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Two years had passed and I knew Erin well. I knew her moods: I knew what she liked and didn’t like, what would bore her to tears or light up her face with mischief. I knew what would send her into fits of helpless laughter, what would make her angry, thoughtful, witty, playful, or loving. It takes time to learn someone, but after two years I could say with some real confidence, I know this woman well.

I knew before she said a word that something had messed up her day. She arrived at our bookstore wearing her casual autumn garb, jeans and an untucked flannel shirt.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“I am riding on the horns of a dilemma.”

I knew she would tell me when she had thought about it. I would add my two cents’ worth, she would toss in some wherefores, to which I would add a few interrogatories and lots of footnotes. I am good with footnotes. And after two years I was very good at leaving her alone when all the signs said let her be.

She picked up the duster and disappeared into the back room. That was another bad sign: in troubled times, Erin liked to dust. So I let her ponder her dilemma and dust her way through it in peace. Since she now owned part of my store, she had unlimited dusting privileges. She could dust all day long if she wanted to.

Two customers came and went and one of them made my week, picking up a $1,500 Edward Abbey and a Crusade in Europe that Eisenhower had signed and dated here in Denver during his 1955 heart-attack convalescence. Suddenly I was in high cotton: the day, which had begun so modestly ($14 to the good till then), had now dropped three grand in my pocket. I called The Broker and made reservations for two at seven.

At five o’clock I locked the place up and sidled back to check on Erin. She was sitting on a stool with the duster in her hand, staring at the wall. I pulled up the other stool and put an arm over her shoulder. “This is turning into some dilemma, kid.”

“Oh, wow. What time is it?”

“Ten after five. I thought you’d have half the world dusted off by now.”

“How’s the day been?”

I told her and she brightened. I told her about The Broker and she brightened another notch.

We went up front and I waved to the neighborhood hooker as she trolled up East Colfax in the first sortie of her worknight. “Honestly,” Erin said, “we’ve got to get out of here. How do you ever expect to get any business with that going on?”

“She’s just a working professional, plying her trade. A gal’s gotta do something.”

“Hey, I’m a gal,” she said testily. “I don’t gotta do that.”

“Maybe that lady hasn’t had your advantages.”

The unsavory truth was, I liked it on East Colfax. Since Larimer Street went all respectable and touristy in the early seventies, this had become one of the most entertaining streets in America. City officials, accepting millions in federal urban renewal money, had promised a crackdown on vice, but it took the heart of a cop to know exactly what would happen. The hookers and bums from that part of town had simply migrated to this part of town, and nothing had changed at all: city officials said wow, look what we did, now people can walk up Larimer Street without stumbling over drunks and whores, but here they still were. I could sit on my stool and watch the passing parade through my storefront window all day long: humanity of all kinds walked, drove, skateboarded, and sometimes ran past like bats out of hell. In the few years since I had opened shop on this corner, I had seen a runaway car, a gunfight, half a dozen fistfights, and this lone whore, who had a haunting smile and the world’s saddest eyes.

“You are the managing partner,” Erin said. “That was our deal and I’m sticking to it. But if my vote meant anything, we would move out of this place tomorrow.”

“Of course your vote means something, but you just don’t up and move a bookstore. First you’ve got to have a precise location in mind. Not just Cherry Creek in general or some empty hole in West Denver, but an actual place with traffic and pizzazz. A block or two in any direction can make all the difference.”

She looked around. “So this has pizzazz? This has traffic?”

“No, but I’ve got tenure. I’ve been here long enough, people two thousand miles away know where I am. And not to gloat, but I did take in three thousand bucks today.”

“Yes, you did. I stand completely defeated in the face of such an argument.”

I went on, unfazed by her defeat. “There’s also the matter of help. If I moved to Cherry Creek, I’d need staff. My overhead would quadruple before I ever got my shingle out, so I’d better not guess wrong. Here I can run it with one employee, who makes herself available around the clock if I need her. What more could a bookseller want? But you know all this, we’ve had this discussion how many times before?”

“Admit it, you’ll never move.” Erin sat on the stool and looked at me across the counter. “Would it bother you if we didn’t do The Broker tonight? I don’t feel like dressing up.”

“Say no more.”

I called and canceled.

“So where do you want to eat?”

“Oh, next door’s fine.”

I shivered. Next door was a Mexican restaurant, the third eatery to occupy that spot since I had turned the space on the corner into my version of an East Denver fine books emporium. In fact, half a dozen restaurants had opened and closed there in the past ten years, and I knew that because I had been a young cop when this block had been known as hooker heaven. Gradually the vice squad had turned up the heat, the topless places and the hustlers had kept moving east, and a series of restaurants had come and gone next door. Various chefs had tried Moroccan, Indian, Chinese, and American cuisine, but none had been able to overcome the street’s reputation for harlots and occasional violence. Some people with money just didn’t want to come out here, no matter how good the books were.

We settled into a table in the little side room and I ordered from a speckled menu: two Roadrunner burritos, which seemed like pleasant alternatives to the infamous East Colfax dogburger. “What’s in this thing we’re about to eat?” Erin asked.

“You’ll like it better if you don’t know.”

The waitress brought our Mexican beers and drifted away. Erin reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Hi,” she said.

“Hey. Was that an endearment?”

“Yeah, it was.”

I still didn’t ask about her trouble. I gave her a friendly squeeze in return and she said, “How’re you doing, old man? You still like the book life?”

It was a question she asked periodically. “Some days are better than others,” I said. “Today was a really good one on both ends of it. Sold two, bought one—a nice ratio.”

“What did you buy?” she said, putting things in their proper importance.

