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  PROLOGUE




  September 1992




  Madeline Steele looked out through the rain-spotted glass toward the bodega on Columbus Avenue in Roxbury, pressing the pay-phone handset hard against her ear so she could hear

  over the thunder of her own heartbeat. One ring. Two. Five. Where was he? Finally, on the seventh ring, a voice came over the line.




  “What?”




  “It’s me.”




  “What’s happening?”




  “They’re here. I think we’ve got them nailed.” She looked out at the storefront, making sure no one was going in and no one was coming out.




  “Not to make a bust, but it’s a start.”




  “It’s more than a start, Koz,” she said. “What else could they be doing here? Do you know how many people must be involved? How much money? If it’s what it looks

  like, it’s bigger than I ever thought.” There was no answer on the other end of the line. “Koz?” Still nothing. “Koz, you still there?”




  “Get out of there, Maddy,” came the reply.




  “Why?”




  “You’re undercover, and you haven’t been trained for it. We’ll deal with this in the morning, but right now I want you out of there.”




  “Are you kidding? I have to wait and see who else shows up. See who else comes out.”




  “Get out of there. That’s an order.”




  “You’re not my boss on this, Koz.”




  “No, but I’m your friend. Get out of there. Now.”




  She sucked in a breath, watching the raindrops splinter the colored lights from the sign on the liquor store across the street. “Fine. But this is still my case. I did the legwork; I

  deserve it.”




  “It’s your case,” he reassured her. “Let’s just make sure we get it right. We’ll talk in the morning, okay?”




  “You got it. And, Koz?”




  “Yeah?”




  “Thanks.”




  She hung up but stayed in the phone booth for a couple of minutes, looking out at the tiny storefront, desperate to know what was going on behind the neon signs hawking tobacco, lottery

  tickets, and beer. Then she slid the door open and walked out into the storm.




  She crossed the street and walked up the block, slowing as she passed the storefront, looking in, trying to see through the cracks in the dirty cardboard advertisements. Anyone catching sight

  of her would think she was merely window-shopping. She’d been careful not to attract any attention.




  Once she cleared the window, she picked up speed. She was convinced she hadn’t been followed, but she kept her concentration focused behind her nonetheless, making sure no one was

  coming out of the store to find out why she was there.




  She smiled to herself. There was no one back there, and that meant she’d done her job well. Her father and her brothers had always questioned whether she could handle it. Tonight, if

  nothing else, she’d proved that she belonged to the job, and the job belonged to her.




  She was still smiling, her head inclined just slightly behind her, when she passed the alley off Columbus. She never saw the dark figure behind the stack of boxes at the alley’s

  entrance; never saw the man move toward her; never saw his hand raised as he swung quickly, the handle of a long blade coming down on her head.




  Vincente Salazar climbed the stairs to the fourth-floor apartment on the edge of Dorchester near the Roxbury line. The place smelled like home to him, the aromas of platanos

  rellenos and nuegados en miel mixing with the ubiquitous pupusas from different apartments, swirling in the hallways.




  He opened the door and walked into the apartment, pulling off his jacket and hanging it on the back of the door.




  “Hola,” his mother greeted him from the sink. She was elbow-deep in pots, and the stove was covered with sweet-smelling pans full of stuffed peppers.

  “¿Cómo te fue tu día?”




  “English, Mama,” he reprimanded her gently. “We speak English in this house.”




  “Ahh,” she grunted, waving her hand dismissively at him. “How was your day?” she repeated in heavily accented English.




  “It was fine,” he replied, nodding in appreciation of her linguistic surrender. “The store manager says I am to have more responsibility.”




  “Good. More pay, too?”




  He shook his head. “It is good, though, to be trusted.”




  “Trust should pay more.”




  He said nothing as he made his way over to the battered crib by the window and picked up his daughter. “And how are you, little one?” he asked as he held her above his face. She

  beamed down at him, and he brought her in toward his body, hugging her and kissing her cheek as she gurgled and drooled through her smile. “Did you hear that, Rosita? Your papa is getting

  more respect now.”




  “Respect should pay more, too,” his mother said from the stove, her back toward him still.




  “We are better off here, Mama. Here, we can have a life.”




  “In El Salvador you were respected. There you were important.”




  “In El Salvador I was hunted. It was only a matter of time. Besides, my daughter is an American. She will grow up in America.”




  “If we can stay.”




  “Don’t worry, Mama. I said I would take care of it, didn’t I?”




  “Sí. Yes.”




  “Is Miguel home from school yet?” he asked.




  “No. He seems bad. I think he is worried about school. You should talk to him.”




  “I will. Has the baby eaten?”




  His mother shook her head.




  “Well, then,” he said to his daughter, “you must eat.” He smiled and kissed her again before wedging her into her high chair and snapping a bib around her neck. He was

  mixing her baby food when the knock came at the door.




  “Vincente Salazar?” a voice yelled from the stairwell.




  He went to the door and listened. “Yes?” he answered without opening it.




  “It’s the police! Open up!”




  A wave of terror swept over him, and all of a sudden the smell of the sweet peppers frying on the stove made him feel ill. “What do you want?”




  It couldn’t be happening. Not to her.




  Panic ripped through Madeline Steele as she regained consciousness and felt her forehead pushed into the cement. The stink of oil and dirt and asphalt from the Roxbury alley burned her

  nostrils, and the pounding of the rain filled her ears.




  “Please! No!”




  “Cállete, la ramoa!” the voice behind her hissed. “Ahora sentirá el poder de Trece!” He had her by the hair, and he pulled her head up hard,

  bending her neck back to the point where she was sure it would break. “Abra tus ojos!”




  She looked up and saw the quicksilver gleam before her eyes, raindrops dancing on a long, thick blade as it was drawn slowly in front of her face. Then it was pressed to her throat, and she

  felt a sting that paralyzed her as the machete slid lightly over her skin.




  An eternal moment passed, and then she was facedown on the pavement again as she felt her skirt pushed up from behind and her underwear ripped off. In the rain, she found it difficult to

  tell: Was she crying? And if she was, did it matter anymore?




  She found the answer with her eyes closed in the faces of her family dancing before her. It mattered. It mattered because of who she was. It mattered because she was the person they’d

  made her.




  She choked back a breath and forced herself to focus. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see her purse lying a few feet away, where it must have fallen when the first blow took her on

  the back of her head. If she could only reach it . . .




  The animal behind her was distracted, lost in his determination to position himself to enter her. She wouldn’t let that happen.




  Without warning, she spun on him, her arm shooting out, fingernails clawing at him, glancing off his face and digging fast into the flesh where his shoulder met his neck. He screamed, and she

  gripped him tighter, feeling her fingernails sliding into his skin.




  He screamed again, louder this time, and pulled away. It might just be enough. She rolled to her side, grasping at her bag. She could feel her gun; she pulled it out, spinning back on her

  attacker, trying to aim and get a shot off before he could react.




  He was too fast, though. He brought the handle of his machete down on her wrist, knocking her arm wide. Then he grabbed her hand and the two of them struggled. It was hopeless, she knew. He

  was bigger and stronger, and on top of her, he had all the leverage. Slowly, the gun turned inward on her, toward her abdomen.




  When the shot rang out, she wasn’t even sure which of them had pulled the trigger. All she felt was the searing in her stomach and the numbness in her legs. She heard footsteps and felt

  the warmth spreading out underneath her as she caught an unmistakable whiff of iron swimming in the rain-water.




