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THE JAZZ BIRD







Prologue

OUT OF EDEN







He found himself on the grass of a great dewy meadow surrounded by trees and violent outcroppings of rock and the high clear sky. It was October, he knew. It was 1927. The sharp air of the morning burned in his nostrils. He felt as if he had just awakened from a long and exhausting dream. Or been born. He breathed carefully and looked around and, realizing that he was alone, began to walk. The dew wetted his shoes.Ahead, down a short slope, he saw a road they had driven many times. He came to it and stepped into it. A motorcar approached. He waved but it veered around him, its throaty electric horn blaring and distorting and fading as it went. The wind it generated whipped about him, spinning dirt into his eyes and chilling his wet feet and lower legs. He stepped back to the berm.

Other cars came. One finally slowed, and stopped. The driver leaned across. “Mr. Remus?” he said. “Is that you? Is everything all right?”

Remus got in. It was a Packard, a runner’s car. Those big old, good old twin-sixes, heated up and retrofitted with extra water and gas and oil tanks and limo springs to bear the load of thirty cases of Remus’s best, unpacked and hand-wrapped in newspaper, and stacked in where the backseat had been removed. They could cruise at ninety nonstop all the way from Cinci to Chi.

The man looked at him and waited. He was supposed to say where, he remembered. He was supposed to remember this man. He found that he could remember very little.

“The station,” he said to the man he did not remember, who had stopped in Eden Park.

There was blood, after all. He hadn’t noticed it before. A single shining spot of it on his trousers, near the zipper, over the region of his testicles. A round globule, thick in its relief, just beginning to coagulate. His suit was a good hard worsted, which is why it hadn’t soaked in but sat there, beaded. He hadn’t gotten any other blood on himself, that he’d seen anyway. It didn’t matter. His fingers felt hot. He pressed the nails to his nose and inhaled and smelled the cordite, the back-blow, the burn there. Then he remembered and reached into the right pocket of his suit coat and found it, its barrel warm still. He wondered if it had burned a hole in the fabric.

Below them, the city lay in perfect definition in its basin against the river. So often it was shrouded, in cloud, in smoke, in haze, but today it showed itself, as if to make some point he couldn’t quite grasp. They crossed the small pretty bridge and drove toward the edge of the park, through heavy trees just beginning to show their autumnal color. The trees too needed to display their vibrancy to him, to rub it in. We are so beautiful, they seemed to say. And alive.

The road held on to the lip of the cliff, high above the shining river and Kentucky beyond that, then came steeply down Mount Adams. They passed the reservoir and sped into the basin. He had emerged from one dream but suspected now that he had awakened into another. And that this was the one from which perhaps he would never escape.

As if it were some bizarre tour, the driver, this man he apparently knew, proceeded to take him past all the old places: Marcus’s Front Street garage, the old lawyer Ring’s office brownstone up the Eastern Row, then over to Race, within view of the dark building at the corner of Pearl. Where were they going? They’d already passed the Second District Station on Broadway. That would have done. Remus said nothing. He understood: it was a tour for his benefit. The driver must have known. (Soon they would all know. Everyone would know.) The driver knew, and he had passed his own sentence and was now administering it—you must look, the sentence read. You must remember it all as it happened and is happening and will happen together at once and in perpetuity. He watched it all unfold, the past in the present, here in Cincinnati and before that long ago in Chicago. It all seemed to be happening, still, though he was beginning to realize now that it was over.


Men and women hurried in and out. The great engines sat hidden inside the building but their exhalations rose in white clouds from high vents into the fine morning air. The man Remus did not remember pulled his Packard up to the arched doors. At the station. The depot. The Dixie Terminal.


Remus began to laugh. The man looked at him.

“I’m sorry,” Remus said. “I’m sorry. I meant—no, no. This is fine. I thank you so very much.”

“Sure thing, Mr. Remus. Anything for you, sir.”

When the man pulled away, Remus waved at a cab. As he did, he put his other hand into his jacket pocket and felt the hammer, the mother-of-pearl handle, the now-cool barrel. Without looking, he removed it. It fit almost entirely within his hand. He dropped it into the trash receptacle on the curb.

“This is the wrong station, you see,” Remus began, when he got in the new machine. “The authorities—”

The driver glanced back at him.

“The police station,” said Remus. “Take me there.”








DISCOVERY






BLACK FOR MOURNING







Already, the telephone in the study was ringing. They had just come in the front door from a glorious month at the family cottage at Murray Bay, Quebec: the clear frigid water with its walleye and bass and muskie, the autumn trees, the brisk air, the children. Ten years they’d been married, Charlie and Eleanor Taft, but instead of a second honeymoon they’d chosen to take the children along, and it had so been the right thing.Charlie carried a couple of bags, though the staff was unloading most of them. Now he dropped them in the doorway and raced to catch the call.

“Charlie,” Eleanor said. “You’re still on your holiday! How important—” But he was gone.

“Taft,” he said. It was one of his assistant prosecutors. As the man spoke, Charlie watched through the front window.

