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  reversible error




  n. a legal mistake made by a trial court which is so significant that an appellate court reviewing the case must set aside the trial court’s judgment. The trial

  court is then instructed either to dismiss the case, to retry the case, or to otherwise modify its decision.
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  APRIL 20, 2001




  Attorney and Client




  THE CLIENT, like most clients, said he was innocent. He was scheduled to die in thirty-three days.




  Arthur Raven, his lawyer, was determined not to worry. After all, Arthur reasoned, he was not even a volunteer. Instead, he’d been drafted by the federal appellate court to ensure that

  after ten years of litigation, no sound arguments remained to save Rommy Gandolph’s life. Worrying was not part of the job.




  He was worried anyway.




  “I’m sorry?” asked Pamela Towns, his young associate, from the passenger’s seat. A gurgle of anguish had escaped Arthur as he had come, once again, face-to-face with

  himself.




  “Nothing,” said Arthur. “I just hate being the designated loser.”




  “Then we shouldn’t lose.” Pamela, with rosy good looks fit for TV news, flashed a bright coast-to-coast grin.




  They were far from the city now, doing eighty on cruise control in Arthur’s new German sedan. In these parts, the road was so flat and straight, he did not even have to touch the wheel.

  The prairie farmlands raced by, corn stubble and loam, silent and eternal in the wan light of morning. They had left Center City at seven to beat the traffic. Arthur hoped to hold a brief

  introductory meeting with their new client, Rommy Gandolph, at the state penitentiary at Rudyard and to be back at his desk by two o’clock — or three, if he decided to risk asking

  Pamela to lunch. He remained intensely conscious of the young woman nearby, of the tawny hair falling softly on her shoulders, and of the hand that crept to her thigh every several miles to retract

  the hiking of her tartan skirt.




  Eager as he was to please her, Arthur could offer little hope for the case.




  “At this stage,” he said, “under the law, the only thing that could possibly amount to reversible error would be new evidence of actual innocence. And we’re not going to

  find that.”




  “How do you know?” asked Pamela.




  “How do I know? Because the man confessed to everybody but the Daily Planet.” Ten years ago, Gandolph had copped to the police, then gave a handwritten statement to the

  prosecutor, Muriel Wynn, and finally repeated his admissions on videotape. On each occasion, he had acknowledged he was the person who’d shot two men and a woman and left them in a restaurant

  food locker in a case still referred to, in the tempered words of the press, as ‘the Fourth of July Massacre.’




  “Well, he kept saying on the phone he’s innocent,” said Pamela. “It’s possible, isn’t it?”




  For Arthur, who had been a Deputy Prosecuting Attorney before coming to work seven years ago at O’Grady, Steinberg, Marconi and Horgan, there was no possibility of that at all. But Pamela,

  at twenty-five or twenty-six, had just started practice. Saving an innocent client was the sort of adventure she’d imagined in law school, riding like Joan of Arc toward radiant Justice.

  Instead, she’d settled for a big law firm and $120,000 a year. But why not have everything? Well, you couldn’t blame people for their fantasies. God knows, Arthur Raven realized

  that.




  “Listen to what I found in Rommy’s probation records,” said Pamela. “On July 5, 1991, he was sentenced to time served for a violation of probation. The murders were early

  on July 4th. So ‘time served’ would mean he was in jail, wouldn’t it?”




  “It would mean he was in jail at some point. Not necessarily on July 4th. Does his rap sheet show he was in jail on July 4th?”




  “No. But it’s something to investigate, isn’t it?”




  It would have been something to investigate a decade ago, when the records to prove it was nonsense still existed. Yet even at that, the federal appeals court was likely to grant Gandolph a

  brief stay of execution, during which Arthur and Pamela would be obliged to scramble in dogged — and futile — pursuit of this phantom theory.




  Rankled by the prospect of more wasted time, Arthur nudged the cruise control wand a bit higher and felt some dim satisfaction in the big auto’s response. He had purchased the car two

  months ago as a trophy of sorts after he became a full partner in his law firm. It was one of the few luxuries he’d ever permitted himself, but he had barely turned the key when he began to

  feel he was disrespecting the memory of his father, who had recently passed, a loving man, but one whose eccentricities had included a cramped frugality.




  “And listen to this,” Pamela was saying. She had withdrawn Rommy Gandolph’s rap sheet from the thick folder on her lap and read out the entries. Gandolph was a thief and a

  fence. He’d had half a dozen convictions — burglary, theft, possession of stolen property several times. “But nothing with a gun,” said Pamela. “No violence. No female

  victims. How does he suddenly become a rapist and a murderer?”




  “Practice, practice, practice,” answered Arthur.




  From the corner of his eye, he saw Pamela’s full mouth turn briefly downward. He was screwing this up. As always. Arthur did not know exactly what he had done wrong with women to leave him

  single at the age of thirty-eight. Appearance was one issue, he realized. He’d had the droop and pallor of middle age since his teens. In law school, he’d had a brief, hurtful marriage

  to Marjya, a Romanian immigrant. After that, for a period he’d seemed to have neither the inclination nor the time to start again. He had given so much to the law — so much fury and

  passion in every case, so many nights and weekends where he actually felt pleasure in having solitary time to concentrate. And his father’s declining health, and the question of what would

  become of his sister, Susan, had also been draining preoccupations for years. But now, seeking even the faintest sign that Pamela had some interest in him, he felt humbled by his foolishness. His

  hopes with her were as unlikely as hers for Gandolph. He felt the need to chasten them both.




  “Look,” said Arthur, “our client, Gandolph. ‘Rommy’? Not only did Rommy confess early and often, but when he went to trial, his defense was insanity. Which requires

  his lawyer to admit Rommy committed the crime. Then we have ten more years of appeals, and post-conviction petitions, and habeas corpus proceedings, with two different sets of new

  attorneys, and none of them happens to mention that Rommy is the wrong man. Let alone Rommy, who only remembered that he didn’t do it when he was about forty-five days away from getting the

  needle. Really, Pamela. Do you think he told the lawyers before us he was innocent? Every con knows this game — new lawyers, new story.”




  Arthur smiled, attempting to appear worldly-wise, but the truth was he’d never really accommodated himself to criminal defendants’ shenanigans. Since leaving the Prosecuting

  Attorney’s Office, Arthur had played defense lawyer infrequently, only when one of the firm’s corporate clients or its bosses was suspected of some financial manipulation. The law he

  lived most days as a civil litigator was a tidier, happier law, where both sides fudged and the issues raised were minuscule matters of economic policy. His years as a prosecutor seemed to be a

  time when he’d been assigned each day to clean out a flooded basement where coliform bacteria and sewer stink rotted almost everything. Someone had said that power corrupted. But the saying

  applied equally to evil. Evil corrupted. A single twisted act, some piece of gross psychopathology that went beyond the boundaries of what almost anybody else could envision — a father who

  tossed his infant out a tenth-floor window; a former student who forced lye down the throat of a teacher; or someone like Arthur’s new client who not only killed but then sodomized one of the

  corpses — the backflow from such acts polluted everyone who came near. Cops. Prosecutors. Defense lawyers. Judges. No one in the face of these horrors reacted with the dispassion the law

  supposed. There was a single lesson: things fall apart. Arthur had harbored no desire to return to that realm where chaos was always imminent.




  In another fifteen minutes they had arrived there. Rudyard was a small town like many others in the Middle West, its core a few dark buildings, still smudged with coal soot, and several tin

  hangars with corrugated plastic roofs that housed various farm services. At the outskirts, a kind of mini-suburbanization was under way, with strip malls and tract homes, the result of the economic

  security afforded by an unusual anchor industry — the prison.




  When they turned a corner on a movie-set neighborhood of maple trees and small frame houses, the facility suddenly loomed at the end of the block, like a horror-flick monster jumping out of a

  closet, a half-mile continuum of randomly connected yellow-brick buildings, notable for the narrowness of the few windows. Those structures in turn surrounded an old stone edifice stout enough to

  have survived from the Middle Ages. Toward the perimeter lay not only a ten-foot brick wall, but a graveled moat of projecting stainless steel spikes, and beyond that a boundary of cyclone fencing

  supporting five-foot spirals of razor wire, brilliant in the sun.




  In the prison guardhouse, they signed in, then were directed to a worn bench for the long wait while Rommy was brought down. In the interval, Arthur reviewed Rommy’s letter, which had

  arrived via various intermediate hands at the Court of Appeals. It was composed in a hodgepodge scrawl, with multicolored markings and other features too irregular even to be called childish. Just

  looking at the letter, you knew that Rommy Gandolph was both desperate and crazy.