“The nicest copy you’ll ever see of Phantom Lady—Cornell Woolrich in his William Irish motif. Very pricey, very scarce in this condition. I may put two grand on it. That wartime paper just didn’t hold up for the long haul, so you never see it this nice.”

“You’re getting pretty good at this, aren’t you?”

“It doesn’t take much skill to recognize that baby as a good one.”

“But even after all this time you still miss police work.”

“Oh, sure. Everything has its high spots. When I was a cop, I loved those high spots like crazy, I guess because I was good at it. You get a certain rush when suddenly you know exactly what happened. Then you go out and prove it. I can point out half a dozen cases that never would’ve been solved except for me and my squirrelly logic. There may be dozens of others.”

“I’d have guessed thousands.”

“That might be stretching it by one or two hundred. A dozen I could dredge up with no effort at all.” I took a sip of my beer. “Why do you ask, lovely one? Is this leading somewhere? It’s getting fairly egotistical on my part.”

“I know, but I asked for it. Please continue, for I am fascinated.”

“I was really good at it,” I said with no apologies. “You never want to give up something you have that much juice for. When I lost it, I missed the hell out of it. You know all this, there’s no use lying, I really missed it, I always will.”

I thought of my police career and the whole story played in my head in an instant, from that idealistic cherry-faced beginning to the end, when I had taken on a brute, used his face for a punching bag, and lost my job in the process. “But I was lucky, wasn’t I? The book trade came along and it was just what I needed: very different, lots of room to grow, interesting work, good people. I figured I’d be in it forever.”

“And indeed, you may well be. But nothing’s perfect.”

I mustered as much sadness as I could dredge up on a $3,000 day. “Alas, no.”

“If you had to give this up, how would you feel about it?”

“Devastated. You mean I get lucky enough to find two true callings in one lifetime and then I lose them both? Might as well lie down in front of a bus. What else would I do? Be a PI? It’s not the same after you’ve been the real thing.”

“How would you know? You’ve never done it: not for any kind of a living.”

“I know as a shamus you’ve got no authority. You don’t have the weight of the department behind you, and where’s the fun in that? You’re just another great pretender.”

A moment later, I looked at her and said, “So why are you here on a workday? How come you’re not in your lawyer’s uniform? What’s going on with your case? And after all is said and done, am I finally allowed to ask what this problem is all about?”

“The judge adjourned for the afternoon so he could do some research. I think we’re gonna win, but of course you never know. Right now it’s just a hunch. So I’ve got the rest of the day off. And let’s see, what was that other question? What’s this all about? I need your help.”

“Say no more.”

“Something’s come up. I want you to go to Paradise for me.”

“You mean the town in western Colorado or just some blissful state of mind?”

“The town. Maybe the other thing too, if you can be civilized.”

“Tough assignment. But speaking of the town, why me?”

“You’re still the best cop I know. I trust your instincts. Maybe I’m just showing you that if you did want to do cases, you’d have more work than you’ve got time for.”

“The great if. Listen, being a dealer in so-called rare books leaves me no time for anything else anyway. Why do you keep trying to get me out of the book business?”

“I’m not! Why would I do that? You could do both, as you have already so nimbly demonstrated.”

Our food came. The waitress asked if there was anything else and went away. Erin took a small bite, then looked up and smiled almost virginly.

“Let’s say I want you to go to Paradise and look at some books. You should be able to do that. Look at some books and see if they might be worth anything. Because if they’re not, the defendant may lose her house paying for her defense.”

“It would be damned unusual for any collection of books to pay for the exorbitant fees you lawyers charge. Is there any reason to think these might be anything special? What did she say when she called you?”

“She didn’t call, her attorney did. Fine time to be calling, her preliminary hearing’s set for tomorrow.”

She didn’t have to elaborate. The most critical hours in any investigation are always the ones immediately after the crime’s been committed. “Her attorney says she mentioned selling her husband’s book collection,” she said. “But she’s afraid they aren’t worth much.”

“Trust her, they aren’t. I can smell them from here, I don’t even have to look, I can’t tell you how many of these things I’ve gone out on. They never pan out.”

“I’m sure you’re right. Do this for me anyway.”

I looked dubious. “Do I actually get to touch these books?”

“Take your surgical gloves along and maybe. You did keep some rubber gloves from your police days?”

“No, but they’re cheap and easy to get.”

“Kinda like the women you used to run with, before me.”

“That’s it, I’m outta here.”

She touched my hand and squeezed gently. “Poor Cliff.”

She took another bite of the Roadrunner. “This really isn’t half-bad, is it?”

I shook my head and slugged some beer. “Oh, Erin, you’ve got to get out more, you’re working too hard, your taste buds are dying from neglect. I’ll volunteer for the restaurant detail. I promise I’ll find us a place that’ll thrill your innards.”

“When you get back from Paradise.”

I ate, putty in her hands, but at some point I had to ask the salient question. “So do you ever plan to tell me about this thing?”

She didn’t want to, by now that was almost painfully clear. “Take your time,” I said soothingly. “I’ve got nothing on my plate, we could sit here for days.”

“The defendant’s name…” She swallowed hard, as if the name alone could hurt. “Laura Marshall. Her name is Laura. She’s accused of killing her husband. She wants me to defend her, but I’ve got two cases coming up back-to-back. Even if I took her on, which is far from certain anyway, I couldn’t get out there until sometime next month. That’s it in a nutshell.”

“I thought you said she had an attorney.”

“He’s her attorney of the moment. He sounds very competent, but he’s never done a case like this.”

She gave me a look that said, That’s it, Janeway, that’s all there is.

“Well,” I said cautiously, “can we break open that nutshell just a little?”