“Samuel!” Eleanor called.

Sam paused on the running board of the Pierce-Arrow as he reached up toward the canoe tied to the rooftop, his cuffs extending out from his coat sleeves. Charlie had always noticed how dark those white cuffs made Samuel’s skin look, as dark, almost, as a Negro’s. He was the darkest Asian Charlie had ever seen. He’d come to work for the family when they lived in Manila, in 1904, when Charlie’s father was governor there, under Roosevelt, when Charlie was six and Samuel was seven and orphaned.

“Can you come move these, please?” Eleanor said. “Charlie’s blocked the way.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I see,” Charlie said into the phone. “Give me half an hour.”

When he came out, Eleanor said, “What is it, dear? You look pale.”

“George Remus,” he said. “You remember him?”

“The bootlegger.”

“That’s him.”

“I met his wife, once. Lovely lady. Imogene. She hosted a luncheon at the Sinton—”

“He’s just shot her to death. In Eden Park.”

“Oh my God. Charlie.”

“On the way to the divorce court.”

Eleanor sat down on the sheet-covered Queen Anne sofa.

“They’re taking him back up there, now,” Charlie said. “To the park. I’m sorry, but I should go—”

“Of course you should, dear,” she said. Sweet, pretty Ellie.

“I’m sorry. All this—” He waved around at the mess of the closed-up house.

“Never mind it,” she said. “We’ll get it taken care of. You go. Oh, that poor woman.”

“Yes—”

“Charlie, this will be very big, won’t it?” She understood these things implicitly. She simply knew, and how she did he did not quite understand, for he told her little.

“Yes, dear, it will. If he chooses to fight it.”

They were both silent a moment, contemplating this. Charles P. Taft II, third child, second son, of former governor, ambassador, judge, and U.S. president, now Supreme Court chief justice, William Howard Taft, had a straight road to the very top, wherever that was—the Senate, the federal judiciary, even perhaps the presidency. His major competition was his own brother, Robert, editor-in-chief now of the Enquirer. But Charlie held his own, and his election, at only twenty-nine, to prosecuting attorney last year in this, their home city, proved it. Still, it was one step at a time, and now the next step was this. This, coming off the last step, which had been a stumble, a locked-up case of another bootlegger murderer, “Fat” Wrassman, who had gunned a man down in a speakeasy. He’d been defended by a one-time assistant prosecutor named Carl Elston. Though the police pressed for aggravated homicide, Charlie wanted a conviction for first degree. He’d have won it, too, if the main witness to the shooting hadn’t disappeared the day before he was to testify. In the end, Elston tied them up in knots, and Wrassman had walked.

So now it was to be Remus, the bootlegger lawyer. And who, Charlie knew, had become something of a publicity hound these past few years. This would be national news. Except for the finale of Lindbergh’s cross-country publicity tour, this might be the biggest news. He’d have to call the chief justice and let him know before it hit the papers.

“It will,” he said again to his wife.

“Then it’s an opportunity,” she said. “Isn’t that what your father would say?”

“That’s just right,” he said. “A chance to shine.”

“There’s the thing,” she said. “My Charlie.” She stood up and placed her hand on the back of his neck and kissed him lightly on the lips.

“The end of the honeymoon,” he said, and she smiled at him.

He had lost the Wrassman case, but the public gave him that. He was young and new and, though that didn’t excuse anything, they’d give him one, anyway. But this, this was too big, and he had already played the grace card. This one had to be a win, however it turned. Maybe Remus would confess and look for some plea. Life instead of death. The public would buy that. Remus was a kind of hero to a lot of these people. As long as he went away, Charlie didn’t care. But if Remus fought, it could be ugly. Charlie had no doubt that Remus would fight. And he had no illusions that he could let this one slip away. The election wasn’t for another three years, but they’d never forget.

When he came downstairs after changing, Ellie said, “Your black suit.”

It had become his custom since the election to wear black when visiting the dead. So Charlie didn’t need to tell her that, in addition to going to the crime scene while the police questioned Remus there, he was also going to pay a visit to the morgue.


*


Eden Park Drive came south into the park from the crown of Mount Adams, then halfway down its descent curved nearly 180 degrees back to the north, to its intersection with Fulton at the reservoir, before leaving the park to the west. Here, just after the curve, the detectives watched as Remus planted his feet, formed his hand into a gun, and mimicked the recoiling of the weapon. Charlie spotted Frank Dodge hovering away from the group, beyond the gazebo, toward the edge of the reservoir, out of Remus’s view. Dodge was the Justice Department agent who had hounded Remus clear to the federal penitentiary for whiskey violations. It was in the aftermath of this that Imogene Remus had come to him to plead for her husband’s early release. Ultimately, she left Remus and became one of Dodge’s star informants.Later that afternoon, as Charlie fought his way through the crowd that had formed outside the doors on the south side of the courthouse that led most directly to the county morgue in the basement, he saw Dodge again, standing at the double doors, watching out over the crowd.

“Amazing, this,” Charlie said.

