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CHAPTER ONE

In the end you died. There could be a courtroom like this, Thomassy thought; all the good wood bleached white, the judge deaf to objections because He owned the place. The law was His, the advocacy system finished.

If that’s what it was going to be like, George Thomassy wanted to live forever, because here on earth, God willing or not, you could fight back.

Thomassy took in the grained thick wood of the raised perch, the bench from which the Honorable Walter Drewson would look down and judge defendant, defense counsel, prosecutor, witnesses, jury. Drewson would swivel in that now empty high-backed leather throne to see that his actors behaved according to the canons, protected from the players by a moat of flooring that no mortal crossed until he received the judge’s sign. The others, kept at bay by the promise of contempt, sought comfort in the knowledge that the judge’s vision was subject to the clouding of his contact lenses, and that under his severe black robe was hidden the ordinariness of a glen plaid suit and a spine that consisted of bones on a string.

Some of the windowless courtrooms Thomassy had worked looked like half-deserted government offices, a prefab for the judge’s bench, and a metal desk for the clerk. No criminal wanted his freedom decided on in a place that looked like the motor vehicle bureau. He wanted the accoutrements of authority in his theater. If he made it to a court like this, the walls paneled instead of painted, seven high windows letting in the morning light, he was prepared to be judged.

It had been some time since Thomassy had defended someone in a room this large, selected for this trial because it could accommodate more spectators and press than any other in the Westchester system. Thomassy, like everyone else who had paid attention in school, had learned that the Greeks used to kill the messengers who brought the news. But in this century, Thomassy thought, they’re killing the men who send the messages: Jack and Bobby at the height of their power; Martin Luther King when things were turning his way; Hoffa, the truckers’ hero, ready to make his comeback; and now, known only to specialists but perhaps, in the end, as influential as the others, Martin Fuller, the man who knew that you could more likely stop the Soviet spread over the earth not by the accretion of megatons but by understanding how a nation of chess players played its games. Martin Fuller had reluctantly agreed to put his system, his knowledge, the rules by which for several decades he had successfully predicted Soviet strategy, down on paper so that a few wise men might carry on his work to prevent Armageddon by insight rather than arsenals. Now Martin Fuller was dead, cut off from his work. In Washington the few who understood the import of Fuller’s death were suddenly bereft. Thomassy wondered if there was jubilation in Moscow because the wrong man had been accused of murdering Fuller, and Thomassy, who was an innocent in foreign affairs, had been picked to defend him?

Well, this was going to be a whopper. Thomassy was a lawyer the way Robert de Niro was an actor. This courtroom was the set in which, during weeks to come, he would cross a line. Now only lawyers and judges recognized him in the street. After this, strangers would stare or stop him. You could get an unlisted phone. You could take your name off your mailbox. But you couldn’t get back across that line once your face, seen on television, turned heads in the street. The people had you.

That’s the skirt the government hid behind. The people versus whomever he was defending.

As on all mornings before a trial was to begin, Thomassy had arrived early to survey the field of battle. The defendant’s table was always farther away from the jury than the prosecutor’s table on the assumption that the people could be trusted. Thomassy preferred some distance from the defense table to the jury box so that he could saunter over, letting the line loose until he was right in front of them for the rhetorical question that would implant reasonable doubt, reasonable doubt, reasonable doubt like an echo that he could count on to reverberate when they were sequestered in the jury room out of his reach. If the courtroom was a tight fit, with perhaps only fifteen feet between his sitting self and the jury box, he’d have to spring to his feet for objection and in five strides be in front of them. Though he was addressing the judge, he’d be talking from the jury’s position as if he were one of them, suggesting that the prosecutor was on the other side, a government worker. Thomassy helped the jurors understand that it was the government’s heinous role in human affairs to assert itself in opposition to citizens against whom there were only unproved allegations to which other citizens, chosen as jurors, could assert the technicality of innocence. Surrounded by people behaving like people, how could anyone stay innocent for long?

Kids somehow did. When he was invited to give one of the Mellon Lectures on Criminal Practice at New York University’s law school, the students were surprised to see that their legend was only in his mid-forties, and didn’t look like an Armenian but was as straight-nosed as someone from Amherst in the good old days. Thomassy’s gray eyes surveyed his packed audience, surprised by the number of women now taking to the law and by how much younger all the students looked. Their naiveté reminded him of his at that age. But Mr. Thomassy, one of them had questioned, aren’t most criminal defendants guilty? With a straight face he had answered: “It is the job of other departments in this university—psychology and religion—to train people to deal with guilt. Our job is to give those of us who are apprehended a defense so skillful that when prosecutors roll innuendo and circumstance at the jury we can say No dice. You haven’t proved it. Some of you will become prosecutors. Well, I guess somebody has to work for the government.” The students laughed of course, but one of them could be counted on to ask, as one did, Isn’t the end result supposed to be not just winning but justice?

Thomassy knew you had to be patient with kids. He said, “Never talk to anyone of Armenian descent about justice.” He waited for the laugh and added, “You don’t tell your football team to go out there and get justice. You tell them to win.” Then looking at one student in particular, the way he always at moments like this looked at one juror, he said, “When you go out with a young woman on Saturday night, are you worried about feeling guilty afterwards? Are you looking for justice or success?” And he turned his gaze to the dark-haired female law student in the first row, walked around the lectern and strode over to just a few feet in front of her and said, “Is there a woman alive in this world who wants justice more than she wants success?” Then his gaze lifted to them all. “If you want to lose cases, I suggest you switch to the medical school,” and he sat down to a roar of laughter and the aphrodisiac of applause.

When he eased out of the lecture hall, nearly a dozen students clustered around him, most of them young women basking in his vitality who could not imagine, for all their quickening fantasies, that Thomassy lived alone.

