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—Sam Dracoff


BOOK ONE


Chapter 1

Farlan Amory Adams

The byword of my upbringing was everything in moderation. I had been preceded by six generations of wealth and accomplishment. My forebears were concerned with constraint and appearances, yet now I was trapped in the maw of an obsession that chewed away genes, schooling, ethics, and good sense because the demon in my heart had metastasized into my brain: Where is she now? What is she doing? What is she thinking?

She is Susan Sarah Whitcomb, once my student at the Columbia Law School, now an advocate practicing trial law as if the courtroom were invented for her. I have told myself that she is too young, yet how can one say that a woman in her late twenties is too young for a man just past fifty?

Was she a great beauty who turned the heads of passers-by? Not really. Her light brown hair, once blond I am certain, artfully tossed to make it seem windblown, cried out to be touched. Her thin-bridged nose was quite ordinary. Her blue-green eyes followed me about the classroom as if videotaping my words and gestures. If her head seemed exquisitely poised to me, it was because the head and face were hers. She sometimes moved her arms and hands as if she were conducting an orchestra in a subtle pianissimo, but that could have been because I was sometimes tempted to be that orchestra.

I am not a womanizer in the ordinary sense. While the externals that entice the eye give me pleasure, it is the output of a keen-edged brain that forces my priapic blood to stir. I told myself that her brilliance was not original, that she did well because I taught her to do well. The truth is I had never before had a student who extorted my best instruction as she willed. I wanted to tell myself that Susan Whitcomb is irremediably flawed, but I found no evidence to support my wish because by then the demon had corrupted my senses. I used to think words had power, and language was a sword, but the words that enabled me to seduce attention in the classroom and applause in the lecture hall now seemed as useless as an apple in Eden tunneled by worms.

You who have experienced requited love know that the mutuality of a happy mating will in time bring a certain peace. How I lust for that tranquillity. Yet I know the white water of my obsession will not be calmed until I rid the world of the man who stands in my way.

Who among you hasn’t at a peak of anger wished for the death of another? The only obstacles I have are the moral law that all of us find gifted ways of circumventing when it suits our purpose, and the law of the courts, which as a lawyer I am doubly sworn to uphold.

It was early in the morning of the first Sunday of December that I went to execute my claim. Of course I had planned carefully. It was Susan herself who, in her innocence, told me what I needed to know. When Susan was with David, she said, the nurse took a break. On Sunday mornings, when the wicked overslept and the good, like David’s loyal weekend nurse, took ninety minutes to pay her respects to the Trinity, David was alone for an hour and a half. Within a week he was being moved to some place in Washington, which left me very little time to do what I have to do.

*

The house, three stories built of an ochre-colored brick by an architect with taste, had a small brass plaque on its dark green front door that proclaimed S.F.A. NESBIT, M.D., F.A.C.S., and in smaller letters, OBSTETRICS, BY APPOINTMENT ONLY. It was all quite clever because the inscription on the plaque was too small to be read from the street even by someone with perfect vision. Your curiosity had to be sufficient to cause you to lift the latch of the wrought-iron gate and walk fifteen feet to the door. And if by chance you were interested in what Dr. Nesbit had to offer and wished to make an appointment, you could search the phone directory under Nesbits or Physicians till doomsday and not find any at that address.

The ground floor did indeed have a doctor’s office, but the doctor was present only twice a week and usually went directly to the third floor to make his examination of the solitary patient there. That floor had had all the sills removed so that a wheelchair could be rolled readily from room to room. It was perfect, Susan had said, for someone who could not stay long in a public or private hospital or nursing home. She said it was so peacefully sequestered that she had even thought at one point of moving in there with him!

I came in precisely as I had planned, through the gate of what had once been a thriving garden, down the back basement steps to the door, which was locked, of course. People test doors to see that they are shut. But to the door’s immediate left was a window from which, with foresight, I had removed the latch a week earlier when I came with Susan ostensibly to visit the sadly crippled man.

The bottom half slid up easily enough. I looked around. Not a soul. It was awkward clambering over the windowsill like a thief, but once inside I lowered the window and let a breath of satisfaction escape. What man as a youngster has not felt the fearsome pleasure of trespassing?

I heard the music, a Gregorian chant. It sounded like the Deller Consort, and I couldn’t help wondering for a moment how a man with David Smith’s proclivities had trained himself to listen to something like that. He would, of course, be in the room with the music. The door bottom, which looked strangely nude without a sill to meet it, let a fan of light into the darkened hallway. Wearing gloves, of course, I turned the knob.

