




  “What’s the latest?”




  “Oh, please. Let me count the ways. I find muddy footprints on the sofa. Dried soda pop on the kitchen floor. He comes home at 4:00 a.m. and rings the doorbell because he forgot the keys.

  The PDR doesn’t list half the drugs he takes. Nineteen years old. And he doesn’t flush the toilet.”




  At that last item, Brushy made a face. “Isn’t it time for him to grow up? Doesn’t that happen with children?”




  “Not so as you’d notice with Lyle. I’ll tell you, whatever you saved me on alimony, Brushy, she got even with that shrink. All that crap about how an adolescent male was too

  vulnerable to be without his father in these circumstances.” Brushy said what she always said: the first custody fight she’d seen where the dispute was over who had to take the

  child.




  “Well, she got even,” I repeated.




  “What did she have to get even for?”




  “Jesus Christ,” I said, “you really haven’t been married, have you? The world went to hell and I went with it. I don’t know.”




  “You stopped drinking.”




  I shrugged. I am seldom as impressed by this feat as other people, who like to think it shows I have something, some element which if not unique is still special to the human condition. Courage.

  I don’t know. But I was aware of the secret and it never left me. I’m still hooked. Now I depend on the pain of not drinking, on the craving, on the denial. Especially the denial. I get

  up in the morning and it strikes me that I’m not going to drink and I actually wonder why I have to do this to myself, same as I used to think waking from a bender. And inside there’s

  the same little harpy telling me that I deserve it.




  I had taken another cigarette and wandered to the big windows. The trail of headlamps and brake lights stippled the strip of highway, and an occasional building window was lit up by the isolated

  sparks of somebody else’s life being squandered in evening toil. Stepping back, I caught a glimpse of my own reflection decaled over the night: the weary warrior, hair gone gray and so much

  ruddy flesh beneath my chin that I can never button my collar.




  “You know,” I said, “you get divorced, it’s like being hit by a truck. You walk around in a fucking fog. You’re not even sure you’re alive. Maybe the last

  year, I’ve realized when I stopped drinking was probably what pushed her out the door.”




  Brushy had removed her pumps and crossed her feet on the desktop. With my remark she stopped wiggling her short toes against the orange mesh of her pantyhose and asked what I was talking

  about.




  “Nora liked me better when I drank. She didn’t like me much, but she liked me better. I left her alone. She could conduct her international experiment in living. The last thing she

  wanted was my attention. They have a word for this now. What is it?”




  “ ‘Co-dependent.’ ”




  “There you go.” I smiled, but we were both rendered silent. It hadn’t taken Brushy many guesses. As usual, the mess in my life was its own dead end.




  I sat down on her sofa, black leather trimmed with metal rails. It was twenty-first-century decorating in here, “high-tech,” so that the place had the warmth of a hospital operating

  room. Every partner furnishes as he or she likes, inasmuch as our offices are otherwise the same, three walls of union Sheetrock and a glamour view, all plate glass framed by piers of stressed

  concrete. We have been here in the TN Needle, a forty-four-story stiletto looming prominently against Center City and the prairie landscape, since it opened six years ago, keeping cozy with our

  biggest client. Our phones and electronic mail intersect with TN’s; half our lawyers have stationery of the General Counsel, Jake Eiger, so they can dash off letters in his name. Visitors to

  the building often say they cannot tell where TN ends and Gage & Griswell starts, which is just how we like it.




  “So you’re really going to do this, look for Bert?”




  “The Big Three didn’t think I had a choice. We all know my story. I’m too old to learn to do something else, too greedy to give up the money I make, and too burnt out to

  deserve it. So I take on Mission Impossible and buy myself a job.”




  “That sounds like the kind of deal somebody could forget about. Have you thought of that?”




  I had, but it was humiliating as hell to think it was so obvious. I just shrugged.




  “Besides,” I said, “the cops’ll probably find Bert before me.”




  She became rigid at the mention of the police. I took some time to tell her the rest of the story, about Jorge, the lightweight, and his three mean friends.




  “Are you telling me the cops know about this? The money?”




  “No chance. It’s gone out of our escrow account and we haven’t heard word one from them. It’s not that.”




  “Then what?”