  This was better, she thought. As the feeling ebbed from her extremities and the numbness spread to her torso, she was secretly relieved. She wouldn’t have lived well with the shame, and

  her family wouldn’t have lived with it at all. They were all prepared for death. But shame?




  She closed her eyes and let herself drift off as she heard the sirens approaching. Yes, she thought, this was definitely better.




  “We want to talk. Open the door!”




  Vincente Salazar stood at his front door for a moment, running through his options until he concluded there were none. He unhooked the safety chain and opened the door a crack. “Show me

  your badge,” he said.




  They unleashed the whirlwind without warning. The door was kicked in hard, blowing him back into the rat-trap apartment, knocking him into the high chair, spilling the baby onto the floor. He

  stumbled and fell, watching as his daughter’s head slammed into the wooden floor. He looked up and saw the flood of armored policemen washing into the room, then turned again to find his

  Rosita screaming in pain and fear. At that moment he felt the first set of boots on his ribs, hurling him against the wall.




  “Please! My daughter!” he pleaded, but it was no use. The boots came again.




  “Police! Freeze, motherfucker!”




  He heard his mother scream, “Rosita!” and saw her moving toward the baby, but one of the storm troopers cut her off, throwing her back into the heated stove. “Stay where you

  are!” the man commanded, pointing a gun into her face.




  The baby continued to cry on the floor.




  “Please, I don’t understand!” Salazar begged, but he was kicked again, this time in the face.




  “I said freeze, asshole!”




  In his pain, Vincente reached out toward the sound of his daughter’s wails, his fingers groping for her in desperation until a heel connected with his forearm and he heard a bone snap. All

  around him there was screaming. He could hear his mother, but he couldn’t make out what she was saying.




  One of the policemen knelt next to him as Salazar struggled in agony to his knees. “You’re in a shitload of trouble, cocksucker,” the cop hissed, grabbing a fistful of

  Vincente’s hair and yanking his head back.




  “Please! Let me help my daughter! I’m a doctor! There’s been a mistake!”




  “Oh yeah, there’s been a mistake, all right. And you made it.” The man laughed. “He doesn’t look so tough now, does he, boys?”




  Vincente tried to turn his head to see if Rosita was okay, but the man held fast to his hair.




  “You know the woman you attacked last night?” the man asked, leaning in close and breathing in his ear.




  “No, please—”




  “The woman you shot and left to die in an alley?”




  “No—”




  “She was a cop!” The man slammed Vincente’s face down into the kitchen floor, grinding his hand into the back of his head.




  Vincente struggled back to his knees, but the policeman was behind him now, riding him as he grabbed his hair again. He pulled Vincente’s head all the way back. “You like that,

  motherfucker?” he screamed as he pushed Vincente’s face down to the ground again.




  “Easy, Mac,” came another voice from behind them.




  Vincente could feel the blood running down his face, and all sensation had deserted his arm, but he didn’t care. All he could think about was his daughter; all he heard now was her

  crying.




  He felt his head pulled back up and slammed down again, and he could taste the blood and mucus in his sinuses. “You like treating a woman like that?” the man screamed from behind

  him.




  “C’mon, Mac, that’s enough!” Salazar heard a tinge of desperation in the other cop’s voice, and it scared him.




  “Motherfucker!” the cop yelled as he pulverized Vincente’s face into the floorboards one last time.




  Vincente lay on the floor, semiconscious. He wasn’t sure for how long, but it didn’t matter anymore. He could hear his mother still screaming, but she sounded eerily distant. There

  were voices, too, male voices thick with anger and indifference. And as he lay there, unable to move or speak, he realized in all the pandemonium around him that something was missing: a sound as

  familiar to him as his own heartbeat, its absence horrifying. He sobbed as the tears ran down his face, tears not for himself but for the sound he no longer heard.




  Rosita was no longer crying.
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  CHAPTER ONE




  Monday, December 10, 2007




  MARK DOBSON SAT on the hard wooden bench in the back of the small courtroom on the twelfth floor of the Suffolk County

  Courthouse. His bow tie was tight around his thin thirty-year-old neck, and his wool double-stitched Oxxford suit was buttoned against the cold of the outdated building. The courthouse was never

  comfortable in winter. The heat was either off, allowing icicles to form on the insides of the windows, or blasting, leaving those who’d dressed for December in Boston sweating. On balance,

  he’d take the cold, he decided.




  Sitting several feet away from him in the gallery was an old, disheveled refugee from the streets. An oily newspaper from the day before was spread out next to him as he shifted his attention

  between the previous day’s headlines and the proceedings at the front of the courtroom.




  “Haven’t seen you here before,” the old man whispered to Dobson during a break.




  “I don’t get to court very often,” Dobson replied. He was trying to be polite, but as the old man leaned in toward him, a foul odor attacked Dobson’s nostrils, and he

  realized it was probably a mistake to encourage him.




  The man jabbed a dirty thumb into his own chest. “I’m here every day,” he said. “Got a bed at the Vets’ Home over on State Street, but I come here every morning.

  Bailiffs know me and know I’m not lookin’ for trouble, so they leave me alone. I served my country, so I figure I got the right to admire the fruits of my labor. Plus, it beats the

  streets; warm in here, at least usually.”




  “There are probably other courtrooms where the heat is on,” Dobson suggested, trying at once to be helpful and to rid himself of the distraction.




  “Sure there are,” the man agreed. “But I check the docket every morning.” He pointed to one of the lawyers at the front of the room. “His name’s Finn. When

  he’s due in court, I go where he goes. I been comin’ here the better part of ten years now, and I bet I seen every lawyer that’s stepped up to the bar in this city. He’s one

  of the few I ever seen worth a fuck.”




  Dobson nodded. “He’s the man I’m here to see.” He stared at the homeless vet for another moment before turning his attention back to the front of the courtroom, where

  Scott Finn was questioning a witness.




  “You were fifty-two when you married Mrs. Slocum, isn’t that right, sir?” Finn asked the bald, thick-necked man on the witness stand. The tall, dark-haired lawyer was looking

  over his notes, pretending he didn’t already know the answer. He was street-thin, and there was a quiet confidence in the way he questioned the witness. It was a preliminary hearing in a

  divorce case, and from what Dobson could tell, it had been a nasty split. Because the matter was set down for only a hearing on a pretrial motion, the jury box was empty.




  “I was,” the man testified.




  Finn walked behind counsel’s table and touched his client, an attractive woman who looked to be around thirty, on the shoulder. “And Mrs. Slocum was twenty-six?”




  “That sounds about right.”




  “Half your age.”




  The witness’s lawyer jumped to his feet. “Objection, Your Honor. Is that a question?”




  Finn considered it. “More of a mathematical observation, Your Honor, but I’ll take a response if the witness has one to offer.”




  Judge Harold Maycomber leaned back comfortably in his chair and smirked. He was a potbellied man with unfortunate hair that had inspired the popular courthouse nickname “Judge

  Comb-over.” “Overruled, Mr. Dumonds. It’s close enough to a question for the witness to respond.”




  Slocum, the witness, flushed as his eyes slashed out at Finn. “Yes, she was half my age,” he answered at last.




  Finn ignored the look and continued. “You were already wealthy when you married, were you not?”




  A conceited grin poked through the older man’s bulbous lips. “I suppose that depends on your perspective.”




  “Oh, don’t be modest,” Finn encouraged him. “You were already known as the ‘Cement King’ of Massachusetts, weren’t you? In fact, you’ve been the

  top supplier of cement to construction projects in the Commonwealth for over a decade, isn’t that right?”