“Everybody likes a freak show.”

“Are you going in?”

Dodge nodded, but only moved to take a Lucky Strike pack from his pocket. He fingered the last one free and crumpled the packet and threw it on the ground. Charlie struck his lighter and held it out. Dodge leaned forward.

“They called me, you know. First,” Dodge said.


*


He’d been lying on his bed, smoking a cigarette, when a cop he knew phoned. “The crazy bastard’s done it. He just plugged her in Eden Park!”“Who?”

“Remus. His wife. They took her to Bethesda.”

At the hospital, he found her friend Laura sitting on a bench in the hallway, hands pressed between her knees. She just shook her head when she saw him. He tried to get back to Imogene, but they wouldn’t let him. “It’s too late, pal,” a doctor finally told him. “I’m sorry.”


*


Charlie said, “I heard someone came into the precinct house and started screaming at him. You hear about that?”“No.”

“Well, come on.” Charlie knocked on the door.

Though the labs were downstairs, the smells of the business of that place seeped up to the landing. The men walked down in silence and then along the marbled length of the dim main corridor. It was only when they came to the double doors at the end, where the smells were strongest, that Dodge said, “You’re going to go for the chair, aren’t you?”

“We’ll see, Frank. It’s awfully early.”

“I mean, if ever there was a case for it—” A steady ticking came from somewhere deep within the great building. “They say she wore black. Did you hear that?”

“No.”

“To a divorce.” Dodge shook his head. “I assume I’ll testify?”

“I imagine,” Charlie said. “I mean, we’re not there yet—”

“No, I understand. What I mean is, even though I may testify, I want you to use me if you need some legwork.”

“Good,” Charlie said. “Yes. Thank you, Frank.” He smiled. He had once thought Dodge looked very young, though he was ten years older than Charlie, nearly Remus’s age. Now, though, Dodge looked to be in his fifties, with violet smudges beneath his eyes and a tightly drawn mouth. He had been handsome, and had held that for a longer time than many men, but it was gone now. It was not an easy job being an untouchable in a world where both sides, the law and the outlaws, despised you.

“Right now,” Charlie said, “let us go in and see to this poor woman.” Dodge held the door for him.


*


He picked up an  Enquirer  on the street. A copy waited at home, but he wanted to read during the ride. The story, of course, was front and center. A file photo of the thick-necked Remus, wearing a homburg, and one of Imogene. Charlie looked at her for some time before he began to read, comparing this vital image with the sad blue face, the opaque, half-opened eyes he had just observed. She was pretty, to be sure, but there was another quality, of guile, of mystery, or danger, especially in her eyes. The story described the sensational events of the morning, then filled in the background of the couple: Remus, forty-two, the one-time wealthiest bootlegger in the nation; Imogene, thirty-two, his young bride, his second wife, a war widow herself, and the daughter of a prominent local lawyer named Alfred Ring, who had also died tragically, seven years earlier.Charlie read a few lines further then came back to this. He’d known Alfred Ring, or had at least met him. It was some years ago. And he remembered later hearing about the death from his father, but that would have been when he was back in New Haven, in law school, after his return from the war. Then, with a start, he sat forward and said, “Oh, God.”

“Sir?” said Samuel, from the front.

“I met her.”

“Pardon?”

“What?” Charlie said. “I’m sorry, Sam. Talking to myself.”

He sat back. And as if through some conjuring trick, an image of that long distant afternoon came back to him as clearly as if he were seeing it now. He had been perhaps sixteen, a year from Yale, from meeting Eleanor, a few years from the horrors of France. It was at a reception in his aunt and uncle’s downtown Cincinnati mansion, undoubtedly in honor of his father’s presence in the city that the family considered its home, though Charlie had himself lived here only occasionally.

He remembered little of the affair, held as always in the great music room, except the image of this young woman on the porch beyond the series of portals in the east wall. He’d been watching her, staring really, since she had come in. Though she was older, and, he learned, engaged, he couldn’t stop himself. As she leaned against the railing overlooking the gardens, her hair lifted in the breezes passing through the open house, and the sunlight seemed to gather itself around her head in a kind of golden bonnet. At that moment she looked up at him.

He remembered flushing and looking away, then chastising himself for acting this way. Later, she came over and introduced herself. She was simply pleasant, he remembered, and bright, and interested most in the myriad places he’d visited around the world. She told him how lucky he was, an adjective he’d grown sick of hearing by the age of six. When she said it, though, it hadn’t sounded condescending or admonitory, but wistful, full of her own longing. She had been to London last year, she said, her first trip to Europe, and she couldn’t wait to go back.

He tossed the paper aside and watched out the window. Ellie had mentioned meeting her once, at a luncheon. As Imogene Remus. She’d been nearly as well known as her husband, at the peak of their power. Charlie had heard of her, though he’d never paid much attention and certainly never made the connection to the girl he once met. How was it, he wondered, that he’d never put together these facts, that this woman was the daughter of a friend of his father’s? But then he realized that that wasn’t really the question. It was, How had this well-bred girl, this fortunate daughter, gone from the top of Cincinnati society to being the moll of a bootlegger, to end up being shot dead in the street? That was a journey Charlie could hardly begin to fathom.