Thomassy saw his life as a progression from innocence. As a boy he had thought himself cleverer than other boys because he provided favors before he might expect one in return. One evening, going to his house by a path that was shorter than going by road, he was accosted by four teenagers who were out to get the Armenian kid. Only one friend had ever accompanied him that way, a fat boy he had several times protected in the schoolyard from one or another of the four who were now blocking his way. In the distance, barely visible, he saw the fat boy, who had turned informer to curry favor with his enemies. Thomassy brought home a bloodied lip, a torn shirt, and the knowledge that boys do not bank favors.

When he began to practice law, on each occasion in which he had found himself surprised or vulnerable, he recorded a terse sentence or two in a notebook he kept in a locked desk drawer.

I believed Julio’s story. Julio brought his mother in to confirm it. His mother didn’t lie as well as he did. To get at the truth, question the accomplice.

Some time later he added:

Question the accomplice first. It saves a lot of time.

Once his secretary Alice referred to it as his devil book. Sometimes he was tempted to carry it with him for ready reference. Why do we forget what we learn? Life had snipers up in the trees. If God was as smart as He was cracked up to be, He’d have put eyes in back of your head, too. When he was a kid he’d foolishly thought WASPS like Judge Drewson were invulnerable. Drewson must be scared. He’d never had a case in County Court attended by reporters from abroad. He’ll want to appear fair. He’ll try not to allow more conniving by one side than the other. He’ll be distracted by the television artists sketching him, and by his daughter, the bright beauty of his late middle age, home from law school for the recess and insistent on being slipped in as a spectator so she might judge him. This may be the fairest place on earth, Thomassy thought. Everybody’s at risk.

“Good morning, Mr. Thomassy,” said the white-haired woman who was clerk of the court, setting down her armload of folders. Of course he was glad to be recognized, and not at all surprised at the clerk’s big smile because the grapevine always carried the news when Thomassy would appear for the defense and every clerk in the system knew that you could count on Thomassy to deliver the kind of show that made you eager to get up mornings.

If the clerk had been a young woman, he would merely have answered “Good morning” across the room. But he had watched his father being courtly to older women and had eventually understood the nature of this courtesy.

He walked briskly down the aisle to the lady, stretched out his hand, and when she took it, he lifted her from her daily anonymity by saying, “I’m afraid I don’t know your name?”

“Marian O’Connor,” she said, blushing, for attorneys do not usually shake hands or ask your name. She’d never seen a picture of him. He looked younger than she’d imagined him, tall, lean, relaxed-limbed, loose, clean-shaven, and his firm hand had been warm. His gray eyes looked at her as if to ask they once been lovers.

“I’m pleased to meet you,” he said, his voice husky.

They both heard the double doors at the back of the courtroom squeak open.

“Excuse me,” Marian O’Connor said quickly when she recognized the district attorney and hurried away through the door next to the judge’s bench. Thomassy could see Roberts’s handshake coming at him all the way down the aisle, above it that freckled face proclaiming I can be friendly to everybody, I was born rich.

Roberts’s smile, Thomassy thought, is an implant. I’m not a voter, he wanted to say. Save it.

“I heard you get down to look things over on day one,” Roberts said. “I thought we might chat a bit before we officially become adversaries.”

“How’s your wife?” Thomassy asked, pumping Roberts’s unavoidable hand once, though he’d rather have let the embarrassing object drop unshaken.

Roberts was wearing his uniform, a vested gray suit, white shirt, striped school tie, Phi Beta key hanging from a watch chain across the vest. Thomassy didn’t like any kind of uniforms—cops, soldiers, hospital attendants, businessmen. He had his dark blue suits made because he liked a touch of European flair in the jackets, nipped in at the waist, beltless pants, extra pockets for sunglasses and for the small cards on which he wrote the cues he wanted to remember. He couldn’t imagine a woman going for a man’s zipper if he had a watch chain across his vest.

“Janet’s fine,” Roberts said. “How’s the girl who’s eroded your bachelorhood? Same one nearly a year, isn’t it?”

She’s not a girl, Thomassy thought, she’s a woman. “My bachelorhood’s intact,” he said.

“I heard—”

“I wouldn’t pay attention to gossip, Roberts. What’s on your mind?”

Roberts, shrewd as his Yankee forebears, preferred to plea-bargain away tough cases and bring the easy ones to trial. If he thought this one was going to be easy, Thomassy thought, he’s lost his touch; or has the preelection fever got him in heat, ready to play Gary Cooper Lawman for his constituents? What pissed Thomassy was that Roberts built his cases on other people’s backs—the investigators paid for by taxes, the paralegals paid for by taxes, the young assistant DAs paid for by taxes. He’d heard about how they brought their neatly organized garbage to Roberts’s desk, with the menu on top, option A, option B, option C, so Roberts could check his choice of strategy and think he was a lawyer.

Thomassy pictured Roberts at the side of his swimming pool, swim trunks the length of Bermuda shorts, a beach jacket hiding the rest of his body from public view. Wonder if he lets other people do his swimming for him?

“What got you out of bed so early?” he asked the district attorney.

Here it comes, Thomassy thought. Roberts planned everything, like his career, like using this courtroom as a way station to a more suitable arena, the House of Representatives, the Senate. A man like Roberts fantasized about his inauguration day. If, like Thomassy, you were the only son of an Armenian immigrant horse trainer from Oswego, New York, you concentrated on the chinks in human nature, the space between a man’s ribs. The fantasy guys, on the way to the White House, could trip on a cracked sidewalk. Roberts hadn’t tripped yet because he was a peg smarter than the others. He collected paintings. The story was he didn’t like paintings, he liked the way Nelson Rockefeller had got away with shit because he collected art.

Roberts said, “My people tell me you haven’t been receptive to negotiating this case.”

“I thought you might like to play this one out.”

“I wouldn’t be that glib about hard evidence or eyewitnesses,” Roberts said, his smile sheathing his words.

“You’ve got someone who was hiding in the shower and saw it all? You’re bluffing, Roberts.”