I waited and finally I gave her my stupid look. “What is it you want me to do, Erin? This isn’t just an appraisal job. I get the feeling it’s something else.”

“Maybe you could talk to her while you’re there. Take a look at her case.”

“I could do that. I’m sure you don’t want me to advise her. The last time I looked, my law degree was damned near nonexistent.”

“Go down, talk to her, report back to me. You don’t need a law degree for that. Just lots of attitude.”

“That, I can muster. In fact I’m getting some right now. So tell me more.”

“I’d rather have you discover it as you go along.”

A long, ripe moment followed that declaration.

“She’ll tell you the details,” Erin said. “And by the way, I pay top rates.”

“So now you’re bribing me. Is this what we’ve come to?” I gave her a small headshake. “Something’s going on here. This isn’t just some yahoo case that dropped on your head. It’s more than that.”

She stonewalled me across the table.

“Isn’t it?” I said.

“She was my best friend in college. In fact, we go back to childhood.”

“And…?”

“We haven’t seen each other in years…”

“Because…?”

“That’s irrelevant.”

“No, Counselor, what that is, is bad-lawyer bafflegab. Tommyrot, bushwa, caca, bunkum, and a cheap oil change. Not to mention piffle and baloney.”

She stared.

“Old oil sludge,” I said. “Remember those ads? Dirty sludge, gummy rings, sticky valves, blackie carbon. And a bad Roadrunner burrito.”

She laughed. “Are you all through?”

“Hell no I’m not through. Help me out just a little here. Make at least some sorry stab at giving me a straight answer.”

“Marshall was the first great love of my life. Is that straight enough for you?”

“Ah,” I said, mildly crushed. My pain was slightly mitigated by the word first.

“He can’t compare to you,” she said. “Never could’ve, never would’ve, though I had no way of knowing that back then. Remember two years ago just after we met? I told you then I had known another guy long ago who collected books. I guess I’ve always been attracted to book people. I couldn’t imagine I’d wind up with Tarzan of the Bookmen, swinging from one bookstore to another on vines attached to telephone poles.”

“It was written in the stars.”

“I’m not complaining. But that was then, this is now. He was my first real love and she was my best friend. More than that. She was closer than a sister to me, we marched to the same heartbeat. I would have trusted either of them with my life. And they had an affair behind my back.”

I said “Ah” again and I squeezed her hand. “Jesus, why would anybody do that to you?”

She shrugged. “It was a long time ago.”

“And people do things,” I ventured.

“Not things like that.”

“So how’d you find out about it? He break down and tell you?”

“She did. Her conscience was killing her and she had to make it right between us.”

I took another guess. “So when did you find it in your heart to forgive her?”

“You’re assuming facts not in evidence, Janeway.” She looked at me across the table, and out of that superserious moment came the steely voice I knew so well. “I’ll never forgive her.”

“Then why…”

“Why doesn’t matter. Look, will you do this for me or not?”

I really didn’t need to think about it. The answer would have been the same with or without the particulars. All I needed to know was that it was important to her.

“Sure,” I said.
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I left my bookstore in the hands of Millie, my gal Friday, and by dawn the next morning I was well out on the road to Fairplay. I heard reports of scattered snow in the mountains as I headed west, but they didn’t bother me much. People who worry about scattered snow are afraid of everything.

I figured I’d stop at the Fairplay Griddle to eat, gas up, and take a leak: one short pit stop and straight through from there. Paradise is in a tiny, out-of-the-way county, in the mountains just west of the Continental Divide. This is almost as remote as a traveler can safely go without backpacks and mules. You don’t just stumble into Paradise: you go there only with a purpose. There are two or three small, unincorporated towns and then, at the end of the one paved road, Paradise, the county seat. A dirt road does go south from there, which, I had heard was a helluva spectacular ride. In a Jeep, a truck, or with lots of moxie in a car, you can eventually hook up with U.S. Highway 160, the main east-west route across southern Colorado. But you must go over some of the state’s most rugged mountains and it’s closed in the winter anyway. Practically speaking, the road to Paradise is also the only way out, a hundred-mile round-trip from anywhere.

It was nearly a six-hour drive from Denver, giving me time to brood over my life with Erin and the questions she had raised about my life in books. “The problem is you, sweetheart,” she had said on another occasion. “You’re letting yourself become too static in your book world. But I’ll make you a deal: I promise I’ll be happy if you will.”

She had sensed my drift toward boredom long before I put it into words. “It’s not the books,” I told her then, “it’s what money and greed are doing to them. The books are still what they always were, some of them are wonderful, exciting, spectacular, and on the good days I believe I could do this forever. But soon all the best ones will be in the hands of Whoopi Goldberg and a few rich men, who will pay too much because they can. They’ll drive the market upward till they chase out everybody else.”

I cocked my head back and forth and said, “I don’t know if I want to do that.”

I had seen this coming. The book trade was then just beginning to peek into the computer world; what has since become an indispensable part of the business was getting itself timidly into gear, and I knew almost chapter and verse how it would turn out. I am certainly no clairvoyant: sometimes, in fact, I can be incredibly dense, but that day I saw the demise of the open bookshop. I saw the downturn at book fairs. Wiser heads scoffed—the trade had always weathered storms, they said—but I feared that soon we’d be in a time when all anyone would need to reach the higher levels of the book world was enough money. Erin had brought money into my business, but my commitment continued to lag. I told her about it one night and she had understood it at once. I said, “When you take the best parts of any business away from the masses and hand it over to the rich, you can’t be too surprised when it starts dying on the inside.” There had been a time, just a year or two earlier, when this had all seemed so exciting. The thought of dealing in books worth $50,000, of flying off to book fairs here and abroad, had been thrilling as hell. The trade offered unlimited opportunity for growth, so I thought, but one night in a dream I saw where it would end. “I don’t think I want to do that,” I told her again.