  “I was wealthy,” Slocum admitted.




  Finn walked back up to the podium. “And because you were already a wealthy man, you demanded that your wife sign a prenuptial agreement, isn’t that right?”




  “I’m too old to be naive, sir,” Slocum responded, folding his arms in front of his sagging chest.




  “Can I take that as a yes, Mr. Slocum?”




  The eyes flashed again, and Dobson could sense violence in them. “Yes. I asked her to sign a prenuptial agreement, as any prudent man in my position would.”




  “Thank you. Did she draft the agreement?”




  Slocum scoffed. “Don’t be an idiot. I had my lawyers draw up the agreement to make sure there were no loopholes.”




  “I apologize; I’ll try to keep the idiocy to a minimum. Did Mrs. Slocum at least have a lawyer review it on her behalf?”




  “No, she couldn’t afford a lawyer. Besides, she said she wasn’t marrying me for my money, so she didn’t care what it said. At least that’s what she told me at the

  time.” Slocum’s focus shifted to Finn’s client, but the look of hatred remained.




  “Of course, I understand,” Finn said. “Love can make people do some foolish things.”




  “Objection.” Slocum’s attorney got to his feet again.




  “Move along, Mr. Finn,” Judge Maycomber prodded, though he looked more amused than annoyed.




  Finn nodded. “Just one more question, Your Honor.” He picked up a document. “May I approach?” Getting a wave of the hand from the judge, Finn walked up to the witness

  stand. “This document has previously been marked and identified as the prenuptial agreement you had your wife sign. Looking on the second page at section thirteen, you’ll see that the

  agreement is null and void if you had sexual relations with anyone other than your wife during the course of the marriage.” He let his preamble linger for a moment, building suspense as the

  man on the stand was caught in an indignant stasis. At last Finn asked the question: “Did you?”




  The crimson that had tinged Slocum’s face throughout the questioning blossomed to purple. “I beg your goddamned pardon!” he growled.




  “I’m sorry, was my question unclear?” Finn moved toward the witness stand, to within a few feet of Slocum, and spoke with exaggerated clarity. “Did you have sexual

  relations with anyone other than your wife during the marriage?”




  Slocum looked as though he might leap off the witness stand and attack Finn. “No,” he said at last, his voice quivering through the last threads of self-control. “No, I did

  not.”




  Finn smiled as though they were close friends concluding a hard-fought chess match. “Thank you, Mr. Slocum. Nothing further.”




  At the back of the courtroom, the old man with the newspaper chortled next to Dobson. “That was the setup,” he whispered. “The kill’s gotta be just around the

  corner.”




  The judge looked at Slocum’s lawyer, a diminutive man with a pinched nose and shoulders so bony they looked as though they might slice through his suit. “Mr. Dumonds, any

  questions?”




  “None, Your Honor.”




  “Fine, Mr. Finn?”




  “Yes, Your Honor; one final witness. We’d like to call Abigail Prudet.”




  Scott Finn loved creating drama in the courtroom; always had. Even now, with no jury present, he knew that to keep the judge’s attention, he had to be part entertainer.

  It was one of the things that separated him from other attorneys—what made him truly one of the most effective courtroom lawyers in Boston: his ability to draw his audience in and keep them

  interested. As he’d often explained to his clients, An argument can’t be effective if people aren’t listening to it. That was one of the reasons he enjoyed being on his own

  as a solo practitioner. Out here, he could fight his battles alone and push the limits as he saw fit. He’d spent several years in the respected white-shoe law firm of Howery, Black &

  Longbothum, and the training had served him well. He could have stayed if he’d wanted, but he’d decided to take a risk. Sometimes, when he ran into a stretch where work was hard to come

  by and he found himself living off petty drug cases, slip-and-falls, or trumped-up disability claims, he wondered whether he’d done the right thing in turning down a partnership at his old

  firm. He’d be making well over half a million a year by now were he still there, living without any financial pressures other than those self-inflicted. Instead, he spent much of his time

  scraping and struggling to stay ahead of each month’s expenses—both personal and professional.




  And yet the work he’d done at Howery had been stifling in many ways, and it had never provided the drama he was able to feed off of in his solo practice. Like the drama he hoped to create

  now.




  The doors at the back of the courtroom swung open on cue, and Abigail Prudet was led into the courtroom by Tom Kozlowski. They made quite a pair. She was young and pretty, with a brand-new

  designer suit and a sway to her walk that made even Judge Comb-over straighten in his chair. Kozlowski, on the other hand, was nearing fifty, wearing a suit so old only the shine on the elbows hid

  his shirtsleeves. He was an intimidating presence nonetheless, with his broad shoulders, solid torso, and thick scar running the length of the right side of his face. He peeled off as he neared the

  front of the courtroom, directing Prudet toward the stand.




  Slocum put his head down as she passed him; then he turned toward Dumonds, grabbing his lawyer’s lapels and pulling him over, whispering frantically into his ear.




  Prudet shimmied her way up into the witness box and was sworn in.




  “Would you please state your name for the record,” Finn directed her.




  “Abigail Suellen Prudet,” she replied, her voice ringing with a sharp, trashy, sexy Southwestern twang.




  “Ms. Prudet, would you tell the court what you do for a living?”




  She crossed her legs. “I’m a personal escort.”




  “You’re a prostitute,” Finn corrected her.




  “I prefer ‘personal escort,’” she replied, frowning at Finn. “But that’s right.”




  Dumonds, who had been released momentarily by his client, stood again. “Your Honor, I hope that Mr. Finn isn’t going to ask this young lady questions that might implicate her in

  criminal activity. She has rights, even if Mr. Finn isn’t willing to apprise her of them.”




  “Wouldn’t dream of it, Your Honor,” Finn replied. “If I might proceed?”




  Comb-over was leaning forward in his chair, practically drooling as he looked down at the young woman on the witness stand. Was he actually looking down her shirt? “Please,” the

  judge encouraged Finn.




  “Ms. Prudet, where do you work?”




  “I work at Sylvester’s Cathouse in Pahrump, Nevada.”




  “And to your knowledge, is prostitution legal in Nevada?”




  “It is in eleven counties,” she replied defiantly. “I work only in licensed brothels, and I get tested every week for sexually transmitted diseases. I’ve never failed

  once; I’m clean.”




  “Thank you.” Finn turned and looked at Dumonds, raising his eyebrows as if to ask whether the little man had any other objection. Dumonds sat down only to be grabbed by his agitated

  client once more.




  Finn turned back to Abigail Prudet. “Have you ever met Mr. Slocum, that man over there at the table?” he asked her, pointing toward Slocum.




  “I have.”




  “Will you tell the court under what circumstances you met him?”




  She nodded. “He came to Sylvester’s. Couldn’t have been more than a couple months ago. He came in lookin’ for a party, an’ after a while he took me back to a room,

  and we had sexual relations.” Finn cringed as Abigail Prudet spoke. She pronounced her words with an exaggerated precision and formality, unsuccessfully calculated to convey a sense of class

  and education. The words came out in a synthetic cadence—“sex-you-all rela-she-uns”—that would never play to a jury. It probably wouldn’t matter in front of Maycomber,

  who was so focused on the woman’s chest as it heaved up and down with her speech that he likely wasn’t listening to a word she said. But if the case went to trial, Finn would have to

  work with her.




  “Ms. Prudet, just to be clear, you have sex with a lot of men for money, right?”