“You’re getting things mixed up. You bluff. I don’t. If you’ve changed your mind a little about negotiating, we could have a little sit-down with the judge.”

Mid-trial surprises make the headlines. That’s what Roberts was going after. “You don’t want the judge reminding you,” Thomassy said, “that we need advance warning of identification witnesses.”

“Oh sure. When I know, you’ll know. Unless we negotiate before—”

Thomassy cut in. “My client is not copping a plea under any conditions. Any.”

“That his idea or your idea?”

Thomassy was silent.

“Koppelman thinks it was your idea,” Roberts said.

“Who or what is Koppelman?”

Roberts smiled. “I thought you might remember him. A sandy-haired summa cum laude from Harvard Law who applied to you for a job last year. Brilliant kid. Said you agreed to see him because he said he was from Oswego.”

“He wasn’t from Oswego.”

“Nobody’s from Oswego,” Roberts said. “He thought you’d be impressed by his tactic since you’re reputed not to give interviews. He got in.”

“For three minutes.”

“You should have hired him,” Roberts said. “He came to me next. He’s putting in a lot of overtime on this case.”

“I work alone.”

“If you’re intent on going to trial, you might need some help on this one.”

Thomassy laughed. “You suggesting I hire Koppelman away from you?”

“Koppelman seems to have lost his admiration for you when you turned him down. I, of course, retain mine. It was Koppelman who suggested that you and I might have a little talk about keeping the witnesses down.”

“Sure,” Thomassy said. “We can keep it real short. When I move to have the case dismissed, don’t fight it.”

Roberts, the patrician, smiled at Thomassy’s little joke. In a quiet voice, laced with what Thomassy thought of as North Shore divinity, Roberts said, “Five of us looked at the evidence, separately and together, before we decided to present the Fuller case to the Grand Jury. I hope you got your fee up front.”

Thomassy moved his gaze from Roberts’s confident eyes to Roberts’s blond hair, then Roberts’s chin, then Roberts’s left ear, then Roberts’s right ear. The four points of the cross. It made witnesses nervous. They couldn’t figure out what you were doing. You weren’t doing anything except making them nervous.

“I wanted to save time,” Roberts said.

“You’d like to finish up before the campaign season starts.”

“You’re looking for trouble with me, Thomassy.”

“I’m looking for enough time for the jury to get used to the idea that my client is a human being. I’m out to save years of his time, not days of yours. Every slip you make, I’ll go for a mistrial until you’re dizzy.”

Roberts said, “You don’t have to play Bogart with me. I’m not a juror. Fuller’s life was taken.”

“You’ll have to prove it was taken.”

“The Grand Jury was convinced.”

“The Grand Jury eats lemon meringue out of the palm of your hand. The reason we have trials is to get you out of your closet and into a room like this where there are two sides. You’ve got the wrong defendant, Roberts.”

“That’s one mistake I’ve never made.” Roberts paused, summoning disdain from the generations that had preceded him. “I’ve always tried to be fair with you fellows who didn’t have the advantages.”

“Don’t patronize me, Roberts.”

“I’m trying to tell you this trial is over your head. Look who you’re defending.”

Thomassy knew the clenching of his right fist was a street instinct he’d hoped to leave in Oswego along with the flowered tie his mother had given him, and the wing-tipped shoes. “I’m going to whip your ass in front of the judge, the jury, the spectators, the press, and your mother’s DAR den if they’d like to come watch.”

Roberts, fingering his striped tie, said, “I’d meant this to be a friendly conversation.”

Thomassy stepped closer to Roberts and lowered his voice. “I mean, in the friendliest fashion, to show that the government has to prove that the death of Martin Fuller was not accidental, that if not accidental it was accomplished by the willful act of another person, and that that person is my client, that he had a motive to kill his teacher, and that you can prove your case, if there is a case, to a jury of my peers, not yours. This isn’t going to be one of your one-two-three trials. I’ve got a footlocker full of reasonable doubt. You’re going to get very tired. You’re going to come out of this wishing you’d given it to one of your honchos.”

Roberts had no choice but to turn to go. At the double doors he said, “The calendar says the people versus your client, not me against you or you against me.”

“You don’t represent the people, Roberts. You represent the government. I represent the people. We’re all defendants.”

It was funny the way Roberts tried to slam the swinging doors. You idiot, Thomassy thought, you can’t slam swinging doors. They take their own good time.


CHAPTER TWO

On a particular morning half a year earlier Martin Fuller had caught himself thinking that before every murder, two minds are at work, the murderer’s and the victim’s. If each knew the mind of the other, if there were no miscommunication, would the murder take place?

The answer, Martin Fuller thought, was in most cases yes. Our thoughts are far worse than what we allow ourselves to say.

As he carefully put the manuscript he had just worked on inside the safe in his study, Fuller, then in his eighty-third year, thought of one particular murder. He imagined Trotsky with the small, pointed beard at his desk in his house of exile in Coyoacan, reading the manuscript of the young man who was standing behind him, looking over his shoulder. Trotsky knew the handsome fellow as Sylvia Ageloff’s lover or husband—it didn’t matter which—a Jacques Mornard who had come reportedly from a Belgian bourgeois family to succor Sylvia, and who was now beginning to seem a convert to Sylvia’s conviction that Trotsky was the redeemer of the October Revolution. As Trotsky bent over Mornard’s manuscript, the blow came, and in that millisecond Trotsky knew that Stalin’s long-awaited messenger had arrived. For Mornard, Fuller and the whole world learned soon enough, had taken a piolet, an ice-axe, out of his raincoat pocket, and with the energy that comes to an ideological assassin at the moment he has been living toward, had struck Stalin’s rival in the skull with the sharp point, releasing a scream that the assassin later acknowledged felt as if it were piercing his own brain.

Trotsky, Mornard reported, bit his hand as a dog might do, then stumbled out of the room, blood streaming down his face, yelling See what they have done to me!