As Sam pulled into the drive, Charlie picked up the paper, tore off the corner with her photo, and tucked it into his case.


*


He found Eleanor at the dining room table, her lips tight with disgust. She said, “They’re saying she was pregnant.”He nodded and shrugged. He hadn’t heard that.

“Was she, Charlie?”

“I don’t have the report yet. I don’t know.”

“And he was drunk? It’s disgusting.”

“Where are you hearing this?”

She pointed at the stack of papers on the table. The tabloid on top screamed out “WHISKEY KILLER!” She said, “I was at Elder Street today, the Findlay Market. It’s all anyone’s talking about. Someone said he tried to kill himself in the jail but they stopped him. Maybe they shouldn’t have.”

Charlie put his hand on her shoulders. “That part,” he said, “we’ll take care of soon enough.”






THE SWIMMER







In the evening they moved him from a holding cell in the precinct house to the county jail on the upper floors of the courthouse. Now, in the night, alone, he wondered where everyone was. He had lawyers. Then he remembered that they had quit, the last of them, in exasperation at his endless criticism. But surely someone should have come.Of course, most of them were gone now. Marcus and Stratton and Landau and Hess and Gherum were gone. Zoline and Jess Smith and President Harding. Fowler the valet. All gone. But Conners was not gone. Babe was not gone. At least he didn’t think so.

He remembered Babe driving him into the park and that when he’d looked around, later, the car was gone. Babe must have got scared and ran. Well, good for him. Remus hoped Babe was out there in the world, running still.

He had a cell to himself, a wooden bench, a single blanket, wool but thin. No pillow. No mattress or sheets upon the hard bench. The brick walls glowed cold. His shoulder, especially, ached. Sitting up took some pressure off it. He wedged himself into a corner and dozed and woke back into damp darkness, shivering harder and aching more deeply as the night wore on.

At one of her magnificent parties, the bright lighting made his eyes water. He looked at all the fine people in their fine clothing. He stood at the head of a table as long as a tennis court and held up a glass. The guests grew silent. He offered them well-chosen words of hope and good cheer. They smiled and offered their glasses to him.

The staff brought the food then, course after course of finely wrought delicacies in the form of wide flat bowls of a swirled orange and yellow soup, twisted knuckles of warm breads, selections of delicate and exotic appetizers. He could name none of them, though she had told him half a dozen times the names of each. It mattered to her to name what they had constructed, to name each particular element of it, as if by so doing, by cataloging and ordering, it could somehow be preserved. Escargot, he remembered then. Chewy grubs marinated in hot garlic butter and threaded back into perfect shells. He had laughed at this indulgence, the stuffing of dead mollusks into new shells, so that one could simply have the pleasure of taking the tiny fork in hand and pulling them out again, of feeling the slight suck of the vacuum they had formed.

God, he was cold. He’d always lived for the cold, for the waters or the black nights. But this creeping insidious jailhouse chill was not that. You needed to move. If you could move, you could let it pull you in and just go where it took you, and come out better for it at the end.

Once it had been the pier by the grounds of the old world’s fair in South Chicago. As he shed the heavy woolen trousers and jacket his mother still dressed him in (though he was nearly fourteen), he gazed out across the unbounded expanse of it. The flat gray swells rose and fell as if the whole thing were some breathing, many-lunged creature, each lung expanding and contracting separately but in complex synchronicity. He’d never tried it this early. Small floes of ice still dotted the surface.

As he walked from the pier toward the stone breakwater to the north, his feet left scalloped depressions in the dirty sand. In the summer, he could swim for two hours, but now it would be enough just to make it from the breakwater to the pier. A quarter of a mile. Nothing, really, except in this cold.

The lake slapped at the end of the wall. The perpetual wind, frigid, heavy with moisture, whipped about him. He shivered, breathing, looking. Nothing. Nothing. His mind blank, in the way he could make it. He dove.

Oh, the ice of it, the blinding, numbing frigidity. The gray water hugged him to its bosom, sucked him down and squeezed him as his mother did sometimes, so tightly he couldn’t breathe. His mind dimmed; he saw sparkles, then darkness, until the ice shot through clear to his spine, to his heart and brain and the core of his gut, and burned, and he came back.

He broke through a swell into the gray light, into the air. The swells lifted him. The great gray city, his city, Chicago, lay before him. A rail ran along the shoreline, the steam from a locomotive coming toward him. Farther up haze rolled from the mouth of the river, from the factories and foundries and refineries that lined it. Beyond that he could not see, but he knew what was there—the green money haze of Lincoln Park, the part of the city that did not belong to him. Not yet.