  I shook my head sadly. I didn’t have a clue.




  “Actually,” I said, “from the drift I got, I think they’ve been asking about Kam Roberts.”




  “I’m lost,” she said.




  “Me too.”




  “Well, I don’t understand why you’re willing to do this,” Brushy told me. “Didn’t you say he’d shoot you?”




  “I was negotiating. I’ll fend him off. I’ll tell him I didn’t believe it, I took it on to defend his honor.”




  “Do you believe it?”




  I raised my hands: who knows? Who ever knows? I spent a moment with the wonder of it all. What is it really, this life? You’re shoulder to shoulder with a guy eight hours a day, try cases

  with him, go to lunch, sit in the back row and make wisecracks at partners’ meetings, stand beside him in the men’s room and watch him shake his thing, and what the hell do you know?

  Zippity-do. You haven’t got a clue about the inner regions. You don’t know what he regards as dirty thoughts or the place he dreams of as a haven. You don’t know if he constantly

  feels close to the Great Spirit or if anxiety is always nibbling inside him like some famished rat. Really—what is this? You never know with people, I thought, another phrase I

  picked up on the street and have been repeating to myself for twenty years. I repeated it to Brushy now.




  “I can’t accept it,” she said. “This is so calculating. And Bert’s impulsive. If you told me he’d signed up to be an astronaut last week and was already

  halfway to the moon, that would sound more like him.”




  “We’ll see. I figure if I actually track him down, I’ll always have a great alternative to turning him in or bringing him back.”




  She stared, green eyes hopped up with all her wily curiosity.




  “And what alternative is that?”




  “Bert and I can split the money right down the middle.” I put out the cigarette and winked. I said to her again, “ Attorney-client.”




  





  IV. BERT AT HOME




  A. His Apartment




  My partner Bert Kamin is not an everyday-type guy. Angular and swarthy, with a substantial athletic build and long dark hair, he looks good enough, but there is something wild

  in his eye. Until she passed away, five or six years ago, Bert—former combat ace, trial shark, hotshot gambler and hoodlum hanger-on—lived with his mother, a demanding old witch by the

  name of Mabel. He didn’t have a shortcoming she failed to mention. Slothful. Irresponsible. Ungrateful. Mean. She’d let him have it, and Bert, with his macho jaw set, tough talk, and

  chewing gum, just sat there. The man left after this thirty-five-year mortar assault is a sort of heaping dark mystery, one of those vague paranoiacs who defends his odd habits in the name of

  individuality. Food’s one of his specialties. He is sure America is out to poison him. He subscribes to a dozen obscure health newsletters—“Vitamin B Update” and “The

  Soluble Fiber Wellness Letter”—and he is regularly reading books by goofballs just like him which convince him that something new should not be ingested. I have unwillingly absorbed his

  opinions over many meals. He lives in mortal fear of tap water, which he figures has everything deadly in it—fluoride, chlorine, and lead—and will drink nothing from the city pipes;

  over the protests of the Committee, he’s even had one of those big green bottled water coolers installed in his office. He won’t eat cheese (“junk food”), sausage

  (“nitrites”), chicken (“DES”), or milk (he still worries about strontium 90). On the other hand, he believes that cholesterol is an AMA-sponsored fiction and has no brief

  against red meat. And he never ate green vegetables. He will tell you they are overrated, but in fact, he just never got to like them as a kid.




  I was feeling Bert’s presence pretty strongly now, all his screwball intensity, as I stood outside his place. It was about eleven and I’d decided to check out his digs on my way

  home. Last time I looked, break and enter was still a crime and I figured I’d just keep this visit to myself.




  Bert lives—or lived—in a little freestanding two-flat in a rehabbed area near Center City. As I recalled the story, he’d wanted to stay in his ma’s house in the South

  End, but he got into one of those coffin-side spats with his sister and had to sell to make her happy. Here, he was pretty much at loose ends. I arrived with my briefcase, which had nothing in it

  but two coat hangers, a screwdriver which I’d borrowed from the maintenance closet on my way out of the office, and the Dictaphone, which I took on the bet that my dreams would wake me, as

  they have, and leave me grateful for something to do in these awful, still hours.
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