He was sitting amid the clutter of medical apparatus in his electric wheelchair, staring straight ahead as a man will do who cannot hold a book in his hands. He may have thought it was his nurse come back early, for there was the definite perk of surprise in his eyes, immediately replaced by what could pass as a smile, as if he might have been expecting me to return. The thought occurred to me that a witness who knew of David Smith’s heroism might want to defend him, and I would say: What good is his heroism now that neither he nor the world can benefit from it?

And so we support our sins with reason. I once heard a hunter say that it is easy to kill a running animal, particularly if it is running away. But if an animal stops and turns and fixes its eyes on you, how difficult it is to pull the trigger.

Smith was silhouetted against the bright light from the window. I moved a step or two to the side so that I might see him clearly.

His eyes followed me. Should I pull the blinds? No one could possibly see into that window.

I suddenly realized I was dallying and that it was perfectly possible for David Smith to charge me in his electric wheelchair, in which case my mission would be found out but its object not achieved. What a waste!

“You expected me,” I said.

He nodded.

“You can perfectly well use your voice,” I said.

He nodded.

“There is absolutely nothing you can do to make Susan happy,” I said.

Again he nodded, his silence more frightening than any sound. Was this a trap?

I quickly looked about to see if the pistol Susan said they’d discovered under his mattress was anywhere within his reach.

“Don’t be a fool,” he snapped, “my hands don’t work. Besides, they took it away.”

“Look, I’m terribly sorry about your condition,” I said, “but one must face the facts. Susan won’t be able to live her own life while you’re around. I can’t have her following you to that place in Washington.”

“Let Susan alone,” he said, his face looking cadaverous compared to that one romantic photograph Susan imprudently carried of him.

“I have no intention of hurting her,” I said.

I’d reached into my left pocket for the capsule. “I brought this for you,” I said, extending my hand until it was inches from his mouth. Suddenly he twisted his head, the one part of his body that seemed to respond adequately to his commands, and butted the cyanide out of my hand.

I had to get down on all fours like an animal to retrieve it from under the white metal supply cabinet.

“Why incriminate yourself?” he said. “They’d know in a minute that I couldn’t get my hands on something like that. They don’t even trust me with aspirin.”

The hubris of that man, thinking himself still in charge!

“You’re a fumbling idiot, Adams,” he said. “Use the Coke bottle.” I saw the empty bottle. I didn’t understand his instruction.

“Just smash the bottle on my head, then heave me out the window. They’ll think my fractured skull was from the fall. Just be damn sure you take the bottle away with you.”

“I’ve never hurt anyone,” I said.

“Bullshit.”

“I mean I’ve never tried to kill anyone. You’ve killed many times.”

“That’s right, chum. Pick up the damned bottle. Hold it by the small neck like you hold your thing when you’re whacking off.”

I seized the bottle by its neck.

“That’s it, baby,” he said. “Don’t leave any glass behind. Raise the bottle, or can’t you get that up either? Aim right here,” he said, bobbing his head. “Between my eyes.”

“You bastard!” My trembling hands swung the bottle at his head with all my living strength.


Chapter 2

Susan Sarah Whitcomb

Maybe it wasn’t a fluke. Maybe some higher power buzzed my buzzer and said Hey, why don’t you register for Professor Adams’s crowded course? If he doesn’t live up to his rep, you can always switch. They say Adams doesn’t bullshit you with high principles. He tells it like it is out there. Besides, he has the best rep in the Law School for keeping his students awake.

The clues I got came from Annie the night four of us decided to celebrate the beginning of a semester. It was our last night as law school grinds without an assignment that had to be completed by morning. Armed with six-packs, we chose a no-men evening so we didn’t have to listen to the pitch of yet another male looking for a place to park his motorcycle for the semester.

I zeroed in on frizzy-haired extra-tall Annie because she’d already taken Adams’s course in trial work. “What’s he like?”

Annie squatted down Indian-style, facing me. “I got to warn you, Susie,” she said, “Adams’s taller than I am, dresses in Ralph Lauren, shoots his cuffs, and is the biggest snob south of Boston, but…” Annie stood up to get her beer can, “…he is a Philadelphia mainline version of street smart. He’ll tell you how to gut your best friend and make her think somebody else did it.”

Annie clunked her beer up against mine in a toast. “Here’s to you and not to him. Susie, this man professes the law but he’s really a Svengali who’ll make you wet just by talking. I had dreams about his tongue coming at me. I warn you, Susie, wear out a ballpoint in class, but don’t go near his office alone or you’ll get pregnant just listening to him.”