He broke toward the pier, arms cutting, legs grinding, face turning between the lighter gray of the air and the darker gray of the water. He swam to stay alive. But halfway across he knew he wasn’t going to make it. He felt his muscles locking up, and he suddenly couldn’t breathe. He stopped and trod, gasping, looking up at the dimming sky. He had never been so frightened. He imagined his body, gray now as the water, slowly sinking, spinning, to the eternal warmth at the bottom. That vision made him move against the pain. Then he forgot where he was, forgot how to breathe, and inhaled the fishy, greasy water, and choked.

Then he was crawling onto the pier’s rough planking. The water he vomited steamed on the wood. He felt hands rubbing him, a coat thrown over him.

“Crazy damn kid.” A man walking in the fairgrounds had seen him go in. The man rubbed until George began to feel his arms again, until he could walk back to the bench and get dressed.

He looked back out over the gray water.

“You try that again,” the man said, “they’ll be tossing the hooks for you.”

He knew he’d had no business going in. He loved to swim, but that hadn’t been why. It was something else, a thing he needed to understand. To try. To know he could do. He was alive. He hid a smile. His arms and his legs burned as the blood and the feeling returned.


*


In the morning, a deputy carrying a steel ring of keys opened the barred door and motioned for him to follow. They entered a stairwell. Up a flight, on the top floor, they passed along a narrow walk-way between storage cages full of furniture and file cabinets and boxes and racks of uniforms, and through a doorway into a small suite. The deputy backed out and closed the door behind him. Remus didn’t understand.One of the rooms held a bare mattress on a frame, the other an old deeply stuffed cracked-leather sofa. In the bathroom, he ran water until it warmed, then held his hands under it and worked the stiffness from his knuckles. There were no towels, so he wiped them on his trousers, which were filthy anyway.

The door opened. A man in a brown suit came in. “Mr. Remus,” he said. “Sheriff Anderson. It’s been some time.” He held out his hand, which Remus took, though he did not recognize the name nor remember the man’s face.

“How is this? It’s not luxury, but—”

“I don’t understand—”

“Well, exactly,” the sheriff said. “I apologize for all that last night. I didn’t understand at first, either.”

“One gets what one deserves.”

“Deserves,” Anderson said. “Exactly. You put my two children through the university, sir. Are you aware of that?”

“I . . . wasn’t,” Remus said.

Anderson nodded solemnly. “These rooms are yours for as long as you’re with us. Think of what you’ll be needing.”

Remus looked around at the space. What would one need? He felt his wet trousers. “Towels,” he said.

Anderson laughed. “You can even have a telephone installed, if you like. You’ll have to arrange for the billing, of course.”

“Of course,” Remus said. “I . . . thank you for this.”

“Not at all,” said the sheriff. “Oh, you have a visitor, a Mr. Conners.”

Remus felt his throat tighten. Conners had always been the best of them. It turned out he’d been at the precinct house, unaware that Remus had been moved until early this morning. They embraced. Conners put his hands on Remus’s face and shook him and said, “What have you done, George Remus?”

A deputy brought in a low table and a pot of hot coffee. As Conners poured, he said, “We have to talk.”

“Yes,” said Remus. “I don’t really remember it.”

“You confessed.”

“Yes.”

Conners told him what he knew, which was only spotty.

Remus remembered a detective coming back to his cell in the precinct house and saying, “Well, you’ve done it. She’s dead.” When the detective led him back into the central booking chamber, someone screamed at him, “You killer! You crazy bastard!” and tried to get to him, but the detective hustled him away, down a hallway toward a quiet room where they could talk.

Now it was a new day. The coffee was warm. Now he would begin to figure out what to do.

Conners said, “The press wants to know . . .”

“I’ll talk to them.”

“Do you think it’s wise?” Conners was silent a moment, then said, “The sheriff said you have a preliminary hearing at one.”

“Do you remember him?”

“Anderson? Yes,” Conners said. “Very well, actually. You?”

“No. But he was a good man, wasn’t he?”

“He was good.”

“He must have been,” said Remus.


*


At his arraignment in the Hamilton County circuit court, he felt strong. He spoke clearly and held the judge in his gaze. He clasped his hands behind his back. He remembered this, the beat of the world inside the bar.“Your Honor,” he said. “I plead not guilty.” He heard the rustle of the pages of the reporters behind him. Oh, he felt the strength of it all now coming together within him.

Later, at the press conference, he wore the same navy suit but had changed into a silk shirt and a fine pale yellow tie. He looked at each reporter in turn as they stared collectively back.

“George Remus is not insane,” he declared. “I am responsible for my actions. What I did was justified, and that shall be my defense. Morally justifiable homicide.”

As to the question of counsel, he claimed he had no money for lawyers. Yet he held up two telegrams, one from the noted Chicago criminal lawyer W. W. O’Brien (a partner of Clarence Darrow), and the other from the former Chicago federal prosecutor Hugh Daly, both offering their services at no charge.

“Regardless of money, Remus’s lawyer shall be Remus,” he declared. “It’s my life in the balance. I’ll defend myself.”

At the hearing, he’d made the same pronouncement.

“Can you remain unbiased, unaffected by your emotions?” the judge had asked.

“No good lawyer remains unaffected by his emotions, Your Honor.”