  “That’s right,” she answered, sounding defensive.




  “So what makes Mr. Slocum stand out in your memory?”




  “He was a specialty customer,” she replied. “They’re easy to remember; they pay more.”




  “A specialty customer? What does that mean?”




  “He wanted somethin’ unusual.”




  “Can you define ‘unusual’ for us?” Finn asked. He thought Comb-over might actually fall forward off the bench.




  “You know, unusual. Some of the girls say ‘weird,’ but I don’t judge like that. He wanted to be tied up, and then he wanted me to wear a vibrator, an’ he had

  this—”




  “Objection!” It looked like the veins on Dumonds’s head might actually burst. “This is outrageous! What possible relevance, Your Honor—”




  Finn leaped in to cut him off. “That’s quite all right, Your Honor; I have no interest at the moment in causing any embarrassment. I’ll rephrase the question. Ms. Prudet, is it

  fair to say that your experience with Mr. Slocum was unusual enough to have left an impression such that you’re sure that the man sitting over there was the same man you met at the

  Cathouse?”




  She took a long look at Slocum. “That’s fair to say. Yes.”




  “Nothing further, Your Honor,” Finn said, walking back to counsel table. “Your witness,” he said to Dumonds as he passed the man. He couldn’t resist tweaking him.

  Dumonds didn’t even notice; he was busy listening to his client, who was hissing into his face.




  “Mr. Dumonds?” Maycomber said after a moment. “Do you have any questions?”




  Dumonds looked up. “Yes, Your Honor. One moment.” He listened to his client rasping away, then finally got to his feet. “Ms. Prudet, just a few questions. You indicated that

  this alleged encounter took place a couple of months ago, correct?”




  “That’s right.”




  “Can you be more specific?”




  “No. But I’m pretty sure he paid with a credit card, so there’s probably records.”




  “That won’t be necessary,” Dumonds said quickly, flushing red. “Did the man you were with—assuming it was, in fact, Mr. Slocum—indicate that he was separated

  from his wife and had been for quite a while?”




  “I don’t remember him bein’ much of a talker. He was very preoccupied; wanted to get right down to business. Seemed like he’d done this before.”




  “Objection, Your Honor, nonresponsive. Move to strike.” Dumonds looked flustered again.




  “Strike away,” Maycomber said, his full attention still directed toward Abigail Prudet.




  “No further questions,” Dumonds said, sitting down.




  “Redirect?” the judge asked Finn, a suggestion of hope in his tone.




  “None, Your Honor,” Finn replied. She’d already served her purpose.




  Prudet stood up and walked out into the gallery, taking a seat halfway back in the courtroom. Maycomber paused for a moment to watch her walk before addressing the lawyers. “Any other

  witnesses?”




  “That’s all we have, Your Honor,” Finn said. Dumonds just shook his head.




  “Very well,” Maycomber replied. “Mr. Finn, this is your motion to have the prenuptial agreement excluded. Do you want to argue the issue first?”




  “Certainly, Your Honor,” Finn said, rising out of his chair. “I don’t want to waste too much of your time with this. The language of the prenuptial contract is clear: The

  agreement is null and void if Mr. Slocum slept with anyone other than Mrs. Slocum. He did. As a result, the agreement should be kept out, and Mrs. Slocum is entitled by statute to half of the

  marital estate and alimony sufficient to support her in her current lifestyle. By our calculations, that’s eleven million dollars in marital assets, and monthly alimony of twenty thousand

  dollars.”




  Maycomber looked at Dumonds. “Counsel, I assume you disagree?”




  “We do, Your Honor. The Slocums have been separated for over six months. Even if you credit Ms. Prudet’s testimony, the encounter in question took place four months into the

  separation. Nothing in the agreement suggests that the fidelity clause was meant to apply after divorce proceedings had been instituted. The agreement stands, and Ms. Prudet is entitled only to

  those assets she brought to the marriage, along with the two-thousand-dollar-per-month stipend, as specified in the agreement.”




  “Excuse me, Your Honor,” Finn said. “If I might? The agreement is clear that it is null and void if Mr. Slocum has sex with anyone other than his wife ‘during the life of

  the marriage.’ As you well know, they are still legally married today. Whether this particular encounter took place two months ago or two hours ago, it still nullifies the agreement. To the

  extent that there’s any ambiguity, Mr. Slocum admitted that his lawyers drew up the agreement, and it’s well established that any ambiguity in a contract is construed against the party

  that drafted the agreement. They lose, Your Honor. Either way, they lose.”




  “Your Honor, that’s absurd!” Dumonds exploded. “You can’t honestly think that the contract was intended—”




  “Enough!” Maycomber bellowed. “I’ve heard enough.” He looked at the two lawyers with weary disgust. “Here’s what I’m going to do,” he said.

  “I’m going to take this under advisement and issue a ruling in a few weeks. In the meantime, Mr. Dumonds, if there is a reasonable settlement offer on the table, I’d advise your

  client to consider it very seriously. There’s every chance that you’re not going to like my ruling.”




  “Your Honor, you can’t—”




  “Oh, but I can, Mr. Dumonds. Think about it. Any reasonable offer.” Maycomber put his hands to his face and shook his head. Then he picked up his gavel and brought it down on the

  tabletop. “Court is in recess.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER TWO




  FINN WALKED OUT through the doors at the back of the courtroom and led his client to the elevator bay. The soon-to-be-former Mrs. Slocum was beaming.

  “Thank you,” she said, kissing Finn on the corner of his mouth as she stepped into the elevator. He tasted a hint of strawberry in her lipstick.




  “Don’t thank me yet,” Finn replied, watching his client disappear as the elevator doors closed. “We still have a long way to go,” he said to himself.




  Meghan Slocum was hardly the doe-eyed victim she portrayed so well in the courtroom, he knew. In all likelihood, she’d ranked Slocum’s bank account highly in considering his marriage

  proposal, and Finn had serious concerns about what he’d see crawling around if he cared to lift the sheets on Mrs. Slocum’s own personal life. She had a legitimate case, though, and he

  couldn’t afford the luxury of impartiality. Besides, it wasn’t as though Slocum had married a bombshell half his age for her wit or personality. As long as the sleaze dripped on both

  sides of the courtroom, Finn felt justified.




  “Mr. Finn!”




  He turned and saw a nattily dressed man hurrying after him. He looked to be seven or eight years younger than Finn—late twenties or early thirties from the look of him—and his face

  seemed familiar, but Finn could put neither a name nor a context to it.




  “Scott Finn,” the man said. “Mark Dobson.” Finn nodded and held out his hand without a word. “From Howery, Black,” Dobson continued. “I’m an

  associate in the Trial Department; we never worked together, but I was a third-year when you left.”




  “Of course,” Finn said, feigning recollection. “I think we met at some point.”




  Dobson nodded. “Once at a firm dinner. It’s nice to be remembered.”




  “Well, there was usually a fair amount of drinking at those dinners,” Finn said. The young man nodded again without saying anything, and Finn began to feel awkward. “So, what

  brings you up here? If you were a third-year when I left, you must be a fifth-year now. Aren’t you still a little young to be let out of the library without a partner’s

  supervision?” It was a targeted poke at the lack of responsibility junior associates were given at large firms, and Dobson’s expression told Finn it had struck its mark.




  “I’ve been dealing with a pro bono matter” was all he said. “Do you have a minute to talk?”