  

    

      Dear Judge,




      I am on DEATH ROW for a CRiMe I never CoMmitted. They Say I hAve had all my AppeeLs, and it’s all com out against me EVEN so I AM INNOCENT. the lawrs who

      had file my PC Over in the STate says they CaN’t represnt me now, on account of Fed laWs. what can I do? the day that I get my execution is sposed to be May 23!!!!. i

      can’t have a stay or nothin unless I have a habeus going, but I don’t have a Lawr do I. What can I do? can’t Somebody over there Help me? I’m going to be killed, and I

      never hurt no one, not in this case or any other time that I rember RighT noW. HELP ME. I DIDN’T KILL NO ONE ever!!!!!


    


  




  The United States Court of Appeals had entered an order treating Rommy Gandolph’s correspondence as a successive petition for relief under the federal habeas corpus statute and

  appointing a lawyer for him — Arthur. Judges often waved their magic wand at random to turn some unwilling toad — a fully occupied lawyer — into a pro bono prince, with a

  demanding new non-paying client whom the rules of court required he accept. Some might read the appointment as a compliment, the court asking a respected former state prosecutor to apply the legal

  equivalent of last rites. But it was an onerous addition to an already overburdened life.




  Eventually Rommy’s name was called. Pamela and Arthur were patted down in the holding area, and then the first of many electronic bolts was shot and a door of bulletproof glass and iron

  crossbars clanked irrevocably behind them, as they followed a guard. It had been many years since Arthur had been inside the joint, but Rudyard in its own way was timeless. Not the procedures. The

  procedures, as he remembered them, seemed to change every few days. The authorities — the state legislature, the governor, the prison administration — were forever trying to improve

  discipline, to stop the in-flow of contraband, to control the gangs, to keep the inmates, veteran scammers, from scamming. There was always a new form to fill out, a new place to stow money, keys,

  cell phones — all the big-house forbiddens. Always another gate to get through, a new search procedure.




  But the mood, the air, the people — they were eternal. The paint was fresh; the floors gleamed. No matter. They could scrub it as clean as they cared to. With so many people confined in

  such close quarters, with an open privy in every cell, the atmosphere was tainted with the smell of human waste and some larger effluvium, which on first breath vaguely sickened Arthur, much as it

  had years ago.




  Down a low brick corridor they approached a door of green metal plating. On it was stenciled one word: ‘Condemned.’ Inside they were steered to the attorney’s room, which was

  not really one room but two, a space no more than five feet wide divided by a wall, which yielded halfway up to an arrangement like a teller’s drive-through window — a pane of glass,

  with a metal trough beneath to allow papers to pass. Although it violated every principle of attorney-client confidentiality, the correctional system had won the right to keep a guard posted in the

  corner on the prisoner’s side.




  Behind the window was Rommy Gandolph, a brown-skinned wraith with a head of wild hair. He was swallowed in the loose folds of the yellow jumpsuit worn solely by inmates who’d been

  sentenced to death. His arms were shackled and thus he was required to reach with both hands for the phone that would allow him to converse with his lawyers. On their side, Arthur picked up the

  lone handset and held it between Pamela and himself while they introduced themselves.




  “You-all the first real lawyers I had,” Rommy said. “Rest was state defenders. Think maybe I got a chance now I got real lawyers.” Rommy leaned close to the pane to

  explain his predicament. “I’m the next Yellow Man takin the walk, you know that? Everybody lookin at me already. Like somethin oughta be different cause I’m gone be dead so

  soon.”




  Pamela bent at once toward the document passage and spoke encouraging words. They were going to get a stay of execution today, she promised.




  “Yeah,” said Rommy, “cause I’m innocent, man. I ain kill’t nobody. I want that DMA test, man, see if I got any.” DNA, always the first thought these days,

  held no hope for Rommy because the state had never claimed he had left at the scene any identifiable genetic evidence — blood, semen, hair, tissue scrapings, even saliva.




  Without warning, Gandolph sighted Pamela down the length of an extended finger.




  “You pretty as you sounded on the phone,” he told her. “Think me and you oughta get married.”




  Briefly arising, Pamela’s smile suddenly passed into eclipse, as it appeared to grow on her that Rommy was deadly earnest.




  “Man gotta get married ’fore he die, right?” Rommy asked. “Ain that a good idea?”




  Great, Arthur thought. Competition.




  “You’n me get hitched up,” Rommy told her, “I can get a conjugal.”




  Judging from her rigid posture, this was not part of Pamela’s vision of valiant representation. Arthur, who’d had no idea how to commence this interview, quickly picked up Judge

  Gillian Sullivan’s judgment and commitment order from 1992 that sentenced Rommy to death, and began reading it out loud.




  “Auga-what? Who now?” asked Rommy Gandolph.




  “Augustus Leonidis,” said Arthur.




  “Am I knowin him?” asked Rommy. The lids twitched over his closed eyes as he made an effort to place the name.




  “He’s one of the three,” said Arthur quietly.




  “What three?”




  “The three the state says you killed.” Confessed to killing, Arthur thought. But no need to put too fine a point on it at present.




  “Mmm,” said Rommy. “Don’t think I knowed him.” Rommy shook his head, as if he’d missed a social call. Gandolph was nearing forty. He had a yellowish tinge to

  his eyes, and, by all appearances, the blood of the Americas in his veins. In contemporary parlance, he was ‘black,’ but there looked to be white and Indian and Hispanic in him as well.

  His hair was gnarled and uncut, and he was missing several teeth, but he wasn’t ugly. Craziness just seemed to have eaten the center out of him. Looking at Rommy’s eyes zag about like

  frenzied bugs near a light, Arthur held little doubt why his prior lawyers had focused on a psychiatric defense. As people commonly used the word ‘crazy,’ Rommy Gandolph without

  question was. Yet not crazy enough. Sociopathic. Borderline personality disorder, maybe even flat-out schizoid. But not thoroughly lost in the wilderness, not so entirely without a compass that he

  did not know wrong from right, which was what the law required for a defense.




  “I’m not the kind to kill no one,” Rommy offered, as an afterthought.




  “Well, you’ve been convicted of killing three people — Augustus Leonidis, Paul Judson, and Luisa Remardi. They say you shot them and left them in a food locker.” The

  state also said he’d sodomized Luisa after her death, although Rommy, most likely from shame, had refused to acknowledge that part. Judge Sullivan, however, who’d heard the case on her

  own, without a jury, had found him guilty on that count as well.




  “I don’t know nothin ’bout that,” said Rommy. He looked askance then, as if that remark would close the subject. Arthur, whose sister, Susan, was even crazier than Rommy,

  tapped the glass to make sure Rommy’s gaze came back to him. With people like Rommy, like Susan, you sometimes had to hold their eye to get through.




  “Whose handwriting is this?” Arthur asked mildly and pushed Rommy’s written confession under the glass. The guard jumped from his chair and demanded to see each page, front and

  back, to ensure nothing was concealed. Rommy studied the document for quite some time.




  “What you think about stocks?” he asked then. “You ever own stock? What’s that like anyway?”




  After a considerable interval, Pamela started to explain how the exchanges operated.




  “No, I mean sayin you own stock. How’s that feel and all? Man, I ever get outta here, I wanna buy me some stocks. Then I’m gone get all that stuff on the TV. ‘Up

  a quarter.’ ‘Down Jones.’ I’m gone know what they-all on about.”




  Pamela continued trying to outline the mechanisms of corporate ownership, and Rommy nodded diligently after every sentence, but was soon visibly astray. Arthur pointed again to the sheet Rommy

  held.




  “The state says you wrote that.”




  Rommy’s inky eyes briefly fell. “Tha’s what I was thinkin,” he said. “Lookin at it and all, I’d kind of said it was mine.”




  “Well, that paper says you killed these three people.”




  Rommy eventually leafed back to the first page.




  “This here,” he said, “this don’t seem to make no sense to me.”




  “It’s not true?”




  “Man, that was so long ago. When was it this here happened?” Arthur told him and Rommy sat back. “I been in that long? What-all year has it got to anyway?”




  “Did you write this confession for the police?” Arthur asked.




  “Knowed I wrote somethin back there in that precinct. Ain nobody told me it was for court.” There was, of course, a signed Miranda warning in the file, acknowledging that

  any statement Rommy made could be used against him in just that way. “And I ain heard nothin ’bout gettin the needle,” he said. “Tha’s for damn sure. They was a cop

  tellin me a lot of stuff I wrote down. But I don’t recollect writin nothin like all of that. I ain kill’t nobody.”




  “And why did you write down what the cop was saying?” Arthur asked.




  “Cause I, like, dirtied myself.” One of the more controversial pieces of proof in the case was that Rommy had literally shit in his pants when the detective in charge of the case,

  Larry Starczek, had started to question him. At trial, the prosecution had been allowed to introduce Rommy’s soiled pants as evidence of a consciousness of guilt. That, in turn, became one of

  the prominent issues in Rommy’s many appeals, which no court had managed to address without a snickering undertone.