They was the word that reverberated in Fuller’s head.

Martin Fuller had known the antagonists, Trotsky and Stalin, and had quarreled with both. It was inevitable that Trotsky, in his Mexican exile, would be writing a biography of the man he knew had sentenced him to death. Well, Fuller’s writing was of a very different sort, a book that would never be published as a book. The stipend he received from the U.S. government, which supplemented his pension from the university, was for the creation of a manuscript intended only for the eyes of the National Security Adviser and his successors.

The man who had visited Fuller nearly a year ago to persuade him to accept the assignment was someone he had known casually for a long time, Jackson Perry. Fuller, who throughout his long life had forsworn neckties as a punishment visited upon men, thought Perry looked like a man whose necktie was as much a part of his presence as his close-cropped hair. When Fuller bade Perry sit, he noticed the tinge of pink embarrassment in Perry’s face as he unstrapped his attaché case from his wrist before he could put it down.

Fuller could remember with amusement when the attaché case had been a sign of expense and rank. Soon afterward middle-management types started carrying attachés made of rougher leathers. Young men in suits began to carry metal and plastic attachés. It was said Puerto Rican runners on Wall Street carried their lunches in them. Once the Con Edison man showed up at the Fuller home carrying an attaché case; when opened, it revealed his work tools.

Perry’s well-worn attaché looked like it might have been made of glove-soft leather darkened by wear and repeated restoration; but the leather strap, one end tied to the attaché and the other to Perry’s wrist, Fuller had seen only once before, when a courier had caught up to him in the south of France. Fuller presumed that Perry was required to make a verbal presentation, and if Fuller did not reject the assignment out of hand, only then would Perry take out of his case a written summary of what he had just said.

Instead Perry reached into the case and from a blue folder removed two sheets of heavy bond paper with the great seal on top.

My dear Fuller, Three of my advisers in the field of intelligence agree—and they seldom agree on anything—that you more than any other living person have predicted correctly the likely conduct of the USSR based on the past behavior of specific leaders. Your knowledge of the system, they tell me, is profound.

They always began with flattery. Who was impervious, especially on this stationery? He wondered who had drafted the letter.

I am told that your advice to previous presidents has proved to be of even greater value than was anticipated. My concern is that while the principles of your system have been understood, no one else has yet demonstrated his ability to use those principles as effectively in the application to actual impending situations of great moment. Can you—with speed if possible—set down your method in such a manner that successors to my present National Security Adviser, of lesser or greater knowledge than the incumbent, will be able to see that your methods will be used even by future generations responsible for the safekeeping of the nation?

Lest you think this request discretionary rather than imperative, I need only to remind you that the Soviet leaders are presumably as concerned about the proliferation of our respective nuclear arsenals as we are, and also as concerned about the leader of some client state with covert nuclear capability seeking to trigger an irreversible cataclysm between the Soviets and ourselves. We must keep up with their thinking so that if fast action is called for, the chances for misunderstandings are curtailed. We need your guidance urgently in a form useable by others before it is late.

Fuller looked up at Perry. “He’s worried about my dying.”

Perry, motivated by politeness, started to object.

Fuller stopped him with a wave of his hand. “At my age, I think about it, too.” His eyes returned to the letter.

I ask you to accept this burden in the full knowledge that it is an imposition you would abjure were you not as concerned as I am about the avoidance of misunderstandings that could lead to war.

Mr. Perry is empowered to discuss all terms and conditions. 1 trust your answer will be in the affirmative.

Fuller looked up at Perry’s anxious face. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I’m afraid the answer is no.”

Perry’s face crusted with dismay. He had been told not to fail. He tried to smile. “With all respect, Professor Fuller, I believe you’d rather leave this legacy than any other.”

“Why me again?” Fuller said.

“Nicolaevsky is dead. Shub is dead.”

I, too, soon, Fuller thought. They will have to get used to going to the younger generation. Those who had lived through it would be gone. His prescience had never been based on subjective impressions but on transmittable guidelines, and he had taught those guidelines to others. It was not his fault that the government hadn’t yet found a satisfactory interpreter of his method.

“What about some of the younger people?”

“It was discussed at length,” Perry said.

“What about Tarasova? She’s twenty years younger. I taught her everything.”

Perry had looked down, as if embarrassed by what he knew. “She’s an émigré.”

“Forty years ago, Mr. Perry!”

“They wanted the perspective of someone born in this country.”

“That’s nonsense. A method has nothing to do with one’s place of birth.”

“He wants you, not one of your students.”

For a moment Fuller had been tempted to say that he and Tarasova could work together on this, but he knew that was not possible. And so when Perry waited him out, Fuller finally said, “When I finish this one, will I be free to die?”

Perry, after so many years of surreptitious work, still had the laugh of a civilized man, textured with pain. “You’ll outlive us all,” he said. “We’ll see to it.”

Fuller protested the security arrangements that Perry told him would be installed. “Terrorists are multinational,” he said. “They have institutionalized the gratuitous act, killing the wrong people as easily as victims selected with purpose. Is my life more in danger because I will be writing this manuscript for you?”

“If they know about it.”

Finally they shook hands. It would all be arranged Perry’s way, foredoomed. Perry slipped his papers back into the attaché, closed the case, then restrapped it to his wrist in the name of a security that Fuller knew no one in the world could feel any longer.