  Before Finn could respond, Slocum and his lawyer came around the corner. Slocum saw Finn and headed straight for him, like a journeyman heavyweight coming out of his corner at the sound of the

  bell. Dumonds put a hand in front of his client as if to restrain him, but the size differential between the two was too great for the gesture to have any impact. “Do you have any idea who

  you’re fucking with?” Slocum yelled, getting right into Finn’s face.




  Finn remained calm. He was used to dealing with angry litigants—both those he represented and those he didn’t. He gave a crooked smile. “Sure. You’re the cement head,

  right?”




  “Do you have any fucking idea who I’m friends with?” It sounded like a threat to Finn. He turned to Dumonds, who had caught up to his client.




  “Counselor,” Finn said, “would you explain to your client that it would be inappropriate for me to engage him in conversation, please? You can also remind him that you have our

  latest offer to resolve this for eight million, and we’ll be waiting for your response shortly.”




  “You arrogant asshole!” Slocum bellowed. “You want my fucking response? I’ll cram my fucking response up your ass right now!”




  Dumonds was pulling at his client. “Sal,” he was saying, “this isn’t helping. Let me deal with this.”




  “Yeah, Sal,” Finn agreed. “Let Marty handle this.”




  Slocum allowed Dumonds to pull him away, but before they headed for the elevators, the large man turned back to Finn and wagged a finger at him. Finn responded with a curt wave. Then he turned

  back to Dobson. “Sorry about that,” he said. “You were talking about a criminal matter?”




  “I was. It’s a criminal matter I’ve been handling for a little while.”




  Finn frowned. “Are you really qualified to handle a criminal case?”




  Dobson’s expression shaded toward defensiveness. “I’ve been a member of the bar for over four years, Mr. Finn. That means I’m licensed to handle criminal matters in

  court.”




  “Licensed and qualified are two different things.”




  Dobson tried to hold his indignant look, but Finn could see fear there, too, and after a moment Dobson dropped all pretense. “That’s why I’m here. It’s a matter I’d

  like some help with—I’ll even refer it to you officially, as long as I can stay involved in some capacity.”




  Finn smiled. “What’s wrong? Don’t the partners at Howery still go to court? When I left, there were over a hundred attorneys in the Trial Department.”




  “They do, but . . .” Dobson seemed to be searching for an answer that Finn would buy, and Finn guessed what that meant.




  “But no one over there wants to take on a dog of a pro bono criminal matter that’s going to cost them hundreds of hours, right?” Finn guessed.




  “No,” Dobson protested. “It’s just that some of the people at the firm said this might be more up your alley.”




  “I’m guessing they didn’t intend that as a compliment.”




  “Please, Mr. Finn, you’re wrong. Howery would be willing to provide some support, but the consensus is that you’d be more appropriate as trial counsel.”




  Finn looked Dobson over carefully, trying to gauge the man’s motivations. Before he had a chance to respond, Abigail Prudet approached him with Tom Kozlowski in tow. “Where’s

  my money?” she demanded. Her voice was quiet but determined.




  “She wanted to see you,” Kozlowski said. “I tried to explain it to her.”




  Finn turned, embarrassed, toward Dobson. “Mark, I’d like you to meet Abigail Prudet. And this is Tom Kozlowski, a private investigator I work with on many of my cases. Koz, Abigail,

  this is Mark Dobson, a lawyer at the firm where I used to work.” He hoped a formal introduction might convince Abigail to alter her tone. He was wrong.




  “Where’s my money?” she seethed again.




  Finn took her by the elbow. “Did Detective Kozlowski explain to you how this works?”




  Dobson cleared his throat. “Perhaps I should give you folks a minute alone,” he suggested. “I wouldn’t want to get involved . . .” His voice trailed off.




  Abigail Prudet shot a glare at him, her brow drawn in indignation at the perceived slight. “I don’t lie, mister.” She spoke clearly and met Dobson’s surprised eyes.

  “But I don’t tell the truth for free, either.”




  “Go back to your hotel, Abigail,” Finn said. “Enjoy the evening. Have a good dinner; maybe see a show. Then, tomorrow, you bring all your receipts by the office. I’ll

  need the records, though—legally, I can’t pay you a dime without them. I’ll cut you a check for your out-of-pocket costs, and another for your appearance fee.” He looked

  back at Dobson. “We wouldn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea, would we?”




  Prudet’s frown deepened. “You don’t want to fuck with me,” she said quietly.




  “Seems to be a trend today,” Finn agreed. “Besides, I don’t think it would be legal outside of Nevada.” He nodded to Kozlowski, and the detective hooked her under

  her arm and escorted her to the elevator. The elevator doors opened and she stepped in, turning to look at Finn.




  “Tomorrow,” she said.




  “Wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Finn replied. The three men watched as the elevator doors closed slowly. The woman’s eyes never left Finn’s before she disappeared.

  Now it was Finn’s turn to clear his throat. “My practice has become more colorful since I left the firm, as you can tell,” he said to Dobson. “Now, I believe you wanted to

  talk to me about a referral?”




  “I did.” Dobson nodded. He looked at Finn with a combination of envy and revulsion. “Yes, I think you’re exactly the lawyer I’m looking for.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER THREE




  “HIS NAME IS VINCENTE SALAZAR.”




  Dobson took a file out of his briefcase and slid it across the table toward Finn. They had moved to one of the courthouse conference rooms reserved for lawyers and their clients. It was a bare

  cell with plain, dim green walls, solid wooden chairs, and a sturdy laminate table: designed in all respects for the endless stress and abuse suffered by those caught in the gears of the legal

  system. Finn, who was sitting next to Kozlowski and opposite Dobson, flipped open the file.




  “You may remember the case,” Dobson continued. “It was big news back in the early nineties. Salazar was an illegal from El Salvador, part of a wave of immigrants who poured

  into the country during the final years of the war down there. A sizable community grew along the Dorchester-Roxbury border. A task force was formed in 1992 to root out many of those who were in

  the country illegally. It was a joint enforcement program between the INS and the Boston Police Department. Salazar’s name hit the list, and he was targeted for deportation.”




  “I remember.” Finn nodded. “He shot a cop, right? A woman?”




  “That’s what he was convicted of,” Dobson replied. “Allegedly, he tried to rape her, and then he shot her with her own gun. Madeline Steele was her name; she was part of

  the task force, stationed out of B-2, and she was the one going after Salazar—that was the motive provided at trial. She identified him, and they had his fingerprints on her gun—that

  was the evidence that put him away. He was sentenced to fifty years, no parole.”




  Finn turned to look at Kozlowski. “You were stationed out of B-2 for a while, weren’t you?”




  Kozlowski nodded, his features granite.




  “You know Steele at all?”




  Kozlowski nodded again.




  Finn turned back to Dobson. “Sounds like a pretty clean case. So what’s the problem?”




  “The problem is that a lot of the other evidence doesn’t line up. Salazar had an alibi—a solid one. Plus, another witness saw the perp running from the scene and said it

  wasn’t Salazar.”




  Finn shrugged. “That’s why we have juries, right? If the jury saw it differently, who am I to argue?”




  “There was a rape kit done at the time. No fluids turned up, but they apparently took scrapings of blood and skin from underneath the Steele woman’s fingernails.”




  “And?”




  “They never tested it. Never even told the defense it existed.”




  “I’m still not seeing a basis for a new trial,” Finn said. “DNA or not, it seems like this guy was most likely right for the shooting. Why would I want to get involved

  now, fifteen years later? Why would you, for that matter?”