The next day I made some bold predictions.

In a few years much of the romance would disappear from the book trade forever.

The burgeoning Internet, as it would later be called, would bring in sweeping change. There would be incredible ease, instant knowledge available to everyone: even those who have no idea how to use it would become “experts.” Books would become just another word for money, and that would bring out the hucksters and fast-buck artists.

No bookseller would own anything outright in this brave new book world. One incredibly expensive book would have half a dozen dealers in partnership, with the money divvied six ways or more when it sold. “I might as well be selling cars,” I said.

Strangely, I still loved the nickel-and-dime stuff. But that would change as well as bookstores closed and people became more cautious about what they were willing to sell. The ability to buy huge libraries would diminish and then disappear. Moving to a higher level would mean bigger headaches. The computer would tell us where all the great books were, and the thrill of the hunt would quickly diminish.

That’s when Erin first floated her PI idea. “You know what you need to do?” she said. “You need to find the bad people of the book world and put them in jail.”

I laughed at the thought. A detective agency specializing in book fraud? There was no way anyone could take such a thing seriously. But then fate took a hand. The Boston Globe had covered my first major acquisition, a mysteriously signed copy of the most famous work by Richard Francis Burton, and that story had been sent everywhere in an AP rewrite. Luck, pure luck. But it had led me to two book shysters in Texas, and another case had sent me to Florida. The trade press had taken note and suddenly in the world of rare books I had a name. I didn’t need to hang out a shingle, didn’t run even one advertisement. Today more than ever, books are money. When the inevitable disputes arose, people came to me, and now I was more inclined to listen. When some unwashed schlemiel called from afar and said, “Are you the book cop?” I said yes and resisted the urge to laugh in his face. Yeah, I was the book cop. As far as I knew, no one else could make that claim.

 

My original plan with Erin had been a fifty-fifty partnership. Almost forty days after the Burton affair she had called and we had had a hot, sweaty tumble, our first, on the cot in the back room of my bookstore. We laughed and shared a postcoital pizza on the front counter. Everything seemed poised for a great new beginning, but even that first night Erin could sense my growing discontent. “You need to get out more,” she said. “I get the feeling that the book business is not treating you as well as it once did.” I leaned down and kissed her hand and said, “Hey, I’m fine, the book business is great,” but that didn’t count because she didn’t believe it. “I think under the circumstances,” she mused a few weeks later, “we’d better put our active partnership on hold.” She still wanted in: she anted thirty thousand to make that point and said there was more where that came from. For now she’d be a silent partner and go back to practicing law to keep off the streets.

She joined a new law firm on Seventeenth Street, a dream job she said, if she had to have a job. “It dropped in my lap all of a sudden, it gives me everything I always thought I wanted. What’s really great is how much they wanted me.” Why wouldn’t they be enthused, I asked: she had been a brilliant student in law school and a tireless workhorse at Waterford, Brownwell; she had worked on two big water rights cases as part of a team and had won three murder cases on her own. She had built a splendid reputation for herself, there had never been any doubt of her ability to get back into law on the fast track whenever and if ever she wanted, so why wouldn’t they jump at the chance to hire her?

We went out to lunch that week. She took me to a fine lawyers’ hangout not far from her new office downtown. I shoehorned myself into a jacket and tie and we walked up the street together, chitchatting our way along. The waiter remembered her well from her days at Waterford. “Ms. D’Angelo, how nice to see you again…yes, I have your table ready,” he said, and we were ushered past the gathering crowd to what looked like the best table in the place. It was set up far away from everything, in a dark world of its own, framed by indoor trees with our own private Ansel Adams nightscape on the wall between us. “So tell me,” she said, “was I right or wrong to take this job?”

“I don’t know, Erin. How does it feel?”

“I’m a hired gun again. But listen and believe this: I am totally at your beck and call. Say the secret word and I shall give notice that same day and join you in whatever comes of your book world.”

“God, what power I have over you.”

“Yep. You could join the Antiquarian Booksellers Association and travel to real book fairs everywhere. I’d go along, of course, as your apprentice and eager sex slave.”

“I like the sound of that. Especially the last part.”

“I would reply with sarcasm, except I remember who raped whom that night.”

“I think we were concurrent rapes, as you legal types like to say. We each had a simultaneous leap at the other.”

“I had half my clothes off by the time you got the front door open.”

“Really? I never noticed. Which half did you leave on the street?”

“Panties in the gutter, bra tossed over the fireplug. Stockings, shoes, and other accessories strewn down the sidewalk.”

“That’s why I never noticed. You blended right into the habitat.”

“And now here we are.”

Impulsively she kissed my hand. “Nothing is forever,” she said. “I don’t know where I’ll be in two years, or five, but somehow I don’t think I’ll be practicing law. Right now it’s my strength, it’s what I know. And I’m making good money at it.”

“Then it’s good.”

“For now it’ll do.”

 

Snow began to fall just before I reached Fairplay. The Griddle was a typical country place, full of smoke and packed with locals talking about winter, politics, and the hunting season. I lingered over coffee and the Rocky Mountain News I had brought from Denver. Outside, through a dingy storefront, I could see the snow beginning to stick, and a swirl of it danced across the road like a white dust devil and disappeared into nothing. I watched the gaunt old faces hunched over their ham and eggs and I wondered what it would be like to live here. I thought about Erin and the young woman, still faceless, who awaited my arrival in Paradise.