*

Now, after months of work on the manuscript, Fuller longed to be freed of his duties to history. He was more sensible than Trotsky, he would tell himself each day as he locked the safe in his study. For he allowed no one except Leona into the small room in which he worked. The door was deadbolt-locked when he was inside as well as outside. Trotsky was guarded by idealistic students and by Mexican police, neither a reliable category. Fuller’s safety, on the one hand, was in Perry’s charge, and Perry had given him Randall, a professional whose sole responsibility was to see that no harm came to Martin Fuller. Fuller referred to Randall behind his back as “my spook,” but he appreciated that because of Randall his mail was safe to open, his phone line untapped, there were no bugs in his study or elsewhere in his home, and that, since he’d begun work on this project, an elaborate fire and burglary warning system had been installed in his home in Westchester at federal expense. Whenever Fuller opened the safe in the early morning, that act was registered by a green light on a board somewhere nearby. When Fuller, his work for the day finished, closed the safe some hours later, the light went out. If anyone not familiar with the combination tried to open the safe, or even jostled it—as Leona found out it was so sensitive you could not brush it accidentally with a broom—Randall or one of his lieutenants would be at the house within minutes. And he knew that if the phone lines from the house, though they were underground, were ever cut, the red light would go on instantly, even before the prospective intruder could enter.

Randall had pleaded with Fuller to make a carbon as he worked so that a safety copy could be lodged somewhere. Fuller said he couldn’t be bothered with carbon paper. Randall suggested a copying machine be brought in and the manuscript reproduced under Fuller’s watchful supervision. “That will give you two things to worry about,” Fuller said. “My copy and the safety copy. And how can you make safe what I have not yet put down on paper?”

Fuller was aware that those who came to visit, whether from the U.S. or abroad, even the students who hung around to refresh themselves and him in what seemed to outsiders like abstruse debate, had had at least a cursory check without their knowledge. The problem was, of course, that so many people who were interested in Martin Fuller had what Randall referred to as “difficult backgrounds.” The older ones may have once been Stalinists, Trotskyites, Lovestonites, or came from Asian and African countries that seemed to be unwilling or unable to provide background information on their own subjects. The younger ones were sometimes casual users of what Randall referred to as “controlled substances”; they sometimes lived out of wedlock and dressed intentionally in scruffy clothes; some of them had been to the Soviet Union in recent years as exchange students or tourists; others were former peaceniks making the usual migration of age from left to right. Fuller enjoyed the range of his guests and was purposefully delinquent in giving Randall the names of prospective visitors for advance checks.

Once, when Randall was insistent about the strangers coming to a buffet dinner at the Fullers’, Fuller said, “Why don’t you tell me who’s coming to visit you this weekend.”

“Nobody interesting,” Randall said.

“Then I’ll lend you some of my guests,” Fuller said. “If you’re afraid to let them in your house, you can always frisk them first.”

Randall, who’d gone to Georgetown University before becoming a Secret Service officer, was sometimes embarrassed by his role. “This isn’t normal bodyguard duty,” he’d been told. “It isn’t something we can assign to just anybody. We need someone Fuller can respect, who understands the implications of what’s being guarded.” But Randall wondered whether he hadn’t become the instrument of the government’s paranoia. Fuller wasn’t writing of military secrets. He was describing his method of analyzing the past conduct of each member of the Soviet leadership, whose protégé each was, how he’d climbed the ladder. He had studied those people the way good constitutional lawyers study the justices of the Supreme Court so they could try to predict their future actions on given subjects. “Don’t let him die before he finishes,” Perry had said. “Not with what’s at stake.” Randall knew the number of nukes didn’t make the difference. Brains did. He was supposed to guard Fuller’s brain. Perry, always joking, had said, “Your job is to see that Fuller dies from natural causes. After the work is finished.” I’m not God Randall had wanted to shout at him. But he knew what Perry meant. Fuller himself had said In previous centuries terrorists were crazy freelancers. Today they are psychopaths and ideologues trained by governments to traffic in premature death. Randall remembered Perry saying, “The Soviets don’t want Fuller dead. They want to know what he’s telling us. Protect the manuscript first, then the man.”

But Randall, being human, had his own priorities. Once he had showed up at the house with what he called an interim query from Washington while the Fullers were still at breakfast and he observed with alarm that on a paper napkin next to Fuller’s bowl of cereal, there were eight pills and capsules, none of which he’d had a chance to have tested in the lab.

“Randall,” Fuller had said, “I’ve been taking mega vitamins for years.”

Randall had to admit to himself that Fuller, at the age of eighty-two, had the lean, physical vigor of a much younger man.

“Does Doc know you’re taking these?” Randall asked.

“Physicians,” Fuller said, “know as little about nutrition as about Soviet affairs.”

It was then that Leona Fuller said, “Those eight pills are his fountain of youth. See, I take them, too.”

Randall knew that Mrs. Fuller, that remarkable woman, was not an imitator. She had to be independently convinced of everything. If she was taking all those vitamins, they had to be safe.

After he finished his present work, Fuller would presumably be free to loaf for the first time in his long life, to travel not out of necessity, as he’d done for the government from time to time, nor on the run, as he’d done long ago when he and Leona had been part of the movement, but to places of their choice where he and Leona could take the sun, or read the best books again, or talk to intelligent strangers who knew or cared nothing about Soviet affairs. He wanted as much time as the higher powers would give him. Ever since he had abjured authoritarianism in all its forms, he’d thought of gods in the plural, the way the Greeks did, male and female, each with a specialty in mortal affairs. Monotheism was too simple. If you examined life long enough, nothing was simple. Except the clock that ticked relentlessly over everyone, tolling each year that would not return.

Randall knew that the President had once remarked that Martin Fuller looked like he would live forever. The President thought of Martin Fuller’s brain as a national asset of immeasurable worth to which no harm could be allowed to come. But the President’s wish was Randall’s responsibility. Few people knew that Randall had once had part of the responsibility for John Kennedy and then for Robert Kennedy. Randall was a realist; he lived in increasing fear that the successful conclusion of his assignment was ultimately impossible. Yet he found himself envying Fuller when he happened to see him emerge from his study after a fruitful morning’s work, his eyes exuberant with discovery. Fuller’s work gave Fuller life.

Randall had to put up with Fuller’s teasing. The old man would tell him, “Go off and worry about the missile defenses with those fellows at MIT. Talk to them about laser satellites and defense screens.”