  Dobson leaned back in his chair. “I do a lot of pro bono work with an organization called the New England Innocence Project.”




  Finn rolled his eyes. “I’ve heard of it. A bunch of do-gooders trying to get felons out of jail, right?”




  “Wrong, Mr. Finn. It’s a bunch of do-gooders trying to get innocent people out of jail. We identify cases where physical evidence exists that could prove definitively the guilt or

  innocence of people who have been convicted of a crime. If the evidence shows that the person is guilty, we close the books on that case. If it shows they’re innocent, though . . .”




  “And in this case, the skin and blood recovered from under Officer Steele’s fingernails prove Salazar is innocent?”




  Dobson shrugged. “We won’t know until it’s tested.”




  Finn pushed the file back at the attorney across the table. “So test it. What do you need me for?”




  “We’d love to, but the DA’s office and the city refuse to give us the samples to be tested. They say that the case has been decided, and they won’t open up the

  investigation again. We’re going in front of the judge in two days to argue our motion to force them to give us the evidence so we can run the tests ourselves.”




  Finn shook his head. “I still don’t see why you need me.”




  Dobson heaved a heavy sigh, folding his fingers together. “The motion’s going to be heard by Judge Cavanaugh.”




  “Ah,” Finn said. It had suddenly become clear why Dobson had come to him. “Are you going to try and act surprised when I tell you that Cavanaugh was my mentor when he was

  teaching at Suffolk Law School?”




  Dobson shook his head. “I wouldn’t insult your intelligence that way.”




  “You think the argument will be better received by Judge Cavanaugh if it’s coming from someone he knows? Someone he trusts?”




  “The thought had occurred to me.”




  Finn waved his hand dismissively. “You don’t know Cavanaugh, then. He’ll see right through this. If anything, he’d be harder on me than he would on someone he

  doesn’t know. He’ll probably be so insulted, he’ll bounce me right out of the courtroom.”




  “In which case, what have you really got to lose?” Dobson asked.




  “You mean besides my credibility?” Finn responded.“I think the more relevant question is: What have I got to gain?”




  “A chance to do something good?” Dobson offered.




  The laugh that came from his throat almost choked Finn. “You clearly didn’t do enough research on me.”




  Dobson considered this for a moment. “You’re still friends with Preston Holland, right?” Finn gave a noncommittal tilt of his head. “He was the one who sent me to you. He

  retired last year, but he still does some work in the legal community. He said he hadn’t talked to you in a while, but he claimed you were one of the best trial lawyers he’d ever seen.

  Preston isn’t someone given to overstatement. He said that with the right case, you could be one of the all-time greats.” Dobson looked around the plain conference room. “Are you

  happy doing what you’re doing now? Paying hookers to rat out husbands in divorce cases so your gold-digging clients can keep their homes in Weston? Getting drug dealers and thugs out on bail

  so they can run their scams while waiting to go up to the pen at Concord? Cleaning up some fat cats’ DUIs? Is this really what you were meant to do?”




  Finn felt as if he’d been slapped, and he reacted angrily. “I’m not at Howery, Black anymore,” he spat out. “Principles can be expensive, and I’ve got to

  eat.”




  Dobson’s look hardened. “Fine,” he said. “If it turns out Salazar’s innocent, I’ll give you the inside track on his civil rights case against the city for

  false imprisonment and deprivation of liberty. Cases like that seem to be settling out at up to five hundred thousand dollars for every year spent in jail. Salazar’s been in for fifteen. That

  could come to over seven million. Maybe more if you win at trial instead of settling. On contingency, you’d net well over two million. Not a bad take.” He pushed the file back toward

  Finn.




  Finn opened the file and flipped through it once more, scratching his head. He was tempted, he had to admit; not just by the money but by the challenge. On the other hand, he recognized that it

  could be a rabbit hole, and he would likely spend endless hours running through a blind maze without anything to show for it. He couldn’t afford to give away his services with quite the

  abandon lawyers from the large firms could. And then there was Kozlowski. The private detective hadn’t spoken during the meeting, but he had acknowledged knowing Madeline Steele. Kozlowski

  was practically Finn’s partner, and Finn couldn’t risk upsetting his close working relationship with the man lightly. More than that, while neither of them would ever admit it, they

  were friends, and Finn had precious few real friends.




  He looked up from the file. “One question,” he said.




  “Shoot,” Dobson replied.




  “Why do you care so much?”




  “I told you, I do work with the Innocence Proj—”




  “Don’t give me that bullshit,” Finn cut him off. “There must be hundreds of cases like this, where all you’ve got is a mere possibility of innocence. Why spend so

  much time and effort on this one case when you could just move on to the next?”




  Dobson thought for a long moment. Then he stood up, put on his coat, and picked up his briefcase. He walked to the door and opened it. Looking back at Finn, he said, “You can answer that

  question for yourself tomorrow.”




  “How?” Finn asked.




  “It’s visiting day at Billerica. I’m taking you to meet Vincente Salazar.”




  “You pissed?”




  Finn was guiding his battered MG convertible through the streets of downtown Boston, toward the river and out onto Monsignor O’Brien Highway, headed toward Charlestown. It was gray

  out—the kind of deep, penetrating gray that only New Englanders know. The buildings and the streets and the sky blended together in a wall of slate as the impossibly impractical car dodged

  frozen puddles and potholes in the road, the darkened slush clinging to its wheels.




  “About what?” Kozlowski asked, looking out the passenger window. Finn knew he hated riding in the miniature vehicle, which could barely contain his large, square frame. The ratted

  soft top felt like it might actually give way to his shoulders, and the wind whistled through gaps where the canvas didn’t quite reach the steel.




  “Okay,” Finn said. “I won’t take the case.”




  “Your call.”




  Finn took his eyes off the road for a moment and looked over at the man sitting next to him. The thick scar that ran down his face was hidden from Finn’s view, and seeing him in profile,

  Finn realized that the private investigator must have been handsome once. “I’m assuming you remember the Steele shooting?”




  “Yeah,” Kozlowski replied, his eyes still scanning the streets outside his window. Then he went silent again.




  “That’s it?” Finn asked. “‘Yeah’? That’s all I’m gonna get out of you? Any chance you want to elaborate a little?”




  Kozlowski folded his arms. “It was a bad time for the department. Maddy—Officer Steele—was popular. She was a good young cop. She was a woman.”




  “And?”




  “As a cop, you can’t let that stand—particularly not with a woman. No one gets away with shooting one of your own. It’d be rough on the department if Salazar got out;

  it’d open a lot of old wounds.”




  “So you want me to leave it alone?”




  “Didn’t say that. I’m not in the department anymore; they forced me out, remember? The only person I’d feel bad for would be Maddy. The rest of them can fuck themselves,

  for all I care.”




  “She lived, right?”




  “She did. It was a long fight for her, and it wasn’t fun. The bullet hit the spine; she’s in a wheelchair now, and that’s where she’ll be for the rest of her life.

  It wasn’t the easiest thing to come to grips with.”




  Finn raised his eyebrows. “Sounds like you knew her pretty well.”




  “We were friends.”




  “Friends?”




  Kozlowski glared at him. “Just friends.”




  “Okay. So what do you want me to do?”




  “Like I said, it’s not my call.”




  Finn pulled the little car into a parking space in front of a small two-story brick structure on Warren Street. The pointing was chipping away between the clay squares, and the entire building

  listed uneasily to one side. A small Historical Society plaque on the bottom corner near the doorway read CIRCA 1769; a larger sign to the side of the entryway advertised

  SCOTT T. FINN, ATTORNEY AT LAW, and below that, KOZLOWSKI INVESTIGATIONS.