  Arthur asked if Larry, the detective, had beaten Rommy, denied him food or drink, or an attorney. Though rarely directly responsive, Rommy seemed to be claiming none of that — only that

  he’d written an elaborate admission of guilt that was completely untrue.




  “Do you happen to remember where you were on July 3rd, 1991?” Pamela asked. Rommy’s eyes enlarged with hopeless incomprehension, and she explained they were wondering if he was

  in jail.




  “I ain done no serious time ’fore this here,” answered Rommy, who clearly thought his character was at issue.




  “No,” said Arthur. “Could you have been inside when these murders happened?”




  “Somebody sayin that?” Rommy hunched forward confidentially, awaiting a cue. As the idea settled, he managed a laugh. “That’d be a good one.” It was all news to

  him, although he claimed in those days he was regularly rousted by the police, providing some faint support for Pamela.




  Rommy really had nothing to offer in his own behalf, yet as they conversed, he denied every element of the state’s case. The officers who’d arrested him said they had found a

  necklace belonging to the female victim, Luisa Remardi, in Gandolph’s pocket. That, too, he said, was a lie.




  “Them po-lice had that thing already. Ain no way it was on me when I got brought down for this.”




  Eventually, Arthur handed the phone to Pamela for further questions. Rommy provided his own eccentric version of the sad social history revealed by his file. He was born out of wedlock; his

  mother, who was fourteen, drank throughout the pregnancy. She could not care for the boy and sent him to his paternal grandparents in DuSable, fundamentalists who somehow found punishment the

  meaningful part of religion. Rommy was not necessarily defiant, but strange. He was diagnosed as retarded, lagged in school. And began misbehaving. He had stolen from a young age. He had gotten

  into drugs. He had fallen in with other no-accounts. Rudyard was full of Rommys, white and black and brown.




  When they’d been together more than an hour, Arthur rose, promising that Pamela and he would do their best.




  “When you-all come back, you bring your wedding dress, okay?” Rommy said to Pamela. “They’s a priest here, he’ll do a good job.”




  As Rommy also stood, the guard again snapped to his feet, taking hold of the chain that circled Rommy’s waist and ran to both his manacles and leg irons. Through the glass, they could hear

  Rommy prattling. These was real lawyers. The girl was gone marry him. They was gone get him outta here cause he was innocent. The guard, who appeared to like Rommy, smiled indulgently and nodded

  when Rommy asked permission to turn back. Gandolph pressed his shackled hands and their pale palms to the glass, saying loudly enough to be heard through the partition, “I ’preciate

  you-all comin down here and everything you doin for me, I really do.”




  Arthur and Pamela were led out, unspeaking. Back in the free air, Pamela shook her slender shoulders in relief as they walked toward Arthur’s car. Her mind predictably remained on

  Rommy’s defense.




  “Does he seem like a killer?” she asked. “He’s weird. But is that what a killer is like?”




  She was good, Arthur thought, a good lawyer. When Pamela had approached him to volunteer for the case, he had assumed she was too new to be of much help. He had accepted because of his

  reluctance to disappoint anyone, although it had not hurt that she was graceful and unattached. Discovering she was talented had only seemed to sharpen his attraction.




  “I’ll tell you one thing I can’t see him as,” said Arthur: “your husband.”




  “Wasn’t that something?” Pamela asked, laughing. She was pretty enough to be untouched at some level. Men, Arthur recognized, were often silly around her.




  They passed a couple of jokes, and still bantering, Pamela said, “I can’t seem to meet anyone decent lately, but this” — she threw a hand in the direction of the highway,

  far off — “is a pretty long trip to make every Saturday night.”




  She was at the passenger door. The wind frothed her blondish hair, as she laughed lightly again, and Arthur felt his heart knock. Even at thirty-eight, he still believed that somewhere within

  him was a shadow Arthur, who was taller, leaner, better-looking, a person with a suave voice and a carefree manner who could have parlayed Pamela’s remark about her present dry spell with men

  into a backhanded invitation to lunch or even a more meaningful social occasion. But brought to that petrifying brink where his fantasies adjoined the actual world, Arthur realized that, as usual,

  he would not step forward. He feared humiliation, of course, but if he were nonchalant enough she could decline, as she was nearly certain to do, in an equally innocuous fashion. What halted him,

  instead, was the cold thought that any overture would be, in a word, unfair. Pamela was a subordinate, inevitably anxious about her prospects, and he was a partner. There was no changing the

  unequal footing or his leverage, no way Arthur Raven could depart from the realm of settled decency where he felt his only comfort with himself. And yet even as he accepted his reasoning, he knew

  that with women some obstacle of one kind or another always emerged, leaving him confined with the pangs of fruitless longing.




  He used the gizmo in his pocket to unlatch Pamela’s door. While she sank into the sedan, he stood in the bitter dust that had been raised in the parking lot. The death of his hopes, no

  matter how implausible, was always wrenching. But the prairie wind gusted again, this time clearing the air and carrying the smell of freshly turned earth from the fields outside town, an aroma of

  spring. Love — the sweet amazing possibility of it — struck in his chest like a note of perfect music. Love! He was somehow exhilarated by the chance he had lost. Love! And at

  that moment he wondered for the first time about Rommy Gandolph. What if he was innocent? That too was an inspiration almost as sweet as love. What if Rommy was innocent!




  And then he realized again that Rommy wasn’t. The weight of Arthur’s life fell over him, and the few categories that described him came back to mind. He was a partner. And without

  love. His father was dead. And Susan was still here. He considered the list, felt again that it added up to far less than he had long hoped for, or, even, was entitled to, then opened the car door

  to head back to it all.
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  JULY 5, 1991




  The Detective




  WHEN LARRY STARCZEK HEARD about the murder of Gus Leonidis, he was in bed with a prosecutor named Muriel Wynn, who had just told him she was getting

  serious with somebody else.




  “Dan Quayle,” she answered, when he demanded to know who. “He fell for my spelling.”




  Irked, Larry agitated one foot through the clothing on the hotel carpeting in search of his briefs. When his toe brushed his beeper, it was vibrating.




  “Bad stuff,” he said to Muriel after he got off the phone. “Good Gus just bought the farm. They found him and two customers dead of gunshot wounds in his freezer.” He

  shook out his trousers and told her he had to go. The Commander wanted all hands on deck.




  Tiny and dark, Muriel was sitting up straight on the stiff hotel linen, still without a stitch.




  “Is there a prosecutor assigned yet?” she asked.




  Larry hadn’t a clue, but he knew how it went. If she showed up, they’d assume somebody sent her. That was another great thing about Muriel, Larry thought. She loved the street as

  much as he did.




  He asked her again who the guy was.




  “I mean I just want to move on,” Muriel answered. “I think this other thing — I think it may go somewhere. I might even get married.”




  “Married!”




  “Hell, Larry, it’s not a disease. You’re married.”




  “Eh,” he answered. Five years ago he had married for the second time, because it made sense. Nancy Marini, a good-hearted nurse, was easy on the eyes, kind, and well disposed toward

  his boys. But as Nancy had pointed out several times recently, he’d never said goodbye to any of the stuff that had led his first marriage to ruin, the catting around or the fact that his

  principal adult relationship was with the dead bodies he scraped off the street. Marriage number two was just about past tense, but even with Muriel, Larry preferred to keep his problems to

  himself. “You’ve always said marriage was a disaster,” he told her.




  “My marriage to Rod was a disaster. But I was nineteen.” At thirty-four, Muriel had the distinction of having been a widow for more than five years.




  It was the Fourth of July weekend and the Hotel Gresham, in the early afternoon, was strangely silent. The manager here owed Larry for a few situations he’d handled — guests who

  wouldn’t leave, a pro who was working the lounge. He made sure Larry got a room for a few hours whenever he asked. As Muriel drifted past him for the mirror, he grabbed her from behind and

  did a brief grind, his lips close to the short black curls by her ear.




  “Is your new beau as much fun as I am?”




  “Larry, this isn’t the National Fuck-Offs where you just got eliminated. We’ve always had a good time.”




  Combat defined their relations. He enjoyed it maybe more than the sex. They had met in law school, seven years ago now, when both had started at night. Muriel became a star and transferred to

  the day division. Larry had decided to quit even before he won custody of his sons, because he didn’t have the right reasons to be there. He was trying to bolster himself after his divorce,

  to stay out of the taverns, even to improve the opinions of his parents and brothers who saw police work as somewhat below him. In the end, Muriel and their occasional interludes were probably the

  best things to emerge from the experience. There were women in his life, too many, where you yearned but it was never really right. You both carried on afterwards about how terrific it had been,

  but there was a sad calculation to everything that had occurred. That had never been the case with Muriel. With her gapped teeth and pudgy nose, built narrowly enough to wash down a drain, Muriel

  wouldn’t be on many magazine covers. Yet after marrying twice for looks, Larry sometimes felt like tightening a noose around his own throat when he was with her, just for knowing so little

  about himself.