*

We flapped away past midnight about professors past and professors to come, about the fate of the world, about men and how lucky we were not to have to carry all of that equipment around in our underwear. I faded first. At four a.m. I slunk off to my cubicle—a room I refused to call a room because it was smaller than the legal minimum for a jail cell.

I had three hours sleep, minus one bad dream about beer bottles that drank people. When I swung my feet out of bed and headed for the john, my slippers were encased in lead. In the mirror my face looked red and white like a big radish. What I wanted was: back to bed. I forced myself to take an ice-cold shower, which got me awake enough so I could pull on my light-blue V-neck with the front in front instead of in back.

*

I always thought of my father as just five ranks below president, which is an exaggerated way of describing a brigadier general. What I had in mind for myself was to be the first female Attorney General of the United States. It wasn’t a question of ambition, it was a matter of natural selection. All I had to do was find the right loopholes to swim through, and one of those might be Professor Adams’s course.

*

I got to the Fellows Lecture Hall just before showtime. It was a huge half-rotunda, with rows of seats going more than halfway up to the ceiling in the rear, and damn near full. What was everyone doing here? Who the hell wanted to be in a class this big? Luckily I spotted the one empty seat before someone else did. I was not about to spend an hour trying to stand up as well as keep awake.

No sooner had I gotten my ass squirmed into the seat than the man himself sauntered in. Like Annie said, Adams was tall, all right, and dressed with exquisite class. He had the walk of a man who owns the right of way. Arms outstretched to each side of the lectern, he eyeballed the rabble from left to right as if he were counting the house. Bunches of students were still chattering, their way of saying we pay so fucking much for tuition it’s your job to get our attention

He didn’t shush us. He just froze as if he were posing for a photograph. When you noticed that, you stopped talking. I could see it happening, first in one group, then another. Finally, the last holdouts noticed they were the only ones still talking and shut up.

“That,” Professor Adams said, “is my first lesson in trial law. The jury is an audience. You can capture their attention, as I did yours, by standing stock still. If they are focused on you, everyone else’s attention will be also.”

My attention was on him all right. I noticed his cufflinks, which I hadn’t seen on anybody in years.

“The first few sentences you speak,” Adams continued, “are critical. That’s when the jury starts forming its opinion of you. That opinion, for better or worse, will rub off on the client you are defending. If they think you’re a jackass, they’ll think your client is a jackass for hiring you. If you go in unprepared, take too long to make a point, muff your direct examination and then botch your cross, your client will have lost his money or his freedom, depending on what’s at stake. Half the battle is that very first impression you make. Is that fair? Of course not. Is it fair if you go to a party dressed like a slob and strangers think you’re a slob?”

Adams moved away from the lectern. “Let’s try an opener.” He held his hands up, palms facing us. “You are here,” he said, lowering his hands, moving towards us, standing right up against the first row of faces that had to look up to see him, “to judge the truth or falsehood of certain facts. The future of a fellow human being who, under the law, is at this moment…”

Adams had lowered his right hand to rest on the bushy hair of one of the male law students in the first row.

“…just as innocent as you are…”

He got his laugh, from me and everybody else.

“There you have it,” Adams said. “If this young fellow were the defendant, I probably wouldn’t put my hand on his head, I’d let it rest on his shoulder like this because I wouldn’t want you to laugh. You know damn well you aren’t innocent. I don’t know you and I’d be willing to wager there isn’t a student in this rotunda who qualifies for beatification. I’m saying that this defendant is probably as imperfect as you are. What have I done?”

For a scared second I thought Adams was going to point to me, but the target for Adams’s finger was a lanky guy two rows in front of me.

“You’re registering the idea that innocence isn’t perfect innocence,” said the student.

“And what else?”

“You’ve set us up to recognize anything negative in the defendant as a failing we might share.”

“Which means you’re identifying with the defendant, right?”

The mob of student heads moved to affirm.

Adams hardly paused before there was a rush of new energy in his voice.

“Now I’m the prosecutor,” Adams said. He passed a hand in front of his face as if wiping a mask away.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” he began, stopped, and strode over to near where I was sitting. He pointed a finger at the guy next to me, a cherub with a badly managed mustache that didn’t fit his face. “Why am I addressing them as ladies and gentlemen?”

“It’s a convention, sir,” said the mustache.