“It’s a very difficult undertaking you propose, Mr. Remus,” the judge said. “To be fair to oneself—”

“Judge, I can only say that it’s as if I’m two separate beings. As if Remus the defendant exists there, and Remus the lawyer stands here. I cannot explain it except to say that one role does not trespass upon the other. That my emotions, thoughts, powers of reason, are somehow entirely separated.”

“Mr. Taft?” the judge said.

“The state has no objection,” said Charlie. “Mr. Remus, the lawyer, should know that we’re convening a new grand jury on Monday, and that his client will be its first order of business.”

“We thank you,” Remus said, glancing over.

“Also, Your Honor,” said Charlie, “the state is arranging for an alienist to examine Mr. Remus at the earliest possible date. Certainly this week.”

“We ask the court to waive such examination,” Remus replied immediately. “Whoever would suggest Remus is insane, that’s who needs the examination.”

Though he was topic “A” at the grand jury proceedings, Remus went nowhere near it. They didn’t need him to know what he’d done. At the end of that week, the indictment came down as expected: that George Remus did kill and murder his wife, Imogene.






TEARDROPS







Eleanor peeked between the drapes as Charlie ate breakfast, but said nothing. They’d already discussed it the day before.“Why do they come here, Charlie?”

“Maybe they think I’ll talk to them here.”

“You’re not going to, though?”

“No,” he said.

“Your father’s right.”

“As always.”

“My dear son,” the latest letter from the chief justice began. “ Because your opponent has clearly chosen to try this case in the media, the temptation must be great for you to do the same. Resist it. Not only will it cheapen your image, it will weaken your chances. The element of mystery, of never letting the defense get itself quite set against your strategy, is valuable above all else. I have great faith in you, Charles.” It was signed, simply, “Your father.”

At the front door, Eleanor held the lapels of his overcoat. She drew him to her and leaned her face against his chest. He kissed the top of her head. The children were all in bed still.

“Kiss them for me,” he said.

When he stepped out, he surprised them. It was only seven; he usually left at seven-thirty or eight. But that quickly they were upon him, pressing in, shouting questions, scribbling on their little pads. Cameras snapped and flashed though the papers had already run this photo—The Prosecutor Leaving for Work.

“Please, Mr. Taft, any statement,” one shouted.

He stopped. “Here’s a statement,” he said. “Get off my lawn. If you have any hopes of communication from this office, stay away from my house.”

They stared at him. In the first moment he thought it was in reaction to his rebuke, that he’d made some small headway. But then he knew they were just waiting for something else, having succeeded in getting him to speak at all.

He shoved through them toward Samuel, who waited at the rear door of the Pierce-Arrow.


*


In the quiet of the backseat, Charlie opened the morning’s Enquirer. It was true, what his father said—Remus was using the media. The Remus press conference had been a circus, the man, turned out in his fine suit, acting like a fool. A defense of morally justifiable homicide. They’d had a good laugh around the office at that. Walt Sibbald, Charlie’s first assistant, had already worked up a Remus impersonation.“Well,” he said, blowing out his cheeks to mimic Remus’s size, and aping the self-important tone, “what can I say? The lady just . . . needed killin’. That’s all there was to it. Any jury’ll see that.”

Charlie smiled and folded the paper. In his office waited a stack of others: the Cincinnati Post and Times-Star as well as dailies from St. Louis and Columbus and Toledo and Lansing and Chicago. Remus’s man, Conners, had men in these cities searching for possessions or cash that Imogene had allegedly stashed in warehouses and safe deposit boxes, and which Remus claimed belonged to him. The press had taken to following the men around, speculating on what they might find.

As they came into downtown, he looked at the paper again. a dry autumn, it said. Hadn’t rained in two weeks. A thought occurred to him, a thing he’d neglected to do, for some reason. As they approached Court Street, Charlie leaned forward and said, “Sam, how would you feel about a morning of hooky?”

“That’s fine, sir.”

“You remember where the shooting happened?”

“The lady, Mrs. Remus?”

“Yes.”

“I believe I do.”

“Let’s go there.”

They followed Seventh east until it turned into Gilbert Avenue and started up Mount Adams. The gears of the great car sang as it climbed. Sam turned onto Eden Park Drive, passed the museum, then slowed as they came to the reservoir.

“This is fine. Thank you, Sam,” Charlie said. He got out and walked past the gazebo, across the road, and a little ways up the hillside, then stopped. It was still quiet, the real rush hour not having quite begun. Before long these roads would be jammed with traffic heading down.

As he stood looking back at the spot, he tried to imagine it: the taxi run off the road, women screaming, other motorcars stopped all around, the drivers watching, the muscular Remus leering, Imogene running for her life as he fired. What must it be like to see a thing like that? He’d seen plenty of killing, himself, more than any ten men ever deserved to see. He had fought the Boche near Chaumont as an artillery gunner, and later as an officer at Verdun. And he had killed more of them than he cared to count. But that was different, killing men who were coming to kill you, men who threatened nothing less than the free world as it was known, aggressors, oppressors, murderers. Huns. That was one thing. But shooting an unarmed woman, a pretty, well-dressed, elegant woman, in the middle of rush hour in the middle of Eden Park in the middle of Cincinnati, Ohio, my God, he thought, that was another thing altogether, and one he just could not comprehend. What could possibly drive a man to it?