  While Muriel finished batting powder over her summer freckles, Larry flipped on the radio. The news stations all had the murders by now, but Greer, the Commander, had clamped down on the

  details.




  “I’d really love to catch this case,” she said. She was three and a half years on the job as a prosecutor and not even close to assignment to a capital prosecution, even as the

  second or third chair. But you never got very far telling Muriel to slow down. In the mirror over the dresser, her small dark eyes sought his. “I love history,” she said. “You

  know. Big events. Things with consequence. When I was a little girl, my mother was always saying that to me: Be a part of history.”




  He nodded. The case would be big.




  “Doin Gus,” Larry said. “Somebody’s gotta sizzle for that, don’t you figure?”




  The compact snapped closed and Muriel agreed with a sad smile.




  “Everybody dug Gus,” she said.




  AUGUSTUS LEONIDIS had owned the restaurant called Paradise for more than thirty years. The North End neighborhood had gone to ruin around him shortly

  after he opened, when its final bulwark against decline, DuSable Field, the small in-city airport, had been abandoned by the major airlines in the early 1960s because its runways were too short to

  land jets. Yet Gus, full of brash immigrant optimism, had refused to move. He was a patriot of a lost kind. What area was ‘bad’ if it was in America?




  Despite the surroundings, Gus’s business had prospered, due both to the eastbound exit from U.S. 843 directly across from his front door and his legendary breakfasts, in which the

  signature item was a baked omelette that arrived at the table the size of a balloon. Paradise was a renowned Kindle County crossroads, where everyone was enthusiastically welcomed by the garrulous

  proprietor. He’d been called Good Gus for so long that nobody remembered exactly why — whether it was the freebies for unfortunates, his civic activities, or his effusive, upbeat style.

  Over the years, he was steadily named in the Tribune’s annual poll as one of Kindle County’s favorite citizens.




  Out on the street, when Larry arrived, the cops from the patrol division had done their best to make themselves important, parking their black-and-whites across the avenue with the light bars

  atop the vehicles spinning. Various vagrants and solid citizens had been attracted. It was July and nobody was wearing much of anything, since the old apartment buildings nearby didn’t have

  the wiring to support air-conditioning. The poor girls with their poor-girl dos of straightened hair shellacked with fixer were across the way, minding their babies. At the curb, several TV news

  vans preparing for broadcast had raised their antennas, which looked like enlarged kitchen tools.




  Muriel had driven separately, but she was lurking near the broad windows of the restaurant, waiting for Larry to edge her into the case. Strolling up, Larry pointed to her in vague recognition

  and said, “Hey.” Even dressed casually, Muriel wore her Minnie Mouse high heels. She always wanted more height and, Larry suspected, also a chance to emphasize a pretty nice derriere.

  Muriel used what she had. Watching her blue shorts wagging in the wind, he experienced a brief thrill at the recollection of the flesh now concealed to everyone else.




  He flipped his tin at the two uniforms near the door. Inside, on the left, three civilians were seated together on one bench of a booth — a black man in an apron, a wrung-out woman in a

  beige housedress, and a younger guy with rounded shoulders and an earring big enough to twinkle at Larry from thirty feet. The three seemed to be their own universe, isolated from the whirl of

  police activity around them. Employees or family, Larry figured, waiting either to be questioned or to ask questions of their own. He signaled Muriel and she sat down near them on one of the

  revolving soda fountain stools that grew up like a row of toadstools in front of the counter.




  The crime scene was being processed by dozens of people — at least six techs, in their khaki shirts, were dusting for prints — but the atmosphere was notably subdued. When there was

  a crowd like this, there could sometimes be a lot of commotion, gallows humor, and plenty of buzz. But today, everyone had been hauled in off holiday leave in the middle of a four-day weekend,

  meaning they were grumpy or sleepy. Besides, the Commander was here. He was solemn by nature. And the crime was bad.




  The Detective Commander, Harold Greer, had set up in Gus’s tiny office behind the kitchen, and the team of detectives he’d called in was assembling there. Gus, unexpectedly, was

  tidy. Above the desk was a Byzantine cross, a girlie calendar from a food wholesaler, and pictures of Gus’s family taken, Larry surmised, on a return trip to Greece. The photos, showing a

  wife, two daughters, and a son, had to be fifteen years old, but that was the time Gus, like most guys in Larry’s experience, wanted to remember, when he was really pulling the sleigh,

  building a business, raising a family. The wife, smiling and looking pretty fetching in a rumpled bathing suit, was the same poor wretch sitting by the door.




  Greer was on the phone, holding one finger in his ear as he explained the status of things to somebody from the Mayor’s Office, while the detectives around the room watched him. Larry went

  over to Dan Lipranzer for the lowdown. Lip, who had the slicked-back do of a 1950s-style juvenile delinquent, was, as usual, by himself in a corner. Lipranzer always appeared cold, even in July,

  drawn in on himself like a molting bird. He’d been the first dick on the scene and had interviewed the night manager, Rafael.




  Paradise closed only twice each year — for Christmas and the Fourth of July, the birthdays of God and America, the two things Gus swore by. Every other day, there were lines out the door

  from 5 a.m. until noon, with a slower trade in the remaining hours comprised of cops and cabbies and many air travelers coming or going from DuSable Field, which had revived when Trans-National Air

  initiated regional service there a few years ago.




  According to what the night manager had told Lipranzer, Gus had come in to pick up the cash and send his employees home right before midnight on Wednesday, July 3. Each worker received $100 from

  the register. As they were about to hang the Closed sign, Luisa Remardi, who worked for Trans-National as an airport ticket agent, had walked in. She was a regular, and Gus, who had a thing for

  every female customer, sent Rafael, the fry cook, and the busboy on their way, and took over the kitchen himself. Sometime in the next hour or two, Gus, Luisa, and a third person had been murdered.

  The last victim was a white in his late thirties, tentatively i.d.’d as Paul Judson, based on both a run of the plates of one of the cars still absorbing the July sun in Gus’s lot and

  yesterday’s missing-person report from his wife. Mrs. Judson said Paul had been scheduled to arrive July 4 on a 12:10 a.m. flight at DuSable Field.




  Rafael had returned to reopen at 4:30 a.m. today. He hadn’t thought much of the disorder he found, assuming that once Gus got rid of his patrons, he’d walked out quickly rather than

  turn away new customers. Near five this morning, Mrs. Leonidis, Athena, phoned in distress because Gus hadn’t shown up yesterday at their cabin near Skageon. Searching around, Rafael noticed

  Gus’s Cadillac still in the lot, and began to worry that the trail of blood near the register wasn’t from thawing meat Gus had dragged upstairs to the kitchen. When the fry cook

  arrived, they called the cops and, after some debate, finally pulled the handle on the freezer in the basement on the chance someone was still alive. Nobody was.




  It was close to 3:30 p.m. when Greer put down the phone and announced to the twelve detectives he’d summoned that it was time to get started. Despite the heat, near ninety, Greer had worn

  a wool sport coat and tie, realizing he was destined for TV. He had a clipboard and began announcing assignments, so each cop would know his or her angle while examining the scene. Harold was going

  to run the case as a Task Force, receiving all reports himself. That would sound impressive to the reporters, but Larry knew the result would be six detective teams bumping into each other,

  covering the same leads and missing others. A week from now, Greer, for all his good intentions, would have to start dealing with everything else piling up on his desk, and the dicks, like cats,

  would wander away.




  Larry tried to make his face plaster when Greer announced he was teamed with Wilma Amos. Wilma was your basic affirmative-action item whose highest and best use was probably as a hat rack.

  Worse, it meant Larry wasn’t getting anywhere near the lead on this case. Instead, Wilma and he were delegated to background the female vic, Luisa Remardi.




  “Guided tour,” said Harold and walked out through the kitchen. Harold Greer was an impressive guy to most people, a good-sized, well-spoken black man, calm and orderly. Larry

  didn’t mind Harold — he was less of a politician than most of the ranking officers on the Force, and he was able, one in the small cadre of officers Larry thought of as being as smart

  as he was.




  The techs had taped off a path and Harold instructed the dicks to go single file and keep their hands in their pockets. Somebody with a degree in criminology would say Harold was a lunatic for

  taking a dozen extra people through a crime scene. It risked contamination, and even if everybody wore toe shoes, a defense lawyer would make the viewing sound like Hannibal’s trip over the

  Alps with elephants. But Harold knew no investigator would feel like he owned a case unless he’d surveyed the scene. Even bloodhounds had to have the real scent.