“You are our first line of defense,” Randall would say in an attempt at banter but feeling like a manservant.

And Fuller would answer, “I am older than the Maginot Line, and as much use.”

Yet the time Fuller had received the Medal of Merit from the President in a private ceremony kept from the press, Fuller knew it was for that specific instance when his form of intelligence—insight based on intimate understanding of how Khrushchev thought—was said to have provided the key that enabled a red alert to be wound down so the adversaries could return to the bargaining table.

The President had said, “You are a greater asset than our coal reserves.”

And Fuller had replied, “Mr. President, your asset has arthritis.”

The President had been briefed, of course, and knew that Fuller steadfastly refused to take anything stronger than aspirin so as not to numb his brain as long as the work remained unfinished.

Nor had Randall been able to change Fuller’s lifelong habit of imbibing nourishment from interchanges with younger people, graduate students, former students, younger professors, specializing in Soviet historiography, intellectuals of the left and right who thought that debate with a mind such as Fuller’s enriched them. Randall realized that Fuller needed their adulation to sustain the rigor of daily work at his desk seven days a week, every week of the year, but Randall, like some men of his generation, distrusted young people.

“I am not a monk,” Fuller told him. “I will not isolate myself. I was not put on earth to teach only governments. I am, like all teachers, a snitch for the young, an informer.”

*

It was therefore not unusual that on the evening in April, Leona Fuller, seven years younger than her husband, who had been beautiful when young, and had grown, not only in her husband’s eyes, even more beautiful when old, presided with her husband over a dinner for four acolytes.

Leona Fuller served them arroz con pollo, which she had learned to make when they lived in Mexico. She had transfigured the recipe over the years till all of their friends renamed it Leona’s chicken. She herself had the appetite of a small bird; her pleasure was in watching others enjoy her food.

Melissa Troob, as usual, had positioned herself on Martin Fuller’s right. Long ago Leona Fuller had guessed correctly that Melissa’s barely epicanthic eyelids suggested an Oriental grandparent. In fact, her Chinese grandfather had taught Asian history at Stanford, where Melissa had also taken two degrees. A specialist in Soviet history, she’d heard Martin Fuller lecture at Stanford during his happy half year in northern California and had fallen in love with Fuller’s mind. If Fuller had been twenty years younger, Leona believed, the situation might have developed dangerously, for Melissa had not only a sharp mind, and an incredible memory, but was what she thought of as beautifully boned. Melissa’s cheekbones were as visible as an Indian’s, always touched with a blush of color. And whatever dress she wore, Melissa’s hips revealed their bony understructure in a way that Leona Fuller knew Martin would find erotic. Other men viewed women as laymen viewed buildings. They saw the exterior. Martin, like an architect, saw structure in beautiful things.

Melissa, Leona suspected, had moved East for her doctorate less for the benefits of Columbia University than to continue to sit at Martin’s feet, sucking in his wisdom as only a graduate student still in a fever of learning could do. Fortunately, the man sitting across from her, Scott Melling, had found Melissa attractive. And Scott, who was six-feet-two with a very black mustache carefully trimmed, was angularly handsome in a way that seemed to complement Melissa’s beauty perfectly. Scott, now twenty-nine or thirty, Leona guessed, was lecturing at Columbia, his degrees behind him. He was said to be an instructor who each hour inspired rapture anew by a consciously thespian manner of teaching political science as if it were a dramatic combat between us and them. She liked him. Martin liked him. And Melissa, thank God, was probably in love with him, though Scott had a wife, and Leona Fuller, despite her long exposure to the young, still had difficulties with the looseness of that kind of tie. She and Martin, despite his long, now-dead affair with Tarasova, had remained an indivisible coupling, though they no longer spent the nights in each other’s arms. Other people’s bonds were children who grew away; theirs was the work, her thoughts enmeshed in his like threads in cloth. She was the coauthor of his life.

At Leona’s right sat Ed Porter, who, though only twenty-four, had three degrees and was the brightest of the lot, a dimpled ferret who went after small facts that turned out to be the last pieces of the puzzle. Unlike the others, he seemed street-smart, something the Fullers themselves had never been. Ed was short, perhaps no more than five-seven or so, with tousled brown hair in the style one has come to accept among young people, not unattractive, not unkempt, what they call natural and some call wild. His hands as well as his face were quite freckled. He wore the standard uniform for his age, jeans and a sweater, though the tan sweater looked as if it might have been of camel’s hair or cashmere, and Leona had long suspected what Ed had never acknowledged, that he came from a family that was very rich. Ed, unlike the others who had published only in learned journals, had written a book that had been well received. It was called Lenin’s Grandchildren, and dealt with the lives of the Latin American and African revolutionaries of the last thirty years. But what mattered most to Leona was that when Sniffer, their Methuselah of a cocker spaniel, died, their friends conveyed their regrets with the special care one took with people who had no children, but it was Ed Porter who Leona had found sitting in the yard, rocking the dead dog in his arms.

Barry Heskowitz, who sat on Leona’s left, was not one of the acolytes Leona cared for. A heavy-set young man with curly black hair, and eyes that were constantly busy, he had acquired the habit of compliments. He would admire Leona’s dress, or a bouquet of flowers she had arranged; he would tell Martin, who rarely looked to see what tie he was putting on, that his tie was perfect for his suit. Leona had little patience with such sycophants. Martin liked to be congratulated on his perceptions, not his ties—but he’d made an exception for Barry because the young man, still working for his master’s, understood the historic origins of Soviet intransigence better than any student he’d had in a long time.

Melissa was arguing that the most important member of the Politburo to track carefully was what she called the Gletkin, the pure Soviet man unsusceptible to the negotiating wiles of the West.

“If that’s the case,” Ed Porter interrupted, “we should have paid more attention to Suslov than to Khrushchev or Brezhnev, but Suslov died and your contention goes up in smoke.”