I left the paper unread and headed on south. The snow thickened, but I got past Poncha Springs, over Monarch Pass and the Continental Divide, and the worst seemed to be behind me. The snow stopped and I came into one of those spectacular midmorning sun-showers that made me glad I live in Colorado, and beyond that was nothing but blue skies and sunshine. A good omen, I thought, knowing better. In this business, in matters of life and death, there are no good omens.

Highway 50 took me straight into Gunnison. It was still only half past ten, and Paradise was due south. I got out of the car and walked the streets till I found a drugstore. If the Marshall case had made the Denver papers, I hadn’t seen it, but I imagined to the local weekly press it was a much bigger deal. I stopped at the newspaper office and looked back two issues. On the front page, just below the fold, were two pictures of Laura Marshall, and suddenly the lady without a face had one. The headline said WOMAN CHARGED IN HUSBAND’S MURDER. In the first picture she looked like any other felony suspect: grim, lonely, guilty as hell. She was in handcuffs, being led by some gruff-looking lawman through a rainstorm into what was probably the county jail. Her hair streamed down across her face and her eyes were the only memorable features. The arresting officer was identified as sheriff’s deputy Lennie Walsh. I wrote that down in my notebook, and I also noted the tiny agate name of the photographer under the cutline. Photo by Hugh Gilstrap.

The second picture was a posed head shot, obviously taken under more favorable conditions. Again I was drawn to her eyes. Just a bunch of dots on newsprint, but as I pulled back from it, a woman appeared. She smiled slightly, looking warm and innocent. In fact, she looked a little like Erin. At some point Erin herself had said that. They were the same age, they grew up together, they might have been sisters. I sat over coffee in the first café I found and read the story twice. It was more headline than substance: a few paragraphs below and around the bold type did tell me somewhat more than I already knew, mainly because what I knew was almost nothing.

This was the story. On Monday three weeks ago, Robert Charles Marshall, thirty-three, of Paradise, had been shot dead in his home. His wife, Laura, thirty-two, had called the sheriff’s office and reported his death. The sheriff’s deputy, after investigating at the home and interviewing the widow, had concluded that enough evidence existed to charge Mrs. Marshall with murder. There was nothing in the paper about the evidence—no indication whether Mrs. Marshall had said something incriminating or had been Mirandized or when—but newspapers don’t usually have information like that. It did say that the Marshalls’ three children were now in the care of the victim’s parents, who had arrived in Paradise at the end of the week. Marshall and his wife had lived in the area for eight years, moving there from Denver, where they had met. They had been somewhat reclusive and apparently had few friends. The suspect had been arraigned and the preliminary hearing had been scheduled Friday—today—at 1:30 P.M. before District Judge Harold Adamson.

I looked at the clock on the wall: it was 10:43.

I got in my car and headed south. Ninety minutes later I arrived in Paradise.
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It was a sleepy-looking town, one main street and half a dozen side streets. An old, imposing brick building could be seen from the highway: it squatted on a street a block over and I guessed it was the hall of justice, probably a combination of courthouse, county offices, and, in a connected wing, the county jail. The barred windows were dead giveaways and the two cop cars parked outside were additional clues. I pulled into the lot between them and sat there for a minute thinking. While I sat, the deputy came out and got in his car, giving me the evil eye. I recognized him as the same guy who had booked Laura Marshall. He sat there staring, and a moment later he got out of his car and came around to my window. I ran it down a crack, enough to talk to him, and he leaned over.

“Can I help you with something?”

“I don’t know, maybe. I was just about to come inside and ask how I could find the lawyer representing Laura Marshall.”

“What’s your interest in that?”

“Her attorney called Denver about retaining another lawyer.”

He didn’t like that. Hotshot city-slicker mouthpiece, I read in his face.

“You the lawyer?”

“I work for her.”

“Doing what?”

At that point I opened the door, forcing him to step back against his own passenger door. I got out and we looked at each other. He was lean and lanky, about half a head shorter than I was and thirty pounds lighter. I warned myself not to pop off or start anything dumb, but cops like him bring out the absolute worst in me.

“I asked what you’ve got to do with this case,” he repeated.

Answer the man’s question, Janeway, my inner voice warned. Be civil. But the same voice asked, Why, oh why, do I attract these pricks like a magnet?

“I was sent by Ms. Erin D’Angelo, Denver attorney, to investigate the circumstances of Mr. Marshall’s demise,” I said. Most civil: almost cordial.

“I thought that was my job.”

“C’mon, Deputy, it’s cold out here.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that I’m freezing my ass off. If you want to jack me around, let’s do it inside. Either that or I’ll break out my heavy coat from the trunk and we can build us a campfire and send out for Chinese food.”

“Funny guy. You musta done stand-up comedy somewhere. What’s your name?”

“Janeway. Onstage I was known as the Merry Mulligan.”

“You saying you’re a cop?”

“I used to be.”

This didn’t impress him. It never does wow a real cop.

“So, what’d you do, direct Denver traffic?”

“Yeah. I directed a few badasses right onto death row.”

He still didn’t look as if he was buying it. “You got a license to investigate?”

“Nooo… I wasn’t aware I needed one.”

He didn’t like my singsong, wiseass tone. He said, “Maybe you’d better get aware,” and I said, “Well, I sure will do that, Mr. Deputy Walsh.”

He looked surprised that I knew his name. While basking in this advantage, I said, “And I’d appreciate it if you could show me the statute that requires me to have a license to ask questions in Colorado.”

We sized each other up again. I said, “Look, I really didn’t come down here to cause trouble. All I want to do is to see Mrs. Marshall and her lawyer for a few minutes.”