“That expression,” Adams said, striding across the front of the room in full performance, “compliments the jury because jurors by and large are not the ladies and gentlemen of our society but the soldiers of society who can be easily led. The ladies and gentlemen, if any, are removed by peremptory challenges. The function of jury selection is to remove anyone who shows signs of initiative, higher education, an ability to lead or to think for themselves because people like that try hard to keep prejudices in check. The aim of jury selection is to pick citizens susceptible to prejudice.”

Of course we all laughed at the sting of truth. Hey Annie, this guy isn’t half bad.

When the wave of laughter ebbed, Adams said, “As the prosecutor, I intend to play on your prejudices and lead you by the nose to a conviction. Why am I so intent on a verdict? I may tell the TV camera that I’m on a moral crusade, but the crusade I’m on is my career.”

Adams got the silence he wanted. “None of you want to be somebody’s assistant DA forever. We all want to fill our scorecard with convictions so some large firm with a need for litigators will snatch us out of our government job and put us where we can in due course share partners’ gold. The person in the dock is a stepping stone in our career. And so we have to say, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, a crime has been committed. A crime of violence. Not battery. Not mere assault. But the ultimate crime, the taking of a human life. The evidence we will put before you will demonstrate that there is not a scintilla of doubt among the experts, the police investigators, the forensic scientists, that John Doe, who had fifteen knife wounds in his body, did not die a natural death but was murdered by a hand not his own. We are here to examine the facts in order to conclude whose hand it was that committed the crime of Cain and took it upon himself to end the life of another human being.’”

Adams had walked over to the left side of the first row and stopped in front of a female student. He held his hand, palm down, inches above her head. “Of course,” he said, “I would get as close as I could to the defendant without touching him or her, and say, ‘What have we here?’ What we have, of course, is a play with the following plot: A was murdered by B. The police identified B as this woman,” he pointed down to the student immediately beneath his hand, “and the District Attorney thought the evidence against this particular person sufficient to pass the responsibility of determining the facts to you.”

I was wide awake now, and yes I thought he was funny and dramatic and clever, and the combination of the way he looked and performed was a real turn-on. I was surprised to find myself holding my hand up.

The elegant man seemed to look me over carefully before he acknowledged my raised hand.

“Professor Adams,” I said, “I thought the prosecutor and the defense counsel were both officers of the court.”

“They are.”

“Aren’t officers of the court supposed to help discover the truth?”

Adams coughed gently into his cupped hand. “That,” he said, “is a truly noble thought. I suggest you stow your noble thoughts in your locker. This is a course in the mechanics of the real world.”

I started to protest but he cut me off. “Your definition is factually correct. But in terms of how our system works at trial, it is naïveté incarnate. The only way a lawyer can get away with the practice of that belief is to avoid having clients.”

I couldn’t be sure if they were laughing at his comment or at me.

“The fact is,” he continued, “that each officer of the court has a client. One is the defendant’s advocate. The other is the plaintiff’s. And both have a much greater interest in winning for their clients no matter where the truth lies. Young lady,” he was suddenly addressing me in particular, “the department secretary will telephone you to schedule a conference in my office. You cannot go on to a law career while seriously ill with innocence.”

*

The son-of-a-bitch was a fox. In one stroke he’d pinned my ears in public and forced me to register for his damn course so I’d have a forum for fighting back.

Even his office proved to be a turn-on. Most of the faculty offices I’d been in looked out at the wall of the building next door. Nothing like that for this guy Adams. The double windows behind his desk could have been a framed portrait of the campus. To the right of the windows was a large plant, I mean a giant man-eating eight-feet-high plant tickling the ceiling with its topmost huge green leaves, dark green as if the plant had been cared for. In my dorm cell the leaves of the one plant still alive from last semester were turning a lighter green every week and showing their veins.

One side of the room was wall-to-wall books. Only one shelf was devoted to the sets you saw in law offices. The rest were real books that looked as if they’d actually been read.

He looked at me looking.

Okay, I’m a sucker for a room like this, nice view, big plant in good shape, lots of tempting books to browse through.

On the other wall was a gallery of photo-portraits, most of them signed. I recognized some of the judges and public figures. Who were those people to Farlan Adams? And he to them?

I felt I had to say something. “I like your room,” I said.

“So I see.” He said it as if I’d come out with something much more personal. A room could be very personal. This one felt as if it had a bed in it. Was it me reacting to him reacting to me? Or was I being influenced by Annie’s cracks?

“Please have a seat,” he said, with a quick glance up. I got a half-second forced smile. Then his gaze went back down to the card I’d had to fill out with my name, dorm, place of prior degree, parents’ home, whatnot.