Martin raised his right hand slightly from the table, a sign they all knew meant he was about to speak. “The gods, for those who believe, took care of Suslov by removing him. They have less time for studying these men than we have. Therefore, we always need to know who the backup man is. Sometimes the next-in-line for any ideological role is not only a standby, but an assassin.”

*

After dinner, the talk continued in the living room, advancing in waves of contention, and then receding as the ocean does when it cannot push the shore. At one point Leona Fuller said, “We should know more about their women.” Only Melissa did not smile.

Shortly after eleven Barry excused himself. “I live in the West Side combat zone. I don’t want to tempt fate.”

What he meant, of course, was that he had to be in class in the morning, as the others did not. He offered Ed Porter a ride. Ed said it was too early.

Less than an hour after Barry’s departure, Leona closed the discussion. “It’s midnight. Martin must get his sleep. You know how early he rises.”

She knew that Melissa and Scott would use the lateness of the hour to take advantage of the standing offer of the upstairs bedrooms, in which, over the years, dozens of late-staying students had camped for the night. Ed Porter had missed the last train and he didn’t have a car. So when Leona Fuller made her ritual offer of an upstairs bedroom, he, too, accepted with a show of reluctance, as if he had not in fact done so a dozen times within the last month. Ed cut the grass without being asked. He had combed Sniffer’s coat. He split wood for winter.

Within fifteen minutes, the house was quiet. Leona, sliding into the huge bed in the large room at the rear of the house, remembered when Martin told her that lovemaking robbed him of some fraction of his intellectual vitality the morning after, that he would absent himself from the temptation by sleeping in a separate bedroom. That was thirty years ago and she had not believed his reason. When she saw him with Tarasova, both so aggressively pretending to be merely infatuated with each other’s brains, she told herself that like a kidney stone, it too would pass. But the memory remained. Leona put her arms around her second pillow. You get used to anything in time.

In the morning, at first light, Martin Fuller opened his eyes. Immediately his thought was on the work at the point he had left off on the preceding day when he stowed his manuscript in the safe. Daily life was an impediment, showering, dressing, breakfasting. His body, he sometimes thought, was too elaborate a machine for housing his brain, required too much attention. He put his heavy robe around his cold frame and headed for his bathroom down the hall.

The bath off Leona’s bedroom was far more elaborate and spacious than the one he called his own. But this way he could keep the kerosene heater in place since no one else used his bathroom and only he felt the chill before the steam from the shower warmed the room.

He turned the hot water on in the shower stall. It usually had to run a full minute before the tepid water in the pipes was pushed out of the showerhead to make room for the hot water from the basement tank.

He bent to turn the knob on the kerosene heater. As every morning, he took the packet of matches he kept in the bathroom cabinet, struck one on the back of the pack, and touched it to the proper place in the heater. Suddenly, the heater, which he always thought of as an accomplice against the morning cold, roared forth with a ball of flame that engulfed him. The floor-length robe was transformed instantly into a torch, and as Martin Fuller screamed from within the incendiary mass, he had the presence of mind to unlock the door so help could reach him, thinking the one word: they.

*

Leona Fuller had heard Martin going down the hall, of course, but as usual picked up a book to read in bed so that Martin would continue to believe she was still asleep. Human contact before he got to work always interfered. He awoke thinking of the next paragraph he would write: the precise formation of his thought would take shape while he sipped at his orange juice and spooned the cereal into his mouth. It was his habit to take his coffee with him into his study, holding the cup carefully in his left hand as with his right he unlocked the door with the key that never left his possession.

She heard the loud vroom a moment before Martin’s terrible cry. Her first thought was that something had made Martin fall. He’d broken his hip three years earlier when he’d slipped from the library ladder while trying to get a book from a high shelf, and she imagined him in bed for eight weeks again, demanding and restless to get back to work. She damned the fragility of old bones as she got quickly out of bed, slipped on her robe, and rushed down the hall, glad that some of the acolytes had stayed overnight because Martin was twice her size and she knew she wouldn’t have the strength to pick him up off the floor. But then she heard him screaming again and again and realized that this was something more than a fall, that something was still happening, and then she saw the flames through the slit between the bathroom door and the jamb.

Leona pushed the door wide open and saw that Martin’s bathrobe was ablaze and that Martin himself was burning like a fireball. He was trying to get the burning robe off himself, lunging at the walls as if to try to smother the flames. Leona pushed him toward the shower stall, not realizing she was burning her right hand, understanding that only Martin’s eyes were screaming now and that the spray of water might not be enough. Then hands were seizing her from behind, and she was pulled out of the bathroom as Ed, wearing nothing—he must have been sleeping naked—pushed Martin into the shower. Half a minute later Scott came to help, and he and Ed together did whatever they had to do to beat the fire out.

When they pulled Martin out into the hall, his lips still twitched. When the rescue squad arrived minutes after Melissa’s call, Martin Fuller was still technically alive, but Leona knew that his life, her life, and his work were over.


CHAPTER THREE

Archibald Widmer was the kind of lawyer whose corporate clients would appreciate the fact that his desk had no encumbrances except a signature pen in a marble holder and an appointment book that he called a diary. When a client was about to enter the paneled sanctum of his office, Widmer’s secretary, who had the demeanor of the headmistress of a school for wealthy young women, would put before him the client’s folder. On top was a discretely small memo on which an associate had summarized everything Widmer needed to know about the meeting. The telephone was located on the credenza behind him in order not to mar the concentration that a bare desk brought to the matter at hand.

When he picked up the phone for the first time on that morning in April, his secretary asked, “Are you taking calls, Mr. Widmer?” for she knew that even when he was alone he did not always welcome interruptions.