He walked back toward the road.

Could a festering hatred grow so foul that it blinded you to all consequences? Given that you had it in you to kill and that you had decided irrevocably to do it, wouldn’t it make sense, at least, to be discreet? To allow yourself at least some possibility of escape?

Remus, who had been so cloaked, so covert, at the beginning of his criminal career, had become a grandstander toward the end. That, too, was a foreign impulse to Charlie. But perhaps that inclination, combined with the hatred, the sense of loss and jealousy and bitterness, explained it. He needed not just to kill her, but to do it publicly, to demonstrate the depth of his agony, the extent of her betrayal. To paint himself as the victim, in some pathetic way.

Or was it something else, a sudden rage so explosive that it was simply uncontrollable? Again, this was not an emotion Charlie could re-create in himself. He could only imagine it abstractly. Even after seeing his friends and comrades slaughtered, he had killed with icy calculation. There had been no room in France for other emotions. The men who let them come either died or cracked.

Or insanity, he supposed. That might explain it. But he wasn’t going to allow that, not in this case. Remus was no more insane than any other man on the street that morning. He hadn’t tried to play that card yet, but the possibility still floated out there. The game was still very new.

Charlie made a note to talk with Walt about this question of motivation. It intrigued him.

A gust of wind came up and whistled in the treetops. He knelt at the curb and listened again. A motorcar passed.

He saw it, then. On a rounded cobblestone. There had been no rain. A dark splash, a tear-shaped stain. Blood. He had not bothered to look for it before, when he was here. Its apex pointed to the north. She had run this way. A chill passed through him, and a shudder of the excitement of discovery, of touching a hidden thing.

He waited for another machine to pass, then stepped into the road and bent over. Here, another stain a few stones farther up. And there, another, beyond that. Connecting dots. A car came and pulled abruptly into the oncoming lane with a toot of its horn. He did not look up at it. Here, now, a large black splash, the size of a man’s fist. No teardrop this. He squatted and brushed his fingers over it.

The teardrops resumed. More splashes. He followed until the trail ended abruptly. This must be where she was loaded into the vehicle that took her in.

He straightened and felt a slight wave of dizziness. Sam watched him through the glass of the Pierce-Arrow fifty yards back. The wind whispered. Remus must have walked off somewhere in here, up this hill to the south.

It occurred to him that Remus was a Hun.

She had worn black, Dodge said. To a divorce.

What in Christ’s name would possess a man to do this?

He waved Sam forward.

“The Alms,” he said as he got in.


*


“A terrible business,” the manager was saying. “Terrible. She was a longtime resident. We knew her well.”“How long?” Charlie asked.

“Oh, on and off for years. She closed up the house, you know, sometime after he, Mr. Remus, went to prison. In ’24 or ’25. This became her home, in Cincinnati.”

“I know the detectives must have interviewed you on the morning of the shooting.”

“No. Wasn’t here, I’m afraid. Happenstance. Didn’t see a thing. Heard about it when I got back.”

“Well, anyway, can you show me the room?”

Charlie followed the manager into the elevator. He said, “Did you ever see him?”

“Who?”

“Remus?”

“Oh, well, yes.”

“He visited her?”

“Well, now, years earlier, in ’20, perhaps, or ’21, there was a time when she stayed here. He put her up, paid all the bills, for a couple of months.”

“Is that right?”

“Yessir. Up ’til they were married. I was the assistant manager back then.”


*


They sat together in the restaurant or the lobby, hands clasped, heads together. She’d laugh at the things he said, a delighted, girlish laugh. He just watched her, as if to assure himself she were real. You could see them there often, like that.Sometimes she’d disappear. Then a few minutes later he’d be gone, too. You were to think he’d left, but of course he hadn’t. The assistant manager knew where he’d gone. Others knew, as well. It was against the law, a violation of the Mann Act, but what could they do? Mr. Remus paid the hotel a lot of money. It bought, among other things, a certain blindness.


*


What struck Charlie first was the sun pouring through the windows of the breakfast alcove. That was why she’d chosen it. She knew the hotel well and she had money, so she would have told them where to put her. A nice southeast corner suite that caught the luxurious morning sunlight.Directly beneath the window sat a small wicker breakfast table and chairs. Across from the alcove, a chintz sofa and chair, a desk and lamp, then a separate bedroom. A comfortable space. According to Remus, she’d stolen millions of his dollars.

The bedroom floor was piled with clothing the detectives had stripped from the armoire. The bureau drawers stood open. They were stuffed with more clothing, except one, which was filled with shoes. Her purses had been emptied onto the bed.