“Well, you can’t,” he said smugly. “They’re meeting upstairs now, so I guess you’ll have to wait till after her hearing.”

“Thank you, Mr. Walsh, sir,” I said, and I got back in my car.

 

I drove out of the lot and two minutes later Walsh eased in behind me and turned on his flashing red lights. I pulled over and again he came to my window. I cracked the window and he leaned over and looked at me.

“May I see your driver’s license, sir?”

This was said deadpan, as if we had never seen each other before that moment. I fished out my wallet and took the license out of its plastic sleeve. Walsh walked away and got in his car. In my mirror I could see him talking on his radio. This went on for some time, longer than it had to: then he broke out his clipboard and began writing. A ticket… the son of a bitch was giving me a ticket for something, I couldn’t imagine what. I simmered while he wrote out the equivalent of the Magna Carta on his clipboard. I may have fallen asleep waiting, but eventually he got out and ambled back to me.

“Sir, the reason I stopped you was your failure to observe the four-way stop sign at the intersection you just went through.”

“I did stop, Officer.”

“Well, sir, that may have seemed like a stop to you, but out here the word stop means you come to a complete stop and look both ways before proceeding across the intersection. This is a family community and schoolchildren use that crossing all the time. I don’t want to see stops like that in my town.”

He tore off the ticket and passed it through the window. “Have a nice day, sir.”

I knew better than to argue with a cop like that. I had done my arguing in the parking lot and this was what it got me. I was on his turf—argue now and failure to stop could easily become careless or even reckless driving, with no witnesses to take my side of it. I had two choices, neither of them happy: shut up and pay my fine, take my three-point violation and lump it, or protest the tactics of Deputy Walsh in some local kangaroo court where the judge might be no better than the law enforcement. A bigger question had suddenly become Walsh’s connection to Laura Marshall. That’s when he’d first gotten his back up, when I had mentioned her name. He pulled around me and drove off and I sat there for another long moment, thinking about it.
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At one-fifteen sharp I arrived at the county courtroom. I knew, because of the remoteness of the county, that District Judge Harold Adamson probably didn’t live here, and in fact his judicial district might sprawl across half a dozen counties. In some of the smallest counties, the county court judge might not even be a lawyer: he could be an ex-cop, a highway patrolman, a businessman, or any respected member of the community. Not surprisingly, the DA had filed this case directly in the district court and Adamson had had jurisdiction from the start. The sheriff would be a county officer based in Paradise. Lennie Walsh, the deputy, might live here or in one of the smaller towns and would be a roving badge, patrolling wherever he was needed or saw fit. These were the characters as the hearing began.

The room was crowded for a workday: lots of interest was being shown in the plight of a good-looking young woman charged with killing her husband. They probably got just one murder case each century down here, and a sexy one like this had filled the seats early. I sat near the door, best seat I could get, surrounded by gawkers and the endlessly curious. At one-thirty a door opened to the far right of the bench and Deputy Walsh escorted Laura Marshall into the courtroom. She wore the plain orange jailhouse garb and kept her eyes straight ahead as she came in. Her hands were uncuffed, as if at some point someone had decided that she was not a high risk to grab the deputy’s gun and start blazing away. I thought she looked good under the circumstances. Walsh looked like Walsh—see Janeway’s Prick by Any Other Name rule. They were met at the defendant’s table by an old man with white hair who was well decked-out in a three-piece suit, and Walsh turned Mrs. Marshall over to him. At the opposite table two attorneypeople were locked in earnest conversation. One was a young woman whose looks rivaled the accused’s—a surprise to find someone such as she in a small county like this—and the other was a man in his midforties. A shark, I guessed from the look of him.

Almost before I had registered these impressions, the door behind the bench opened and the judge came in. He was on the upper end of the age scale, a stern-looking geezer with a beak like a hawk. His bailiff did the Hear ye honors, announcing that District Judge Harold Adamson was presiding, and we all sat down.

“The People versus Laura Marshall,” the judge announced. “The parties will enter their appearances for the record. Mr. McNamara?”

The old man rose at the defense table. “Parley S. McNamara for the defendant, Laura Marshall, who is also present. I would also state for the record that my client has contacted another attorney, and—”

“What are you talking about? Are you the lawyer for the defendant or not?”

“I am her attorney, sir, but—”

“But nothing. If you want to bring in someone else at a later time, file a motion and I’ll consider it. But as of now, you are her lawyer. Is that clear?”

“As the court knows, criminal law is not my specialty.”

“Then why did the defendant engage you? We do have one or two attorneys in this district who have some experience in criminal law.”

“Mrs. Marshall wanted someone she knows—”

“Never mind that, you still haven’t answered my first question. Do you understand that as of this moment, and until you are relieved by me, you are the attorney of record for Mrs. Marshall?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Mrs. Marshall, under the circumstances I must ask you the same question. Do you understand what we just said?”

She looked up at the judge and nodded.

“Speak up for the record, Mrs. Marshall. That man over there is a court reporter: he can’t record gestures or nods of the head. You have to answer so he can hear you. Now, do you understand that Mr. McNamara is your attorney until he’s relieved, and I don’t care whether criminal law is his specialty. He has been a lawyer in this county for many years and I know him to be highly competent. I will not tolerate unnecessary delays in the speedy dispatch of this case. Have I made myself clear?”

The sound of her name had brought the defendant’s head up, and she said something so softly the reporter had to ask her to repeat it.

“Mrs. Marshall,” the judge said with exaggerated patience, “do you understand what we’ve just said here?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Mr. McNamara, your appearance is noted. For the people?”

The two lawyers stood at the other table.

“Leonard Gill, district attorney, Your Honor.”