One thing I’d learned about the adversarial system is that you can say almost anything provided you say it in a soft voice. And so in my softest I said, “Why’d you pick on me, Professor Adams?”

“Please sit down, Miss Whitcomb.”

The chair alongside his desk was one of those ancient bentwood creations designed to make sitting still an achievement. His own high-backed leather throne looked damn comfortable.

“You haven’t answered my question,” I said.

He looked up from my card. “Witnesses have to answer questions, Miss Whitcomb.”

Of course people are supposed to look at you when they speak. But when they examine you with their eyes the way Adams was examining me, it’s not exactly polite.

A significant percentage of any female student’s energy is devoted to saying no, not now, later, never to predatory males. I’m not a prude, just particular. Did Adams think he was dealing with a high school girl?

He leaned forward in his high-backed chair, reached for a pipe, and started filling it from a black leather pouch.

“Your Honor,” I said, “was finding fault with my statement that lawyers on both sides are officers of the court.”

He seemed amused by my calling him his honor. He said, “Mind if I smoke?”

“As a matter of fact I do.” Maybe it was rude. Well, it was rude of him to stuff his pipe first, then ask.

He put the pipe aside.

“Let us suppose,” he said, “this was the medical school. Instead of your trying to live up to being an impartial officer of the court, the gospel held up to you is the Hippocratic oath. Now you know, Miss Whitcomb, that doctors honor that oath when it’s convenient and profitable for them to do so and otherwise ignore it to the extent they can this side of malpractice. The percentage of enrollees in medical school whose primary goal is to serve the medical needs of East Africa or the Louisiana bayous, say, is too small to put on a graph. And even most of them come back from a first tour of duty feeling that the world had better help itself from now on.”

I was going to respond but he did his hand-holding-up-traffic-cop trick that stopped me cold.

“I know,” he said. “You’ve thought of being a public defender.”

“As a matter of fact I have.”

“That’s an inaccurate statement. You’ve thought of being a public defender for a while.”

“Of course.”

“And then leaving the indigent to other inexperienced newcomers while you go off to become a high-priced litigator, having sharpened your talents on the poor.”

“That’s not fair!”

“Fair to you, or fair to them? Before you brand my views, please remember that I am here to share my experience as well as my knowledge, and both have made it absolutely clear to me that lawyers can’t possibly serve as officers of the court if they want to do a good job for whoever hired them, even if it is the state. We don’t give degrees in altruism here, we prepare brighter-than-average lawyers-to-be to make more money than the President of the United States.”

I finally got my chance. “Professor Adams,” I said, “if money is the goal you preach, why don’t you set an example?”

“You’re invading my privacy.”

“Law professors don’t make as much as practitioners, do they?”

“Are you always this outspoken?”

“Only when pushed. Or preached at.”

“Young lady, I don’t preach, I describe reality to young people whose heads are filled with idealistic junk.”

“Do you give a short course in ambulance chasing?”

Adams actually laughed. “Not at Columbia. Not yet, anyway. Most of the lawyers we train go to work in the law factories, their time clocks ticking away.”

“And what you do is waste your life training them?”

His eyes wouldn’t let go. I looked away first. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to be impudent.”

“No, no, no,” said Adams, “the ability to ask a question like that is the mark of someone who might do well in the courtroom. Most successful trial lawyers can contrive questions that go well beyond impudence if they help win a case.”

For a moment he looked longingly at his pipe, then said, “Have your questions at school always had a cutting edge?”

“Yes.”

“I like that,” he said.

“Most teachers haven’t. The best have.”

“Thank you for what I presume is a compliment.”

“It was intended.”

“Well then, you have charmed an answer from me. The fact is that I am here because my family has been well-to-do for several generations, which gives me the freedom to accept Columbia’s pittance instead of five hundred K a year from Skadden Arps. I elected to teach because I enjoy the pleasure of seeing my best students out there occasionally setting precedents. I like guessing how each will turn out. I hope when you find your niche, whatever it is, that you savor it as much as I do mine.”

“Professor Adams, I appreciate your attention, but if I don’t have the makings of a trial lawyer, I’d be wasting time in your course. Isn’t time what lawyers sell the most of these days?”

He smiled his smile. “I think you might possibly turn into quite a tigress as a litigator. An occasional surge of naïveté may hobble you at first, but unlike chronic idealism, naïveté is curable.”