In the bathroom, the stuff of a woman’s toilet—makeup, brushes, soap, perfume, a conditioning salve for younger-looking skin—lay scattered on the counter. Her mess or the detectives’? A floral scent lingered. He bent and sniffed the perfume atomizer with its little cloth bulb. Lilac. He looked at himself in the mirror, straightened his tie.

In the room he took off his coat and laid it on the back of the chintz chair. In the bedroom again, he stood, looking. Some of her undergarments hung from the third bureau drawer. He wondered if the detectives had taken any special interest in them, held them up to each other, whistled maybe. What a humiliation, to have your life exposed. But that was just death. Every death was ignominious.

On the bed, he saw, it was not just the contents of the purses. A carved wooden box lay overturned as well, its lid beside it. He moved it. Two photographs lay beneath it. In the first a mother and a father stood on either side of a pony, upon which sat a girl of perhaps ten. It was the lawyer Ring and his wife and his daughter, Imogene. None of them smiled, but they did not look unhappy. The second photograph was of a smiling uniformed soldier, an Enfield resting in his arms. Her first husband. Eleanor had an almost identical shot of Charlie somewhere among her possessions.

Next to the photographs lay a small book with a green leather binding and a leather band with a metal clasp that fit into a lock attached to the front. The band had been cut. The first entry was dated March 15, 1920, the last, May 23, 1921. That’s why the detectives had left it. It didn’t concern them.

She would have been twenty-five, twenty-six, years old.

Charlie carried it out to the wicker glass-topped table in the alcove in the lovely cascading rails of light. He sat in a wicker chair and crossed his legs, and read:




Monday, March 15, 1920

I need to walk, especially when I can’t help being in this city. To be out of the stuffiness, in the air, the rain, the light, to breathe . . .


Sometimes Laura walks with me. After I retrieve her from Father’s offices, we window shop along the Eastern Row, then walk west into the city center. Traffic is terribly heavy, streams of motorcars and horse carriages and the electric street cars, and I wonder sometimes what will happen, one day, when it all just gets so busy no one can move . . .








A FINE BORDEAUX







Farther north they went, sometimes clear to the Findlay Market past the hawking vendors with their carts of fruit or bread or fish or flowers or vegetables, and the people shouting and dealing and trading and carrying baskets of the goods they’d purchased. Sometimes they spent the entire time just walking, hungry only for talk and sometimes not even that, for Laura knew everything, more even than Father and Mother, so what need was there to talk of it? So much was in the past now, receding faster and faster each day into history where it would stay forever. But what the past had wrought had left her here, alone but bound, frustrated, unhappy. Sometimes she felt sorry for herself. She told Laura she was horrible and spoiled and Laura should just tell her to stop it, and sometimes Laura did.Laura was five years older. She was thirty and she’d worked for Imogene’s father for ten years. From the beginning, when Imogene was still practically a girl, Imogene had worshiped her, and Laura had taken her in, shared confidences, listened. It had changed between them, of course, as Imogene grew up and found her place in the world, which was a very different place than Laura’s, but they had remained close, and there were still things Imogene told Laura that no one else knew.


*


On Wednesday it was to be the Sinton—good food, sublime food, was as much a release sometimes as walking.She arrived at the offices at noon. Laura was finishing something so she sat outside the oak balustrade where the clients waited. She had a view back into a conference room where this new client, George Remus, sat alone, writing, waiting no doubt for Father. She knew from the way Father spoke of Remus that he was pleased to have him, which simply meant that Remus would generate plenty of income. He was in some lucrative business or other.

A radiator hissed and high overhead a wooden fan forced the heated air back down, but it already felt hot and dry. Outside a streetcar passed loudly and in its wake, the sounds of traffic—the wheezy percolations of motorcars, the clacking of hooves and the heavy rumble of wagons, the voices of the pedestrians who risked their very lives passing through it all—rose together and were amplified in the high domed plaster and wood overhead. She watched Mr. Remus working when suddenly he looked up at her, directly into her eyes. She looked away for a moment, then back. She smiled, and he nodded. He continued to look. She did not feel that she could look away. It was rude to stare, but he seemed to imply nothing by it nor did he seem self-conscious, he just looked, regarding, as if he was thinking of something far away, as if they were both far away, someplace else altogether.

“Imogene. A word?” It was her father. She followed him back, rolling her eyes at Laura as she passed. Laura smiled.

He shut his office door and said, “One A.M?”

“Father?”

“And your mother tells me she smelled liquor on your clothing, and cigarette smoke.”

“Does it strike you as odd that Mother sniffs my clothing? It does me.”

“Imogene,” he said. “You’re out with these sorts of . . . people who . . .”

“Just because it’s illegal now—” She knew he kept bottles of it locked away in his study.

“It’s not the legality, but the sort of person who drinks it in public, who goes to these places.”

“I don’t know what you mean. I go to hear the music. I’m certainly not getting drunk, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Music.” He didn’t even like her to play rags on the piano at home. He said, “You have a station in this city, Imogene. You’ve suffered a terrible tragedy, but it doesn’t excuse . . . this sort of thing. And now that you’re living under my roof again—”
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