“Ann Bailey, assistant district attorney, if it please the court.”

“Then let’s get started.”

The judge read the information, and said that the defendant had been advised of her rights and had requested a preliminary hearing. He said the people had the burden of proving that the crime of first-degree murder had been committed and there was probable cause to believe that the defendant had committed it. Gill took his seat and the judge said, “Are you ready to proceed, Miss Bailey?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Then call your first witness.”

She moved out to the lectern. “Deputy Lennie Walsh.”

Walsh testified that on Monday at 3:09 P.M. he had been dispatched to the Marshall home on a code red, a reported shooting.

“When you arrived at the house, what did you find?”

“The front door was open.”

“You mean wide open?”

“Yes, ma’am. And it was raining, which made it—”

“Just tell us what you saw, please.”

“I went to the door and banged on it.”

“You didn’t cross the threshold?”

“No, not then. I knocked loudly and called inside.”

“Did you identify yourself at that time?”

“Oh, yes. I yelled my name and said I was from the sheriff’s office.”

“Then what happened?”

“Nothing for a minute. I yelled again and rapped on the door with the butt of my gun—”

“You had your gun out?”

“Well, yeah. I didn’t know what was in there.”

“Then what happened?”

“Nothing. I had a real bad feeling about it, so I went into the hall. In the front room I could see somebody slumped over the table. I came closer and I saw that it was Mrs. Marshall.”

“The defendant.”

“Yes.”

“What was her appearance then?”

“She was dazed, like she didn’t—”

“How did she look, Deputy?”

“She was all bloody. I mean, she had blood everywhere. Her dress was torn, just drenched in blood.”

“Did she say anything?”

“Yes, ma’am. She said, ‘I shot Bobby.’”

“Just like that.”

“Yes, ma’am, just like that.”

“Then what?”

“I came on into the room and saw the victim on the floor.”

“Did you then advise the defendant?”

“I didn’t have time. All this happened in, like, twenty seconds. What she said she just looked up and said.”

McNamara stirred in his chair. “Your Honor…”

The judge furrowed his brow and said, “All right, this isn’t the trial, let’s hear it.”

“She said, ‘Bobby’s dead, I shot Bobby.’ Then she leaned over and fainted.”

A look of skepticism spread over Miss Bailey’s face. “I see. She fainted. And what did you do?”

“Went over and examined the victim.”

“Describe his condition, please.”

“He didn’t have any condition. Had his face blown half away and another one in the area of the heart. I checked his pulse, and found none.”

“What did you do then?”

“I found the weapon and bagged it.”

McNamara rose from his chair. “We don’t know what weapon he found.”

“He found a weapon, then,” Miss Bailey said.

“Now the prosecutor is giving testimony,” McNamara said.

“What kind of weapon was it and where did you find it?” Miss Bailey said.

“A .38 revolver, on the floor by the table.”

“Your Honor,” McNamara said. “May I please get a word in edgewise?”

“Slow down, Miss Bailey,” the judge said.

“Sorry, Your Honor.” She looked at McNamara. “You have an objection, Counselor?”

“I could give you a whole laundry list of objections. You assume facts not in evidence, his answer is vague and unclear, we don’t know what gun he found, whose it might have been or how it got there—”

“Sustained, sustained,” the judge said impatiently. “Let’s try to get things in their proper sequence.”

Miss Bailey nodded crisply. “So you found a gun on the floor, correct?”

“Yes, ma’am. That’s when I tried to advise Mrs. Marshall of her rights but she was still pretty much out of it. I tried several times. Then I went outside and called the coroner. I secured the scene as best I could, got Mrs. Marshall up, and put her under arrest.”

For a moment it seemed there might be more. The two prosecutors looked at each other and Gill shook his head. “Your witness,” Miss Bailey said.

McNamara rose slowly and came across the room.

“Deputy Walsh. When you went into the house, did you take any photographs?”

“No, sir.”

“Isn’t that standard procedure? Don’t you have a camera in your car?”

“Sure, most of the time. It got broke last month.”

“Well, is that the only camera in the entire Sheriff’s Department?”

“There’s one in the sheriff’s car.”

“So you’ve been without a camera now for a whole month.”

“Three weeks is closer to it. I’ve been meaning to get it fixed, or put in for a new one.”

“Do you still have that camera, Deputy Walsh?”

“It’s at home.”

“How’d it get broken?”

“I knocked it out of the car one night. It fell on the pavement and got smashed.”

Miss Bailey rose from her chair. “What difference does that make now?”

“If he’d had it, we’d have more than his word about the scene.”

“But he didn’t have it. We do, however, have some excellent pictures, which you can see when we call the coroner.”

“Not exactly the same, though, is it?” McNamara said. He turned again to the witness. “Did you conduct any gunshot-residue tests on Mrs. Marshall’s hands?”

Walsh looked away for just an instant. Then he looked back at McNamara and said, “Sure I did.”

“Where were these tests conducted?”

“Down at the jail.”

“And what did you do with them?”

“Sent ’em over to Montrose, along with her dress and the gun.”

“Montrose meaning the CBI lab in that town, correct?”

“That’s right.”

“And that’s where they conducted the gunshot-residue tests. Were you told the results of those tests?”

Walsh looked at Miss Bailey, who said nothing.

“Deputy?”

“I was told they were inconclusive.”

“Inconclusive. Meaning it couldn’t be shown that Mrs. Marshall had fired a gun.”

“She had washed her hands. She had blood all over them and she scrubbed ’em almost red at the kitchen sink.”

“Were you there when she did this? You seem to know a lot about what she did.”

“I asked her. You know, how her hands—”

“When did you ask her that?”