In fact he had been gazing out of the window of his twenty-sixth floor corner office at the magnificent view of New York harbor and thinking of his daughter Francine, who was now twenty-eight years old and had been seeing George Thomassy for almost half a year. Widmer had introduced them because Francine had been raped by a neighbor and wanted revenge. Thomassy was the only lawyer Widmer knew who could bend a reluctant legal system to prosecute and win an uncomfortable case. In the process, Francine told him she’d found in Thomassy that combination of drive and tenderness she had not found in the young men of her generation. Whatever the ingredients, the chemistry was immediate and visible to others.

It was not exactly the match Widmer had in mind for his brilliant daughter, who contributed ideas, phrases, paragraphs to the speeches of the U.S. ambassador to the UN and might one day herself be that ambassador. Thomassy’s family was Upstate Armenian Immigrant, and, sadly, dead. Widmer had always hoped that his daughter’s choice would lead to what his own forebears had expected, an extension of family, not a mere acquisition of a solitary son-in-law. Perhaps it was luck that Thomassy’s parents were no longer among the living; what in heaven’s name would he and Priscilla talk about to a horse trainer and his wife whose world was bounded by inadequate English and an upstate farm?

Yet what he had wanted for his daughter was not a replica of himself. He couldn’t have managed Priscilla if she’d been like Francine, a Roman candle you held as far away from yourself as possible without letting go as each colorful outburst went off with a bang. Widmer laughed to himself. A Roman candle was such a masculine image. Was that what was happening, liberated young women turning into part-men? In a drawer at home, Widmer kept a once-crumpled nude Polaroid photograph of Francine that he’d found in a bag of things she was throwing away. He assumed it’d been taken by an errant boy friend on a lark. Though she was recumbent in it, she looked as if she was ready to spring at the photographer, or was it to bolt away? When he’d seen it, it was a bite of the apple he could not spit back. It had stirred him, just for a second. His eyes told him she was a woman with a beautiful body that he had helped create and therefore—therefore?—could not touch. Only once was he tempted to get rid of the photograph, when it brushed his memory as he was making love to Priscilla. His only fear now was that if he was to die without warning, the photograph would be found among his effects.

“What is it, Miss Hargood?” Widmer asked.

“It’s a man named Randall, sir.”

“Please put him on.”

The man spoke in a rush, without niceties. “Mr. Widmer, do you remember me? Jackson Perry introduced us.”

“Yes, yes, of course.”

“You were Martin Fuller’s attorney?”

“Were?”

Widmer’s other guilty secret, of course, was that he had several clients whom his partners thought of as eccentric to their corporate practice. Widmer’s partners did not know that he had taken on these people at the behest of Jackson Perry, a very old friend who’d been a Skull and Bones brother at Yale and whose wealth had enabled him to indulge his proclivity for intelligence work, then thought of as a frivolous occupation during peacetime, except, perhaps, for Princeton men. “Ned,” he’d said, “we need to know who their lawyers and accountants are. Take them on. You won’t be sorry.” Widmer remembered Perry’s later call. “Ned, this is the important one I spoke about. His name is Martin Fuller. Compared to the others, he’s uranium.”

The man Randall was saying, “Could I ask you to come to the Fuller house as quickly as possible?”

“Is he ill?”

He could hear Randall’s breath but not a response.

“Out with it,” Widmer demanded.

“I’m afraid Fuller is dead.”

At moments like this one’s immediate, uncensored thoughts are rawly selfish. Widmer thought My education is over. I will die knowing only what I know now.

Though Fuller was eighty-two, he could not imagine that storehouse of intellectual vitality stopped like a clock. His few meetings with Martin Fuller over routine matters such as a will and a real estate transaction, as soon as their business was done, provided Widmer with more intellectual stimulation than he’d had in thirty years. Widmer had said something about “balance of power” and Fuller had snapped back, “Nonsense. That concept misled three generations. The power of nations is constantly in flux. A surprise attack tilted it for the Israelis. Oil tilted it for the Arabs. An oil glut tilted it back. The power of nations rests not on balances, but on countervailing forces.”

In that one perception Fuller had rocked Widmer’s life-long view of himself as a man who understood how the world performed. And of course Fuller’s conversation, brimming with insights, made Widmer realize the relative emptiness of his intelligent friends and successful clients who knew as little as schoolchildren about the transactions between nations. When he first listened to Fuller, he’d felt hollow. As the years went on, Widmer felt lucky. In Fuller’s presence, his mind felt as alive as it had when he was an undergraduate discovering the world.

“Heart attack?” he managed to ask because that was the death he always imagined for himself.

“Fuller burned to death.”

Widmer thought I do not deal with people who burn to death. “When was this accident, Mr. Randall?”

“This morning, early. Mr. Widmer, I must ask you to come now.”

Widmer could not contain the sudden grief that seemed to fill his lungs. He wanted to cry his immediate anger to the world. As a child, his parents had made it clear: Others are not to know. His voice husky with embarrassment, he found himself saying, “I have several appointments.”

“Please have your secretary cancel them. Don’t tell her or anyone where you are going. Perry’s flying in from Washington. There are some matters we must discuss with you before the police arrive.”

“Police?”

“Mr. Widmer, we believe Mr. Fuller was murdered and his murderer may still be in the house.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Widmer drove. It was the only sensible way to get quickly from lower Manhattan to Chappaqua, more than an hour north. When he arrived, there were three black cars in the driveway where usually there were none. In front of them was a blue Datsun sports car. He parked in the street and walked up the bluestone path, conscious of each step’s crunch. He remembered when Perry first brought him here to meet the Fullers. He’d said Bluestone is better than blacktop. You can hear a car coming. He’d thought, at the time, that people in intelligence work become overcautious.

The Fuller house, set well back from the road, seemed squashed by trees on all sides. You had the feeling of a house jammed into a stockade. The saplings were planted too close to the foundation. The branches grew toward the house as well as away from it, and if you cut the threatening branches back, they’d try again, while the roots went right at the foundation, searching for the water pipes. Widmer liked space. His own house was fifty feet from the nearest tree.
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