  “Working theories,” said Harold. He was standing behind the cash register, which rested on a plateglass case whose angled shelves held stale cigars and candy bars. On the exterior,

  bright purple fingerprint lifts now stood out like decorations. “Theory number one, which is pretty solid: This is an armed robbery gone bad. The cash register is empty, the bag for the bank

  deposit is gone, and each victim has no watch, wallet, or jewelry.




  “Second theory: Today I’m saying a single perpetrator. That’s soft,” said Harold, “but I’m liking it more and more. The bullets we’ve recovered all look

  like .38 rounds, same bunter marks. One shooter, almost for sure. Could be accomplices, but it doesn’t seem to play that way.




  “Gus was killed right here, behind the register, going for the phone from the looks of it. One shot to the left rear of the cranium. Based on a preliminary exam, Painless is saying three

  to six feet, which means the triggerman was right near the cash register. Armed robbery gone bad,” Greer repeated. From his inside pocket, Harold removed a sleek silver pen and pointed out

  the blood, a large pool dried on the dirty linoleum and spatters on the green wall phone. Then he continued.




  “Once our shooter takes down Gus, he has a serious problem because there are two customers in the restaurant. This is where we go from a felony-murder to brutal and heinous.” The

  words were terms of art — ‘brutal and heinous’ murders qualified, in this state, for capital punishment. “Instead of running for the door like your average punk, our guy

  decides to go after the witnesses. Ms. Remardi is killed right here, single shot through the abdomen.”




  Harold had stepped down twenty feet to a booth opposite the front door in the original section of the restaurant. When Gus bought the place, long before he expanded into the adjoining

  storefronts, it must have had a medieval theme. Two rows of booths, composed of heavy dark planks lumpy from the layers of urethane, were joined at the center panel. At each corner, a square coat

  stand arose like a turret.




  “Looks a lot like Ms. Remardi decided her best chance was to go for the gun. We have bruises on her arms and hands, one finger is broken. But that didn’t work out for her. The fabric

  on her uniform around the wound is burned and the tissue is stippled, so the shot is point-blank. Judging from the exit wound, Painless is saying prelim that the bullet passed through her liver and

  her aorta, so she’s dead in a few minutes.”




  The slug had been removed by the techs from the center panel. An uneven ring of dried blood showed up where the wood had shattered, exposing the raw pine underneath. That meant that Luisa had

  died sitting up. A coffee cup, with a bright half-moon of her lipstick, still rested on the table as well as an ashtray full of butts.




  “If she’s looking at an accomplice, it doesn’t make much sense that she’s fighting. So that’s another reason we’re figuring this was a one-man show.”

  Under the table, where Harold pointed, a dinner plate, streaked with steak sauce, had shattered in the struggle. An inch of beef fat lay amid the fragments of crockery, as well as half a pack of

  cigarettes and a disposable lighter.




  “Mr. Judson was eating back in the corner by the window. Rafael cleaned up a plate, a glass, and a 7UP can from that table this morning. On the right side of Mr. Judson’s suit

  there’s a line of dust, suggesting he was probably under the table, maybe hiding from the gunfire. Maybe just hiding. But the shooter found him.




  “Judging from the shoe prints in the blood and the drag pattern, and the distribution of the postmortem lividity on Gus’s and Luisa’s corpses, Mr. Judson was forced at gunpoint

  to haul both bodies into the freezer in the basement.”




  Harold led his detectives, like a grade-school class, past the counter, where Muriel still sat, and through a narrow door. The stairway was lit by a single bulb, beneath which the group clumped

  down the wooden steps. In the brick cellar, they found a significant encampment. Three wheeled stretchers were across the way awaiting the bodies, which had not yet been removed because they were

  frozen. The police pathologist, Painless Kumagai, had several tests and measurements to perform prior to allowing the corpses to thaw. As the group approached, Larry could hear Painless’s

  sharp, accented voice issuing commands to his staff. Harold warned the cops behind him about the electrical cords bunched across the floor to light several halogen beacons Painless’s team had

  set up in the freezer for photos.




  Using the pen, Harold opened the food locker wider. Judson’s body was right there, one leg in the doorway. Harold pointed out his shoes, both soles brown with blood. The tread patterns

  matched the prints in the trails upstairs. In their rubber gloves, Painless and his team were working on the far side of the freezer.




  “After Mr. Judson had pulled the bodies into the food locker, he was bound with an electrical cord, gagged with a dish towel, and shot, execution style, in the back of the head.”

  Harold’s silver pen glided through the air like a missile indicating each point of interest. The force of the shot had driven Judson over on his side.




  “And then, I guess to celebrate, our hero sodomized Ms. Remardi’s body.” One of the pathologists moved aside, fully revealing Luisa Remardi’s remains. Following the

  preliminary exam, they’d repositioned her as she’d been found, bent face-down over a stack of fifty-pound bags of frozen French fries. Above the waist, she was clad in

  Trans-National’s rust-colored uniform. The exit wound in her back had made a neat little tear in the fabric, almost as if she’d merely snagged the vest, and the halo of blood Larry had

  seen vaguely imprinted on the side of the booth upstairs was enlarged there, darkening the fabric like a tie-dye. Her matching skirt and her red panties had been jacked down to her ankles and,

  beneath the starched tails of her white blouse, the melonish rounds of her buttocks were hiked in the air, penetrated by the dark ellipsis of her anal sphincter, which had been distended at the

  time of death. Somebody had worked her over down there — there was redness, meaning, if Harold was correct, this had occurred right after her death, while a vital reaction was still

  possible.




  “Rape kit is negative, but you find the top of a condom wrapper here in her drawers, and what appears to be a lubricant track around the anus.” At Greer’s instruction, a

  younger pathologist directed a flashlight to illustrate the last point. The gel had failed to evaporate in the cold. Rapists these days worried about AIDS — and had heard of DNA. There was no

  accomplice, Larry thought. Not if that was the story. Necrophiliacs and backdoor boys didn’t perform for an audience. Even creeps had shame.




  Harold covered a few procedural orders, then headed upstairs. Larry remained in the freezer and asked Painless if he could look around.




  “Don’t touch,” Painless told him. Painless had worked on the Force for two decades and knew to a moral certainty that the next cop was dumber than the one before.




  Larry was the first to say he was a little witchy about the entire process of investigation, but he wasn’t alone. Half the murder dicks he knew confessed, after a couple of whiskeys, to

  occasionally feeling the guiding presence of ghosts. He couldn’t claim to understand it, but evil on this scale seemed to set off some kind of cosmic discord. For whatever it was worth, he

  often started with an instant of solemn communion with the victims.




  He stood over Gus for a minute. Not counting gangbangers, who were suspects one day and murdered the next, it was rare for Larry to be acquainted with a vic. He hadn’t known Gus well,

  except for enjoying his wild immigrant routine and the omelettes, always on the house. But Gus had that gift, like a good teacher or priest — he could connect. You felt him.




  I’m with you, compadre, Larry thought.




  The gunshot had penetrated the occipital plane at the back of Gus’s skull, blowing away tissue and bone. Positioned as he’d been found, Gus’s face was laid out on a box of beef

  patties, his mouth open. Dead fish. They all looked like dead fish.




  As always, at this moment, Larry was intensely aware of himself. This was his profession. Murder. Like everybody else, he thought about buying a new garden hose and the line on tomorrow’s

  hockey match, and how he could get to both boys’ soccer games. But at some point every day, he snuck into the mossy cave of murder, to the moist thrilling darkness of the idea.




  He had nothing to apologize for. Murder was part of the human condition. And society existed to restrain it. To Larry, the only more important job than his was a mother’s. Read some

  anthropology, he always told civilians who asked. All those skeletons unearthed with the stone ax still right in the hole? You think this just started? Everyone had murder in him. Larry had killed.

  In Nam. God knows who he’d shot blowing off his M16 in the darkness. The truth was he knew the dead on his own side far better. But one day, during his brief time on patrol, he’d tossed

  a grenade down a tunnel and watched the ground give way and the bodies come flying up in a fountain of dirt and blood. The first man was launched in pieces, a trunk with one arm, the legs airborne

  alone. But the other two men exploded from the earth intact. Larry still recalled them flying through the air, one screaming, the other who was probably out cold, with this expression that you

  could only call profound. So this is it, the guy was thinking — he might as well have held up a sign. Larry still saw that look all the time. He beheld it on Gus’s face now, the largest

  thing in life — death — and it filled Larry on each occasion with the exacting, breathless emotion of one of those perfect realist paintings you’d see in a museum — Hopper

  or Wyeth. That thing: this is it.




  That was the end for the victims, the instant of surrender. But few gave up willingly. With death so imminent and unexpected, every human was reduced to terror and desire — the desire to

  continue and the inexpressible anguish that she or he would not. No one, Larry believed, could die with dignity in these circumstances. Paul Judson, heaped by the doorway, surely hadn’t. He

  was your vanilla suburbanite, a mild-looking guy, just starting to lose his blond hair, which was fine as corn silk. Probably the kind never to show much emotion. But he had now. On his knees,

  Larry could see salt tracks in the corner of his eyes. Paul had died, as Larry would, crying for his life.