“This was after. After I read her her rights.”

“So she had been almost incoherent, and then suddenly she upped and described in detail how she had scrubbed the blood off her hands. Is that what you’re saying?”

“I didn’t say in detail. She told me she’d washed her hands. I could see from the condition of ’em—”

“That’s fine, Deputy.” McNamara came around the table and leaned over it, spreading his hands on the edge. “What was Mrs. Marshall’s condition when you first saw her?”

“Well, like I said, she was almost incoherent, in shock…”

“Which would be understandable, wouldn’t it, under the circumstances? How about her clothes? Was she wet? Dry?”

“Her dress was damp, as if—”

“Don’t guess what she was doing, please, just tell what you saw.”

“I’d say damp.”

“But you don’t know for sure.”

“Well, if you’d let me finish my answer… I didn’t exactly take her temperature, I had a dead man on the floor, but she looked to be in some kind of deep sweat.”

“Or had been outside. You’ve already testified about the weather, that it was raining, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Where were Mrs. Marshall’s children when all this happened?”

“When I got there they were asleep in one of the bedrooms.”

“They had slept right on through this, is that what you’re saying?”

“They were taking a nap when I arrived, that’s all I know.”

“Did you question them at all about what had happened?”

“No, sir. The oldest one, you know, he can’t talk. And the other two… I didn’t want to disturb them, they’re so young. At that point I had Mrs. Marshall’s statement that she had shot her husband, so why upset the kids?”

“What did you do with them?”

“Got ’em back to town and called Social Services. Standard procedure. They have a family in Paradise who took ’em in till they made other arrangements.”

“Which were what?”

“My understanding is that the grandparents came out a few days later to take care of them.”

“The deceased’s parents.”

“Yes. They’ve rented a place out on Waters Road.”

McNamara cleared his throat and asked his next question almost reluctantly, I thought. “When did you call the coroner, Deputy?”

“As soon as I had secured the scene and made sure there was no further danger.”

“Which was approximately how long after you got to the house?”

“No more than a few minutes. Ten minutes at the outside.”

“Where’d you make this call?”

“On my car radio.”

“You didn’t use the phone in the house?”

“No way. I didn’t want to touch things in there.”

“And the coroner’s office has a radio that’s monitored constantly, is that right?”

“I can’t say about that.”

“Did you ever get through to him?”

“No, sir.”

It turned out that the county had never had a full-time coroner—a local undertaker named Lew Tatters had served in that capacity for forty years—and aside from the occasional auto accident and a few deaths by natural causes, he had had little to do. He had arrived about three hours later, Walsh said, had taken photographs and examined the body. McNamara looked over at an old man sitting behind the prosecution table and I thought I saw a look of regret pass between them. They knew each other well, that’s how I read it; they might even be old fishing buddies, and now McNamara had to put his friend in a hot seat.

“Isn’t the coroner supposed to be on call around the clock?”

“Yes, sir. Somebody’s supposed to know where he is.”

“But nobody did.”

“His wife said she could find him.”

“But that took a while.”

“About three hours, like I said.”

“You don’t know exactly?”

“Not exactly, no. I didn’t make a note of when he came.”

“And what did you do with the defendant all that time?”

“Took her down to the jail.”

“You left the scene unattended and took her down to the jail.”

“Sometimes you gotta make a judgment call. I didn’t want to leave the house but she looked like she might be going into shock.”

“So you secured the house…”

“Ran tape around the doors and locked it up.”

“With Mrs. Marshall’s key.”

“That’s right. Listen, I know better than to leave the house. But sometimes—”

“You gotta make a judgment call,” McNamara said dryly.

They looked at each other for a long ten seconds. “That’s all for now,” McNamara said.

This was followed by technical testimony. The coroner was called and McNamara asked him a few soft questions. He had gone on an errand for his wife, who had been feeling ill, but it had taken the drugstore longer than expected to fill her prescription. Then he had met some old pals and they had visited for a few minutes… not long, but by the time he did arrive at the house there was no way he could pinpoint a time of death. He had no rectal thermometer and no means of measuring the victim’s liver temperature. Lividity was present and rigor mortis had begun. The body had cooled and was no longer warm to the touch. “Could you have been longer than three hours?” McNamara asked, and the undertaker allowed that he might have been as much as an hour more than that.

The DA had had the body shipped to Montrose for autopsy. There, a forensic pathologist had chopped it to pieces and now offered his opinion on the time of death, probably between 1 and 3 P.M. But this was a guess, he said, subject to a wide margin of error. The coroner fidgeted—he should have done more. A CBI agent, who had examined a .38 revolver and the bullets, gave testimony on that, on Mrs. Marshall’s dress, and the fingerprints on the gun. The prints belonged to the defendant and the blood to the victim. The gun was established as the victim’s. Lots of detail, little to challenge. At the end of it, the judge said there was probable cause to believe that a murder had been committed and that the defendant had done it. “The defendant is remanded to the custody of the sheriff, and the arraignment will be next Thursday at one-thirty.” McNamara said, “Your Honor, I’m gonna move for bail, and I’d like to have that hearing at the arraignment if possible.” The judge nodded inconclusively, got up, and walked out. I watched the deputy lead Laura Marshall out through the side door, and I sat there till the crowd thinned out.

At a pay phone outside the courthouse I called Erin’s office in Denver. She was in court and unavailable till tomorrow. I called her home phone and left a message on her machine, a succinct report of what had happened. I stood in the cold for a moment, thinking it over. Deputy Walsh came out of the sheriff’s office, lit up a smoke, and stared at me across the lot. I took a deep breath and headed his way.
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