I wanted to write down exactly what he said. I was sure I’d forget it the minute I left his office. Worse, the man was talking to my head and I was feeling it in my body. Annie, what do I do?

Annie would say What does a mouse do when it sees a cat? I stole a glance at his wall of books, and then at his wall of pictures. Why should I escape? I am not a mouse. He’s a handsome tomcat. Why should I jump back into a hole in the wall? This could be fun.

He was still looking at me. Was it my turn to say something?


Chapter 3

Farlan Adams

During the first of our private meetings, I committed the details of her face to memory. And the contours of her body.

She caught me staring.

“Miss Whitcomb,” I said, “what made you choose the law?”

As she began a detailed answer, her words could not compete with the questions churning in my head. Why have I never been able to bring myself to say to a young woman I am a hunter not a fornicator, I enjoy the chase more than the catch. Why do women think of the chase as a male ritual, and that the woman’s role is to twirl away like a dancer, to deny, thwart, block, delay, and then finally give in to the pre-ordained? The exquisite agony of pursuit if managed cleverly can be stretched indefinitely. How superior a pleasure is exploration compared to the mere minute or two of friction and ten seconds of spasm that passes for lovemaking! What is the difference between one lover or another if not his ability to make foreplay a long-lasting delight? Anticipatory relish can be an art with a woman who understands its endless potential.

I suddenly realized Miss Whitcomb had stopped speaking.

“What made you choose the law?” I quickly said.

She smiled. That was the question she had just answered at length.

“In a word?” she asked. “Lawlessness.”

“That can be a clever answer or a wrong answer, depending on what you mean by it.”

She said, “We have come around to admitting reluctantly that children long for discipline. Don’t you agree that most adults also long to know where the boundaries are?”

It was clever of her to put a question to me.

“I do.”

“And,” she immediately continued, “don’t you agree that since the Enlightenment each generation has removed some of the disciplines?”

“True.”

“Isn’t it also true that the main discipline left in society is the body of law that says if you get caught you will be punished? Professor Adams, I firmly believe that the only web that keeps society from disintegrating into anarchy is the law, which is why it fascinates me.”

“Excuse me,” I said, “but is that something you memorized?”

“Of course not. I just thought of it.”

“Then I congratulate you,” I said, wondering what it might be like if instead of sitting across a desk listening to her, I would come home each evening to sit side by side with her on my blue velvet couch, so that as she spoke I could feel her thigh against mine. If circumstance, at the end of an evening, put me in the same bed, it would thwart my plan for the prolongation of desire. What fools are the married men for whom a mere flicker of the satyr’s flame in the middle of the night makes them reach out to their bedpartner for instant gratification. If they only knew as I know that ecstasy is the stretching out of two lovers’ desires in parallel lines that meet only in infinity. There was danger in letting this conversation continue!

I stood to tell her that the meeting was over.

Once upon a time my bachelorhood might have been suspect. I might have felt it necessary to impose a union on my pleasure to keep my colleagues from gossip. Now marriage and parenthood have both become options, releasing me from the need for public deception. I am surrounded by a plenitude of unmarried females as targets of opportunity that I can dally with, and yet postpone—exquisitely postpone—the inevitable. Fools wonder why I exclude attractive married women from my endeavors. Because, my dear fools, married women cheating on their husbands seek to shorten the chase and to get to it. Oh no, the single, unattached female is my ideal.

Why was she smiling? As I moved around the desk, she moved her chair back as if to safety, then stood up, allowing more space between us. I must not frighten her.

I walked her to the door and put out my hand. I felt her palm against my palm, my thumb interlocking with hers for a mere second.

“I believe you’ll make a fine lawyer,” I said, then realized I was still holding her hand and let it go.

She said, “I hope I can be half as good a lawyer as you are a teacher, Professor Adams.”

I opened the door for her, stepped aside, and said “Good-bye” in a way that sounded more like hello.

She turned and walked down the hallway rapidly as if she couldn’t wait to tell her friends about our meeting.

*

The beginning of a semester is always ripe with opportunity.

The department secretary had made an appointment for me to see in my office a certain D. Halpern, an undergraduate who was torn between the law and another discipline and wanted some advice.

D. Halpern proved to be a young woman, very petite with blond hair that was gathered in back and fell halfway to her tiny waist. She wore high gray leather boots, but above them her legs and thighs were bare up to the bottom of a very short skirt not then in fashion. As my eyes took her in, I tried to listen intently as she described the forces that pulled her in opposite directions.

I had to say something, if only to relieve my pulse. “Why do you call yourself D. Halpern?” I asked.