  Finally, Larry went to Luisa Remardi, who, as his responsibility, required the greatest attention. Her blood had stained the huge bags on which her body was heaped, but she’d died

  upstairs. Ripped apart by the bullet like a building in a bomb blast, the devastated arteries and organs had spurted out the blood which the stupid heart kept pumping. Luisa became sleepy first,

  and then as less and less oxygen reached her brain, hallucinations had begun, fearful ones probably, until her dreams bleached into fathomless light.




  When the pathologists okayed it, he climbed over the levee of bags to see her face. Luisa was pretty, soft under the chin, but with lovely, high cheekbones. Bright highlights were streaked into

  her dark hair, and even though she worked the midnight shift, she’d applied lots of makeup, doing an elaborate job around her large brown eyes. At her throat, you could see the line where the

  blush and base stopped and her natural paleness took over. She was one of those Italian chicks — Larry had known plenty — spreading out as she reached her early thirties, but not ready

  to stop thinking of herself as hot stuff.




  You’re my girl now, Luisa. I’m gonna take care of you.




  Upstairs, Larry went looking for Greer to see if he could pull Muriel into the case. On the way, he stopped at a table where an evidence tech, a kid named Brown, was inventorying the discarded

  contents from Luisa’s purse, which had been spread on the floor near the door.




  “Anything?” he asked.




  “Address book.” With his gloves, Brown turned the pages for Larry.




  “Beautiful handwriting,” Larry noted. The rest was the usual mess — house keys, receipts, mints. Under Luisa’s checkbook cover, Brown pointed out two lubricated condoms

  in the same maroon wrapper as the one in her panties. What did that mean, Larry wondered, besides the fact that Luisa got around? Maybe the bad guy found these as he was looking in her handbag for

  her wallet and got turned on.




  But they’d never reconstruct events exactly. Larry had learned that. The past was the past, always eluding the full grasp of memory or the best forensic techniques. And it didn’t

  matter. The essential information had reached the present: Three people had died. Without dignity. In terror. And some cruel fuck had exulted in his power each time he pulled the trigger.




  Standing by the spot where Luisa had been murdered, Larry closed his eyes to transmit one more time. He was certain that somewhere, probably not far away, a man had just experienced a painful

  twitch in his heart.




  I’m coming for you, motherfucker, Larry told him.
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  MAY 4, 2001




  The Former Judge




  GILLIAN SULLIVAN, forty-seven, recently released from the Federal Prison Camp for Women at Alderson, West Virginia, sat with a cigarette in a small

  Center City coffee shop, awaiting Arthur Raven. On the phone, Raven, whom she had known for well more than a decade, had made a point to say he wished to see her for business. Like so many others,

  he apparently did not want her to think he would be offering consolation or support. She was reconsidering her decision to come, not for the first time, when she saw Arthur, charging through the

  glass doors of the restaurant vestibule with a briefcase bundled under his arm.




  “Judge,” he said, and offered his hand. It struck a false note instantly. Even before her disgrace, it had been unlikely he’d call her ‘Judge’ in private.




  “ ‘Gillian’ will do, Arthur.”




  “I’m sorry.”




  “It’s awkward.” She crushed out the cigarette, thinking only now that the smoke might bother him. Inside, no one ever complained about smoke. It remained a privilege.




  In her time, Gillian had gone from prosecutor to judge and then to convicted criminal defendant. It was an extreme example, but even her wayward career reflected the nature of the criminal bar,

  which was much like a repertory theater company in which every attorney was apt to have a turn at each part. The prosecutor against whom you tried a case was on the bench the next time you saw her,

  and in private practice hustling your clients a decade after that. Rivalries and friendships were fortified or forgotten in the parade of years, while every achievement or failure endured somewhere

  in the memory of the community.




  Understanding all that, Gillian nonetheless found the fortunes that had brought her together again with sad, driven little Arthur Raven somehow indigestible. Thirteen years ago, after twenty

  months on the bench, Gillian had received her first assignment in the criminal courts, presiding over misdemeanor cases and probable cause hearings. Arthur Raven was the Deputy Prosecuting Attorney

  delegated to her courtroom. They were each new to their jobs, and at that point she was certain her prospects were far brighter than Arthur’s. It was common in trial practice to find men and

  women skilled in making themselves appealing, people who had mastered the outward gestures of candor and humility, even when they masked a volcanic core of egocentricity and ambition. With Arthur,

  what you saw was what you got: relentless intensity and a desire to win that bordered on the desperate. Half the time he was before her, she wanted to tell him just to take a pill. She probably

  had, since, even by her own reckoning, she’d never been especially kindly or patient as a judge. But who could blame her? Beneath it all, Arthur seemed to cling to the unlikely belief that

  victory would at last impart the more triumphant character he so clearly yearned for.




  As if it was not a ridiculously loaded question, Arthur now asked, “And how have you been?”




  “So-so,” she answered. The truth was that after several years of coming to grips, she was realizing she had not come to grips at all. There were periods — most of the time now,

  and always for several years — when the sheer shame of her situation left her mad, mad in the sense that she knew every thought was disrupted by it, like a vehicle bouncing down a cratered

  road.




  “You still look terrific,” he offered.




  In Gillian’s experience, a man’s motives for complimenting a woman were always suspect, a stepping-stone to sex or some less grandiose manipulation. She asked abruptly what this was

  about.




  “Well,” he said, “let me use your word. It’s awkward. I’ve been appointed by the U.S. Court of Appeals on a case. A second habeas. Rommy Gandolph. Do you

  recall the name?”




  She did, naturally. Only two capital cases had reached sentencing in the years she had sat in Felony. In the other, the death penalty had been imposed by a jury. Rommy Gandolph had been her

  responsibility alone. Bench trial. Bench sentencing. She’d reconsidered the case again a couple of months ago when she’d received a letter from Rudyard with the typically crazed claims

  of a prisoner who, ten years after the murders, suddenly said he had critical knowledge to share with her. Probably someone she’d sent to the joint, now hoping to get her down there to spit

  in her eye. Searching her memory of the Gandolph trial, she could still summon the photos of the bodies in the restaurant food locker. During the trial, one of the cops had explained that the

  freezer was vast because of the wide menu Paradise offered. A strange undoing.




  “Right,” said Raven when she described the case. “Good Gus. But you know the game. I have to plow every row. There are even moments when I’m delusional and think he might

  be innocent. I have this associate,” he said, “she’s been tearing this case apart, coming up with amazing stuff. Here, look at this.”




  From out of his thick case, Raven handed over the first of several sheets of paper. Apparently, he was trying to work up a theory that Gandolph had been in jail on a probation violation at the

  time of the murders. Few records remained, and Gandolph’s rap sheet offered no corroboration. But within the last few days, Arthur had found a transfer manifest showing that his client had

  been transported to court on the morning of July 5, 1991, from the House of Corrections.




  “And what does Muriel say to that?” Gillian asked. Muriel Wynn, who’d been the junior prosecutor on the case a decade ago, was now the Chief Deputy P.A. and the short-odds

  favorite to succeed Ned Halsey as the Prosecuting Attorney in next year’s election. Gillian had never cared much for Muriel, the kind of hard-boiled woman the felony courthouse produced often

  these days. But, truth be told, Gillian’s appreciation for prosecutors, even though she had once been one, had all but disappeared given her experiences of the last several years.




  “She thinks Rommy’s probation officer must have gone out and collared him that morning so he didn’t blow his court date,” Arthur said. “I don’t buy it on a

  Friday, right after a holiday, when nobody wanted to be working. Muriel also says it’s ridiculous to think that both the client and the defense lawyer missed the fact that Rommy was in jail

  when the murders went down. But he wasn’t arrested until four months after the crime, and Rommy doesn’t know today from tomorrow.”




  Gillian’s wager would have been that Muriel was correct. But she was unwilling to jump into the argument. With Arthur, she felt recalled to a mode of decorum she thought she’d left

  behind: she was trying to be judicial. Notwithstanding her efforts to respond neutrally, he appeared to detect her skepticism.




  “There was a lot of bad evidence,” he said. “I know that. I mean, Rommy confessed about twenty times. And Christ could return to earth to testify in my client’s behalf

  and I’d still lose at this stage. But the guy had no history of assaults or armed robberies. Which Molto and Muriel explained at trial by claiming my guy was dusted, and now all the research

  on PCP says it doesn’t correlate to violence. So, you know, there’s stuff.”




  “And how did the Court of Appeals appoint you, Arthur?”




  “Beats me. They always figure big law firms have the resources. Besides, someone up there probably remembered I have death-penalty experience from prosecuting Francesco

  Fortunato.”