  Finn pulled up on the hand brake and looked at Kozlowski again. “That’s bullshit, Koz, and you know it. I don’t have a dog in this fight—not yet. Could be an interesting

  case; lucrative, too, if Salazar’s actually innocent. But I can walk away just as easily. I’ve got no interest in pissing you off, particularly when I’d probably need your help

  with the legwork on the case if I take it. So you tell me, what should I do?”




  Kozlowski opened the door and got out; Finn did the same. The older man leaned against the car’s top, and Finn worried briefly that it would collapse. “Meet the man,” Kozlowski

  said after a moment. “See what you think.”




  Finn looked long and hard at Kozlowski, trying to read him. “You think I should talk to him?”




  Kozlowski nodded. “Just one thing.”




  Finn listened for the sound of the other shoe hitting the cobblestone. “What’s that?”




  “I want to meet the man, too.”




  Finn opened the door to his apartment, stepped in, and dropped his briefcase on the floor. It landed with a weary thud. As was his custom, he debated leaving the lights off and

  stumbling his way to bed in the dark. He had no plans to eat anything, and the thought of facing the apartment depressed him. He knew, though, that living in a world of denial and avoidance

  depressed him more.




  The lights came on eagerly as he flipped the switch, as though they’d been waiting to torment him. They threw shadows off those items that hurt him most: the couch he had purchased with

  her and struggled to cram up the narrow staircase and into the apartment, laughing through the entire ordeal; the antique globe she’d had since college, on which they’d traced the paths

  of all the trips they’d planned to take together; the watercolor she’d bought on their first vacation together down on the Cape. He faced them all as adversaries now, with the respect

  and grim determination owed worthy opponents. He’d considered getting rid of them, taking them to Goodwill or putting them out on the street . . . or burning them. But that would constitute

  an admission that it was over, and he refused to wave that white flag.




  The sharp metallic cry of the phone on the wall interrupted his internal tug-of-war, and he turned to regard it with suspicion. He knew who it was without checking the caller ID. Somehow it rang

  differently when it was her.




  After the fourth ring, his ancient answering machine picked up. The greeting finished and the tone sounded. Finn held his breath, wondering whether she would leave a message. His apartment was

  quiet for several seconds, and he thought she might have hung up. Then, finally, she spoke.




  “Finn? It’s Linda.” There was another stretch of silence. “Finn, please pick up. I want to talk to you.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  Tuesday, December 11, 2007




  THE BILLERICA HOUSE OF CORRECTION lay in uneven humps of

  brick and concrete, like architectural roadkill by the side of a dead-end offshoot near Route 3 in a secluded part of the suburban enclave twenty miles northwest of Boston. Originally built in the

  1920s to house three hundred inmates, it was one of Massachusetts’s oldest prisons, now home to nearly twelve hundred convicts. Those unfortunate enough to become well acquainted with the

  correctional system regarded Billerica as one of the worst places to be sent following conviction, and its buildings sprawled brown and red and seemingly lifeless across several acres well removed

  from the eyesight of what was, otherwise, a picturesque middle-class New England town. The locals had grown accustomed to their nervous disregard of the prison, acknowledging the institution only

  when pressed. It was the uneasy trade all prison towns made in exchange for good jobs and state funding.




  Dobson led Finn and Kozlowski through the security check. The process was eased somewhat by the fact that both Dobson and Finn carried state bar cards identifying them as attorneys, and

  Kozlowski carried the ID of a retired detective. A trip through a metal detector and a brief pat-down were all that was required, and because Kozlowski had locked his gun in the glove compartment,

  there was no trouble.




  The visiting room was large and crowded, with prisoners and their families sitting at open tables, watched over by several guards around the room. There before him, Finn saw a panoply of human

  emotions played out on a dim concrete palette. Wives and girlfriends leaned across tables to touch the hands of men in prison garb, holding on with all their might to tamp down their desperation,

  and anger, and loneliness. Children, some shy, some scared, some seemingly carefree, sat on the laps of the fathers they saw only on rare occasions, and only under the careful eyes of armed guards.

  Parents and grandparents of the incarcerated forced small talk, trying to feign normalcy with the grown children they would always love, regardless of their transgressions.




  “He’s over there,” Dobson said, pointing to the far corner of the room.




  Finn looked over and saw him. At first glance, there was little to set him apart from most of the other prisoners. His long black hair was better kept than most, brushed back from a severe

  widow’s peak at the top of his almond-brown forehead, and the shirttail of his prison fatigues was tucked in neatly, but other than that, he appeared to blend in. With a longer look, though,

  a sense of strength and confidence emanated from the man. Finn couldn’t put his finger on what it was about him, but there was something in the set of his shoulders, or in his posture, that

  was compelling.




  Beside him, a teenage girl was leaning in toward him as they spoke. On the other side of the table, an older woman, heavier in both carriage and countenance than her two companions, sat watching

  quietly as Salazar talked with the young girl.




  Finn took a step toward the table, but Dobson put a hand in front of him, holding him back. “It’s his mother and his daughter,” he said. “He gets only forty-five minutes

  with them each month. As his attorneys, we can stay later. Let’s give him a few more minutes.”




  “I’m not his attorney yet,” Finn pointed out, and then regretted it.




  Dobson scowled at him. “Just a few more minutes.”




  Finn looked at Kozlowski, who nodded, and the three of them eased their backs against the wall to wait. From that spot, Finn watched the ongoing exchange between Salazar and his daughter. Finn

  easily saw that, young though she was, she would soon be a beautiful woman. She was still caught in the awkward shadow of adolescence, and she held her head low, at an angle that made her look

  painfully shy and disinterested, but her face had a refined Spanish grace to it, and her features were nearly flawless. Once she gained the confidence to meet the world with greater poise, he

  thought, there would be few young men who would be able to resist her looks.




  After a few more moments of observation, Finn realized that his initial impressions were off. It wasn’t awkwardness in her he had noted; it was something else, something more defined. Her

  movements were cautious and narrow, and she seemed disconnected from everything around her except her father.




  Finn frowned. “What’s wrong with her?”




  Dobson looked Finn over carefully. Then he turned back to the table where three generations of the Salazar family sat in the one conversation they would have that month, caught in an awkward,

  synthetic, longing moment. Finn looked back also, and as he turned his attention to Salazar, the only thing that seemed clear about the man was the love and tenderness he expressed for his daughter

  in every movement he made.




  Dobson let Finn watch for another moment before he answered. “She’s blind.”




  “My wife, Maria, was the most beautiful woman in the world.”




  Salazar spoke English better than most of the lawyers Finn dealt with on a regular basis. He carried only a slight accent, and it gave him an air more of continental sophistication than of

  second-language hesitation.




  “When she smiled at me, or when I looked into her eyes, it felt as though everything made sense—as if my life had purpose and meaning, because she was in it.” He sat up in his

  chair, gathering himself back from the moment of introspection before continuing.