“You assumed I was male.”

I nodded.

“Therefore you were surprised when you saw me.”

“Yes.”

“And in that moment of surprise I had the advantage, right? An advantage that usually belongs to the interviewer, not the interviewee, correct?”

“Young woman,” I said, “we need go no farther. Anyone who thinks as you do would make an excellent courtroom lawyer.”

I was flying on automatic pilot, imagining long hours with my new find, when suddenly I caught myself. Was I betraying my hoped-for relationship with Susan Whitcomb? A lure was safe, I told myself, a tie frightening

Nevertheless, I decided not to pursue D. Halpern any further.

In my silence, it was she who stood up. “I want to thank you,” she said, holding out her hand.

I shook it, of course, and felt the firmness of grasp that always pleasures me in man or woman. She turned to go. I watched the slow roll of her derriere as she walked to the door, smiled, and closed it behind her. Pity.

*

Later that same afternoon near Low Library I saw Susan at a distance, walking with a young man. I wanted to run across the campus, swing the young man around by his shoulder, and shout What are you doing with her?

Was I, who previously cared not one whit about whom my Beatrices actually went to bed with, jealous of Susan Whitcomb walking on the campus with a male who wasn’t me? This first twitch of exclusivity was both foreign to me and incredibly exciting.

I did something I had never done before. On some idiotic pretext, I got her telephone number from the bursar’s office and recorded it in my book of private phone numbers at home.

*

I began to look forward with keen anticipation to each hour in which she would be part of my audience. I searched for some reason to entice her into the privacy of my office again. Then, after the passage of weeks in which longing wormed its way through my body and into my brain, one day Susan failed to show up for my lecture class. I broke my rule and didn’t start precisely on time, hoping she would come in late and breathless. I looked insanely across each row to make sure I hadn’t made a mistake. Was she ill? Had she abandoned me? The students were restless. I had to start. My tremulous voice hardly carried me through the hour. When it ended at last and students clustered around me with questions, I waved them away. I all but ran through the crowded corridors to my office, afraid of being knocked over, of falling, of tearing a rent in the knee of my trousers like a boy. Safely inside, I phoned Susan’s room. It rang for an eternity, three, four, five times. Had she left school without telling me? On the ninth ring she answered in a voice thinned by sleep.

“Who is it?” she said.

Who indeed? Why was I calling?

“I didn’t see you in class,” I said as calmly as I could.

She was silent for a moment, thinking what?

“Sorry,” she said. “Woke up with the flu.”

I wanted to say that I would come take care of her, sponge-bathe her feverish body, prepare broth, juices, whatever she needed to get well fast.

“Anything I can do to help?” I asked helplessly.

“Sorry I missed today’s lecture.”

“I’ll let you see my notes. If anything’s unclear I’d be happy to elucidate.”

“That’s very kind, Professor Adams,” she said. “I’d better get back to bed now.” And she hung up.

What must she think of my strange call? What must I think?

*

Susan next visited me in my office without an appointment. She just opened the door a bit, stuck her head in, and said, “Busy?”

I still had half a dozen or more papers to review. “Please take a seat,” I said. “I see you’re well.”

“Much better.”

I was tempted to tell her I wasn’t much better.

“I’m sorry to burst in like this,” she said, “but I was reading the Weinstein horn book and getting the drift that opinion evidence is generally inadmissible except for experts. Yet in reading excerpts from trial transcripts, I see a lot more opinion than fact. Is Weinstein right?”

I wanted to crawl up to her. To touch her ankle, her leg, perhaps even her thigh.

“Well, Miss Whitcomb,” I said, “an ambitious, energetic young lawyer can move to strike every opinion, but a motion to strike, if sustained by the judge, calls attention to what has just been said. If not sustained, it calls just as much attention. Therefore a smart or experienced lawyer will minimize his motions to strike.”

Susan suddenly stood up as if to go. Quickly I said, “I would like you to remember that every trial is really two trials taking place simultaneously.”

She sat back down.

“One of these trials, you might say, is a simplification of the issues designed to persuade the jurors that your cause is just and that the other side is wrong. At the same time, a quite different second trial is taking place, designed to convince the judge that the law and precedent are on your side. My advice is to conduct the second trial at the bench so that only opposing counsel and the judge hear you because you don’t want to confuse the jury.”

Had she glanced at her watch? “You know what every judge wants?” I asked.

“A raise in salary,” said Susan. “If he’s not rich.”