  “The fellow who poisoned his family?”




  “Three generations, grandparents through children, and laughed out loud in court every time we mentioned one of their names. Even so, I nearly passed out as the jury read the death

  sentence. That’s when I transferred to Financial Crimes. I’d probably die myself if I had to push the button in the execution chamber, but I still believe in capital punishment in

  principle.”




  Oddly, Gillian didn’t — not now or before. Too much trouble, in a few words. A decade ago, after Rommy Gandolph’s trial was over, his defense lawyer, Ed Murkowski, admitted to

  her that he’d taken a bench sentencing because he’d heard a rumor about her views. But she wasn’t sitting there as a legislator. If any crime warranted execution, Gandolph’s

  did.




  “And what is it that you want to know from me, Arthur? If I have second thoughts?” At this point no one would care about her opinion. And she had no doubts anyway about

  Gandolph’s guilt — she’d settled that again in her own mind months ago when the prisoner’s letter had arrived from Rudyard. She could still recall another remark Murkowski,

  Gandolph’s lawyer, had passed after sentencing, when all of them, including the prosecutors, had communed in her chambers for a moment now that the awful words had been spoken. Gillian had

  commented dryly about Gandolph’s insanity defense and Ed had responded, ‘It was better than the story he had to tell, Judge. That was nothing but a slow guilty plea.’




  She had some thought to explain all of that to Arthur, but his black eyes had suddenly dropped to her ashtray, studying the gray remains there as if they were tea leaves. Arthur, she realized,

  was finally going to get to the point.




  “The Court of Appeals is killing me with kindness,” he said, “probably because they appointed me. I begged for a chance to do discovery and they sent the matter down to the

  District Court until June 29th, before they decide whether to permit Gandolph to actually file a new habeas. So I’m turning over every stone.” He finally ended his studied

  efforts not to look at her. “Listen, I have to ask. While you sat in Felony, were you doing what got you in trouble later, when you were hearing personal-injury cases?”




  She had not been enjoying this conversation much as it was, but now that she recognized the direction, a familiar freeze overcame her.




  “Do people say that?”




  “Gillian, please don’t play games. Or get insulted. I’m doing what I have to do.”




  “No, Arthur, I wasn’t taking money when I heard criminal matters. No one bribed me on Rommy Gandolph’s case — or any other case at that time. It began in Common Pleas,

  where it seemed to be the order of the day.” She shook her head once, both at the lunacy of it and because her remark sounded faintly like an excuse.




  “All right,” he said, but he was plainly applying a lawyer’s judgment to her answer, weighing its verity. Watching him calculate, she decided that Arthur did not look

  particularly well. He was short, and had never appeared especially fit, but he was aging before his time. His dark eyes had retreated into bruised-looking flesh that suggested overwork and poor

  diet, and his hair was thinning. Worst, he still had an aspect of hound-dog eagerness, as if his tongue at any second might lop out of the corner of his mouth. She recalled then that he had a

  situation, family trouble, someone chronically sick. Perhaps it had worn him out.




  “And what about the drink, Judge?”




  “The drink?”




  “Did you have an alcohol problem when you sat on Rommy Gandolph’s case?”




  “No.”




  “You weren’t drinking?”




  He was skeptical — justifiably, she knew.




  “What do other people say, Arthur?”




  “What other people say won’t matter much, if you’re going to testify that you weren’t drinking hard at the time.”




  “I drank, Arthur. But not to excess.”




  “Not at that time?”




  She flexed her tongue a bit in her mouth. Governed by common understanding, Raven had missed his mark. She could correct him, or say, ‘Never,’ and see if Arthur eventually wandered

  to the right place, but she remembered the instructions every skilled lawyer offered in preparing a witness: Answer the question you are asked. Briefly, if possible. Do not volunteer.




  “No, not at that time.” She tossed her cigarettes into her suede shoulder bag, and snapped it authoritatively. She was ready to go, and asked if Raven was finished. Instead, he took

  a second to run a thick finger around the rim of his coffee cup.




  “I have a personal question,” he said at last, “if you don’t mind.”




  He was probably going to ask what everyone wondered. Why? Why had she allowed a life of limitless promise to subside into dependency and, in short order, crime? Raven was too socially awkward to

  hesitate where courtesy kept others from going, and she felt the familiar iron hand of resentment. Why didn’t people understand that it was unfathomable to her? Could anyone who was not, even

  now, such a thoroughgoing mystery to herself ever have fallen so low? But Raven’s concerns were more pedestrian.




  “I keep wondering why you came back here. I mean, you’re like me, right? Single? No kids?”




  Were he uncaged, Raven apparently would have flown away. Yet she felt an impulsive reluctance to compare herself to Arthur. She had been alone, but by choice, and always took it as a temporary

  condition. She’d been thirty-nine years old the night the federal agents arrived at her door, but a marriage, a family, remained solid figures in the portrait she’d drawn of her

  future.




  “My mother was dying. And the Bureau of Prisons was willing to give me credit for helping take care of her. It was the Bureau’s choice, frankly.” Like other answers she’d

  offered Raven, this one, too, was comfortably incomplete. She’d left prison broke — the government and her lawyers had taken everything. And Duffy Muldawer, her ‘sponsor’ in

  the parlance of twelve-step programs, had been willing to offer her a place to stay. Even at that, she sometimes shared Raven’s puzzlement about why she’d returned to what was, in all

  senses, the scene of the crime. “Once my community release time is over, I’ll probably ask to move.”




  “She’s gone? Your mother?”




  “Four months ago.”




  “I’m sorry.”




  Gillian shrugged. She had not yet sorted out how she felt about the death of either of her parents — although it had long seemed one of her few strengths that she did not dwell on this

  sort of thing. She had had a home and a childhood that were worse than many, better than some. There were six kids and two alcoholic parents and a continuing state of rivalry and warfare among all

  of them. To Gillian, the whole significance of her upbringing was that it had inspired her to go on. It was like coming from Pompeii — the smoldering ruins and poisoned atmosphere could only

  be fled. Civilization would have to be reinvented elsewhere. She had put her entire faith in two things: intelligence and beauty. She was beautiful and she was smart, and with such assets she had

  seen no reason to be dragged down by what was behind her. The Jill Sullivan born in that house emerged as the Gillian she had willed into existence. And then destroyed.




  “My father died three months ago and I’m still a wreck,” Arthur said. His short brow was briefly molded by pain. “He never stopped making me crazy. He was probably the

  most nervous human being ever to walk the earth. Anxiety should have killed him years ago. But, you know, all that hovering and clucking — I always felt how much he cared.”

  Raven’s eyes, stilled by recollection, rose to her, confessing in a darkly plaintive look how rare such persons were in his life. Arthur was like some puppy always sticking his wet nose in

  your hand. In an instant, even he appeared embarrassed, either by how much he’d revealed or by her evident discomfort. “Why am I telling you this?” he asked.




  “Probably because you think someone like me has nothing better to do,” she answered.




  Her tone was purely conversational, and she thought at first the words must have meant something other than what they seemed to. But they didn’t. For a moment the pure brutality of the

  remark seemed to stun them both. A quiver passed through Raven’s doughy face, then he straightened and closed one button on his coat.




  “I’m sorry to have bothered you. I made the mistake of thinking we had something in common.”




  Intent on collecting herself, Gillian found her cigarette pack in its leather case in her purse and lit up again. But her hand shook as she struck the match. Surrendering to shame was such a

  danger for her. Once it began, she could never climb out from under the mountainous debris. She watched the flame crawl ahead, rendering the gray fiber to cinder. Across the table, she could hear

  the zipper on Raven’s briefcase.




  “I may have to subpoena you for deposition,” he said.




  Touché, she thought. And tear her apart, of course, once he got the opportunity. Deservedly, too.




  “Will you accept service by mail?” He asked how to reach her without going through the federal court probation office, and she told him she was living in the basement apartment in

  Duffy Muldawer’s house. Duffy, a former Roman Catholic priest, had been the Chief State Defender in Gillian’s courtroom years ago and, as a result, Raven’s constant opponent. Yet

  Arthur did not so much as bother with polite inquiries about Duffy’s wellbeing. Instead, without looking her way, Raven aridly took down Duffy’s address in an electronic organizer, one

  of a million marvels, each smaller than the next, that had become indispensable to Americans in the four and a half years she’d been away. The blue threads of smoke languished between them

  and a server briefly intervened to ask if either cared for more coffee. Gillian waited for her to go.




  “I had no reason to be rude to you, Arthur.”




  “That’s all right, Gillian. I know you always thought I was boring.”




  She smiled bitterly. But she felt some admiration for Arthur. He’d grown up. He could dish it out now. And he was on the mark. Nonetheless, she tried again.




  “I’m not very happy, Arthur. And I suppose it makes me unhappier to see the people I used to know. It’s a painful reminder.”