  “Her family was part of the elite in El Salvador—the ruling oligarchy—that traced its lineage back to the first wave of Europeans who conquered the natives and settled on their

  land. Land has always been the central resource in my country. I was the son of a prominent merchant who had done well in the fifties and sixties, exporting coffee and timber. But my lineage traced

  back to the conquered. For all the education my parents were able to give me, I would never be accepted by Maria’s family or their peers, and our romance was a scandal for them. I was a

  doctor, and I thought that might help, but it didn’t. Still, she was stubborn and in love, and she agreed to marry me when I asked. Her father, one of the wealthiest landowners in the

  country, agreed reluctantly, only because he knew it was pointless to argue with his daughter. He threw us a fine wedding and even provided a dowry of sorts—a new house in a respectable

  neighborhood a comfortable distance from them—but made clear that we would be largely cut off from the family and its money thereafter.”




  “Nice in-laws,” Finn commented.




  Salazar shook his head. “It made sense,” he said. “And I expected nothing more. You wouldn’t understand, but El Salvador is still largely a segregated country at the

  highest levels, both socially and racially. Besides, it wasn’t a hardship. I was happy to be spared the whispers I would have been subjected to if I’d been allowed into her

  family’s clubs. I was a young doctor, and I was making a decent living. Maria and I were together, and she said that was all she cared about—that was enough for me.”




  “If it was so good, why did you leave?” The question came from Kozlowski, and there was an air of challenge to it.




  “In my country, all happiness is an illusion.”




  “The war?” Finn asked.




  “The war,” Salazar confirmed. “I was never political, but I was a doctor. I treated the sick. I treated the injured. I never asked my patients about their political

  affiliations. I thought I was uninvolved; I was naive.”




  “You treated the wrong people?”




  “I treated all people. There were no right or wrong people, as far as I was concerned.” Salazar’s gaze grew intense as he spoke, and Finn could feel, for the first time, a hint

  of anger in his tone. Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the resentment was gone. “I never turned anyone away, and that meant I was treating partisans on both sides.” He looked at

  Finn. “How much do you know about the war in my country?”




  Finn considered the question. “Not much, really,” he admitted. In fact, he realized as he thought about it, he knew very little. His head was filled with vague recollections of

  headlines but little actual information.




  “In the eighties, the government was effectively controlled by a combination of the military and the wealthy elite. There were attempts at the time to prop up a government operating under

  the pretense of reform, but it was always a facade.”




  “Another illusion?” Finn asked.




  “Exactly so. The rebels were Marxist Communists, supported largely by the rural peasants and the small educated middle class. They lacked the resources to mount a coherent frontal attack,

  so they relied on kidnappings and sporadic brutal attacks, aimed largely at the elites in the urban areas like San Salvador to make their point.”




  “Terrorism,” Kozlowski grunted derisively.




  “Yes, terrorism,” Salazar readily concurred. He looked directly at Kozlowski for the first time. “I neither excuse nor condone the tactics employed by both sides in the war. I

  merely tried to save those who were injured.”




  Finn inserted himself back into the conversation, sensing the tension between Salazar and Kozlowski. “I assume the military was particularly brutal in putting down the

  insurgency?”




  Salazar continued to stare at Kozlowski. “Somewhat,” he said at last. “Though the government tried to keep as low a profile as possible in going after the leftists. You see,

  the vast majority of the El Salvadoran population lived in poverty—over ninety percent—and many of them harbored sympathy for the rebellion. The government recognized that it was

  sitting on a powder keg, and it understood that it always ran a significant risk of lighting a match that would blow apart everything those with wealth and power were working to preserve. To avoid

  that, the government farmed out much of its dirty work.”




  “To who?” Finn asked, genuinely interested now.




  “To the death squads.”




  “Death squads?”




  Salazar nodded. “Small paramilitary groups—mercenaries, thugs, and common criminals—recruited for the grimmest tasks. They were directed by the military and funded by the

  wealthy landowners: the elites who wanted to keep the leftist insurgents from gaining a stronghold.”




  “I remember reading something about them,” Finn commented.




  “You would have. In 1980 they killed three American nuns who were working with relief efforts in the countryside. It caused a great deal of trouble for the American government, because the

  administration was supporting the government that everyone knew was allied with the death squads.”




  “Nuns?” Finn was repulsed. “Why would they kill nuns?”




  Salazar’s laugh was humorless. “You can’t be that sheltered, can you, Mr. Finn? War knows no decency, even in dealing with the devout. Besides, the Catholic Church in El

  Salvador supported the insurgents, or at least significant reform. Many of those who came to do missionary work recognized that reform—or even revolution—was the only way to raise the

  vast majority of the population out of squalor. Even the archbishop of San Salvador was an outspoken critic of the government, pushing for real reform—until he was assassinated.” Finn

  realized that his face must have betrayed his horror. “Yes, Mr. Finn; you see, this was El Salvador, and no one was beyond death.”




  “So what happened to you?” Kozlowski asked, sounding unimpressed.




  “One night there was a knock on my door. When I opened it, I found an old friend of mine, Alberto Duerte, leaning against my entryway. There was a stream of blood running from his

  shoulder. He said he’d been mugged and he needed help. I knew he was lying, but I asked no questions, as was my practice. I took him to my clinic, and I treated his wounds. He left that

  night, and I never saw him again.”




  “And?” Finn prodded.




  “I found out later he’d been injured in a bombing—a terrorist bombing, as I’m sure your friend will point out,” Salazar said, motioning to Kozlowski. “Alberto

  was the one who planted the bomb that killed a wealthy industrialist and his wife. He miscalculated, though, and was not far enough away from the blast to avoid catching some shrapnel. The death

  squads tracked him down within the week.”




  “That couldn’t have been pleasant for him,” Kozlowski observed.




  “No, Mr. Kozlowski, I’m sure it wasn’t.” Salazar turned back to Finn. “A few days later, my father-in-law appeared at my clinic. I hadn’t seen him in several

  months, so I knew something was wrong when I saw him. He told me to go home, get his daughter, pack a few things, and leave. He told me that Alberto had been tortured before he’d been killed,

  and he’d given up the names of many of the people he’d worked with. He’d also told them that I was the one who had treated his wounds. As a result, I had been targeted by the

  death squads—they were coming that night.”




  “What did you do?” Finn asked.




  “First I tried to explain to my father-in-law that I knew nothing of Alberto’s activities—that I wasn’t interested in politics. I think he understood, but he told me he

  was powerless to intervene. To do so would put the rest of his family in danger. He told me that his only concern was for his daughter, and he had arranged for us to get out of the

  country.”




  “How could he do that if the government knew that you were targeted?” Kozlowski pressed.




  Salazar shrugged. “It wasn’t difficult. My father-in-law knew people who could help. In the early eighties, when the gangs in Los Angeles were at their height—the Crips and the

  Bloods—a new criminal organization was born in an East L.A. neighborhood populated largely by El Salvadoran refugees—many of them former members of the death squads. It was called

  Venganza del Salvadoran, and while it was smaller than some of the other gangs, it quickly developed a reputation as the most vicious of all the groups. Over time, some of the members were deported

  back to El Salvador, and once there, they formed an affiliate gang in my old country. They recruited new members and continued doing work for the death squads. As they became more sophisticated,

  they started branching out into other areas. Drug production and smuggling; weapons; extortion, both here and in other countries. They used their gang connections in the United States to establish

  a pipeline to run drugs from El Salvador and other countries through Central America and Mexico to America. My father-in-law knew these people, and he knew that they would do anything for

  money—their motivation was never politically based. He paid them well to get me and Maria out of the country and safely to America.”




  “Illegally,” Kozlowski noted.




  “Yes,” Salazar agreed. “Did I have a choice? What would you have done?”




  “And once you got here, you figured you were safe,” Finn said.
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