  That was stupid, of course. Who, after all, was happy? Not Arthur Raven, ungainly, uncomely, alone but for his family trouble, which she now remembered was a sister with mental problems. And no

  one was concerned with Gillian’s emotional state anyway. Not that they doubted she was suffering. But they believed she deserved it.




  Without response, Raven rose, stating simply that he would be in touch, and proceeded toward the door. Watching him exit, she caught sight of her reflection in the cheap mirrors, veined in gold,

  which boxed the posts supporting the restaurant ceiling. She was often startled to see herself, because, generally speaking, she looked so much better than she felt. There was something telling,

  she realized, about the fact that, like stainless steel, she appeared unharmed by the battering. But she was tall with strong posture, and even time didn’t take its toll on good cheekbones.

  She was losing color by now. Her strawberry-blond hair was a rodent shade, on its way to gray; and, as she’d long found true of fair-skinned persons, she was showing every line, like

  porcelain. But the fashionable details — a fitted twill suit, a strand of pearls, a hacked-down hairdo spiked with mousse — supported the composed bearing that seemed to radiate from

  her. It was a look she’d assumed in her teens, as false as the self-portrayal manufactured by most adolescents, but it had never been forsaken, neither the appearance of outward command nor

  the sense of wanton fraud that went with it.




  Certainly, she’d deceived Arthur Raven. She had answered misleadingly, then lashed him, to ensure he didn’t linger to learn the truth. Raven had been led astray by rumor, the vicious

  talk about her that had circulated years ago when her life collapsed. They said she was a lush — but that wasn’t so. They said she drank herself silly at lunch and came on the bench

  half crocked in the afternoon. It was true she’d fallen asleep up there, not just a momentary drowse, but laid her face down on the bench and was so far gone that after the bailiff woke her,

  she could see the ribbing of her leather blotter impressed on her cheek, when she looked in a mirror. They made fun of her inebriate mumbling and the ugly name-calling that escaped from her. They

  lamented the squandered brilliance that had put her on the bench at the age of thirty-two, only to drink away the gifts that had led to a Harvard Law School degree. They clucked about her failure

  to heed the warnings she’d been given repeatedly to sober up. And all the time she kept her secret. Gillian Sullivan was not a drunk, as legend had it, or even a pill popper, which was the

  suspicion of the court staffers who insisted that they never smelled liquor on her breath. No, Gillian Sullivan, former Deputy Prosecuting Attorney and then Judge of the Superior Court, was a

  smackhead, a stone doper, a heroin addict.




  She did not shoot — she never shot up. As someone who treasured her appearance, even in her most desperate state, she would not deface herself. Instead she smoked heroin — chased the

  dragon, in the lingo. Tooted. With a pipe, a tube of aluminum foil, she sucked up the fumes as the powder in the heat turned first to brown goo, then pungent delirium. It was slower, minutes rather

  than seconds until the fabulous flush of pleasure began to take over, but she had been deliberate in everything throughout her life, and this, a sort of executive addiction, fit her image of

  herself, neater and less detectable — no pox of track marks, none of the telltale nosebleeds from snorting.




  It had started with a guy. Isn’t that how it always starts? Toby Elias was a gallant, handsome, twisted creature, an assistant in the Attorney General’s Office, whom Gillian had some

  thought of marrying. One night he’d returned home with a hit of heroin lifted from a case he tried. It was ‘the taste’ one doper had offered another as the prelude to a sale,

  introduced in evidence, and never returned after the verdict. ‘Why not?’ he asked. Toby always managed to make perversity stylish. His ironic unwillingness to follow the rules meant for

  everyone else had beguiled her. They chipped — snorted — the first night, and reduced the quantity each night thereafter. It was an unearthly peace, but nothing that required

  repetition.




  A month later, Toby stepped in front of an 18-wheeler. She never knew if it was an accident. He was not killed. He was a body in a bed for months, and then a dripping wreck in a wheelchair. And

  she had deserted him. She wasn’t married to the man. She couldn’t give him her life when he hadn’t promised his.




  Yet it was a sad turning point, she knew that now. Toby had never recovered and neither had she. Three or four months after that, she’d pinched a taste on her own for the first time.

  During a trial in front of her, she allowed the defense chemist to open the sealed evidence bag to weigh how much heroin had been seized. The rush seemed more delicious now. She forged

  opportunities, ordered tests performed when none had been requested, encouraged the prosecutors to lock their exhibits in her chambers overnight rather than tote them back to the P.A.’s

  Office. Eventually, the tampering was discovered, but a courtroom deputy was suspected and banished to an outlying precinct. After that, she had to score on the street. And she needed money.




  By then she was taken for a drunk. As a warning, she’d been transferred from the Felony Trial Division to Common Pleas, tort court, where she heard personal-injury cases. There somebody

  knew. One of those dopers she’d sentenced had recognized her, a pretty white lady lurking in the bombed-looking blocks less than a mile from the courthouse. He’d told the cop he

  snitched to. From there, word traveled to the Presiding Judge in Common Pleas, a villain named Brendan Tuohey, and his henchman, Rollo Kosic. Kosic visited her with the news, but offered no

  corrective. Just money. Take his advice from time to time about the outcome in a case. There would be money.




  And she complied, always with regrets, but life by now was the misery between hits. One night there was a knock, a scene out of 1984 or Darkness at Noon. The U.S. Attorney and

  FBI agents were on her doorstep. She’d been nailed, for bribery, not narcotics. She cried and blabbed and tooted as soon as they were gone.




  After that night, she’d turned to Duffy, her current landlord, a recovering alcoholic with long experience as a counselor from his days as a priest. She was sober when she was sentenced,

  her habit the only secret that survived a period in which she otherwise felt she’d been stripped naked and marched in chains down Marshall Avenue. She was not about to revive all of that now,

  surely not for Arthur Raven or for a murderer who had been beast enough to rape the dead.




  Yet the sudden viciousness that had escaped her with Arthur had shaken her, like finding a fissure in the ground under your feet. Seeking to spare herself further shame, she had, instead,

  compounded it. For hours, she would be dwelling on Raven and the way his mouth had softened to an incredulous little ‘o’ in the wake of her remark. She would need Duffy tonight, his

  quiet counsel, to keep her from drowning.




  With that much clear, she stood from the small table and caught sight again of herself. To the eye, there was a lean, elegant woman, appointed with care. But within was her truest enemy, a demon

  self, who, even after imprisonment and disgrace, remained unsatisfied and uncurbed, and, except for its will to see her suffer, unknown.
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  JULY 5, 1991




  The Prosecutor




  A WAIL, sudden enough to stop Muriel’s heart, broke out from the booth across from her as she sat at the soda-fountain counter. A black man in a

  full-length apron, probably the cook, had slid to his feet and the prospect of his departure seemed to have freshened the anguish of the woman there. Dark and thin, she was melted against him. The

  younger man, with a glimmering stud in his ear, lingered behind the two haplessly.




  “The widow,” whispered one of the techs, dusting the front case under the register. “She won’t go home.”




  The cook eased her over to the young fellow, who reluctantly raised an arm to her shoulder, while Mrs. Leonidis carried on fiercely. In one of those moments of cold-blooded clarity for which

  Muriel was already noted in the P.A.’s Office, she suddenly recognized that Gus’s widow was going through the standard gestures of grief as she understood them. The crying, the

  shrieking was her duty. A more genuine reaction to her husband’s death, true mourning, or even relief, would come long from now in private.




  Since the day she’d started as a prosecutor, Muriel had had an instinct for the survivors of violence. She was not sure how connected she’d been to her parents, or whether any man,

  including her dead husband, had ever mattered to the quick. But she cared for these victims with the radiant nuclear fury of the sun. It had not taken her long to see that their suffering arose not

  merely from their loss but also from its imponderable nature. Their pain was not due to some fateful calamity like a typhoon, or an enemy as fickle and unreasoning as disease, but to a human

  failure, to the demented will of an assailant and the failure of the regime of reason and rules to contain him. The victims were especially entitled to think this should never have happened —

  because, according to the law, it shouldn’t have.




  When Mrs. Leonidis was again under some control, she marched past Muriel to the Ladies’. The young man, who had escorted her halfway, cast Muriel a sheepish look as the restroom door

  closed.




  “I can’t talk to her,” he explained. “My sisters are on the way from out of town. They’ll get her out of here. Nobody listens to me.” Soft-looking and

  skittish, the young man was balding early and his hair was cropped as closely as an army recruit’s. Up close, Muriel could see that his eyes and nose were raw. She asked if he too was related

  to Gus.




  “The son,” he said, with gloomy emphasis. “The Greek son.” He found some bitter humor in what he had said. He introduced himself as John Leonidis and offered a

  clammy hand. When Muriel had responded with her name and job title, John suddenly brightened.
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