“Twice wrong,” I said. “Even independently wealthy judges want a raise in salary. What all judges want even more is not to be reversed by a higher court. Where are you dining this evening?”

The words just came out, surprising me.

“I wouldn’t call what I do dining. I usually grab a bite at a fast food place.”

“One of the great pleasures in life is to relax over a long meal with pleasant company,” I said.

“Well, you can guess what my life is like.”

“Meaning?”

“Cramming, reading, preparing papers, stuff like that.”

“No social life?”

“Oh, I sometimes let loose with friends. You have to or you go nuts. But whenever I stay up late, I regret it the next day.”

“You find law school a grind?”

“Not in your lectures.”

Why was I suddenly so cheered? I’ve been buttered up by scores of students and taken the flattery for what it was. “Do you have a best friend?” I found myself asking.

She hesitated. Had I intruded upon some clandestine relationship? “I’m sorry if—”

“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s just that I have two. Close friends, that is.”

“Male or female?”

“One of each.”

“Is the man the one I saw you walking on the campus with?”

“When?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I lied. I put my hands below the level of the desk so that she wouldn’t see them tremble.

“I know you’ve got work to do,” she said. “Thanks so much for clarifying.”

Nothing is clarified.

“I must go,” she said.

The hell with the papers, please don’t go.

“Thanks again,” she said.

And she was gone.


Chapter 4

Susan

A few months before we were due to get our law degrees, Annie said to me, “I’ll ask you once more. The big bang happen yet?”

I told her, “You keep confusing me with the solar system.”

“I’m not confusing anybody with anything. You’ve been dating Adams for nearly two years.”

“I have not dated him once. I see him.”

“I’ve seen you seeing him.” Annie grabbed a strand of my hair, which is her trick for keeping me from fleeing. “You listen to grandma. I feel responsible.”

“For what? Let go of my hair.”

“For inducing you to sign up for his class.” She let go. “I’m not the only one who’s noticed you two.”

“There’s nothing to notice, Annie. Farlan Adams has never touched me.”

“You’re a liar, Susie. You two take twice as long shaking hands as anybody else does. Honey, he’s double your age. What gives with you two?”

“We like each other.”

“Oh sure. You two stroll on campus as if no one else existed on earth. You’ll end up fucking away your law degree.”

“You don’t understand, Annie. We are not lovers. We are friends.”

Annie put her face twelve inches from mine and said, “Susie, you and I are friends. You and Adams are something else.”

* * *

Early in my last year Farlan had invited me to a dinner he gave at the faculty club for ten people. I was the only student present. I found myself sitting next to the Manhattan District Attorney. In introducing me Farlan simply said, “Susan will make an extremely able litigator. She wants to start out as a defense counsel, without being a prosecutor first. Maybe you can talk her out of it.”

And so the D.A. spent his time trying to get me to think about being a prosecutor, which is what I wanted in the first place. I worked like hell to make an impression. By ten o’clock I’d even agreed to visit the Manhattan D.A.’s offices and let a young Assistant D.A. show me around so I could rethink the error of my choice!

I got the tour at the hands of a red-headed Assistant D.A. named Manny Brustein, who believed that women shouldn’t be prosecutors because their voices are too thin. He didn’t hide his resentment at being assigned to show me around. I decided to show him. By the time we were finished he knew my voice wasn’t thin and that if I ever defended anyone he was prosecuting, he’d better do his homework. He was now saying maybe the boss was right, and I should consider getting some experience by joining the D.A.’s office. I think what young Mr. Brustein wanted me to join was him in bed.

Even if Brustein had attracted me, my bed was filled to capacity. Unlike some of the people I hung around with, for me capacity was two people, me and someone else, and the someone else at the time was Al Papamongian, an actor. I know—Actors Equity says 96 percent of actors are unemployed at any one time. Papamongian, during the five months that we were kind of a thing, was unemployed 100 percent of the time as an actor and employed 100 percent as a waiter in a Sixth Avenue delicatessen. His great gift was being funny, a fulltime off-duty role player. We’d be walking down Broadway looking for a movie we might want to see and Al would spot a New York cop, drop my arm, walk right up to the cop and say, “Excuse me, I’m Al Papamongian, Miami District Attorney’s office, up here on a lead, and I want to say the detectives here have been very cooperative and super-smart. I hope you make detective one day soon, officer, it’s a pleasure meeting you.”

Al would walk off at a brisk pace. Breathless, I’d catch up to him around the next corner so we could laugh our heads off like kids.

The night I met Al he came straight up to me at a party and said, “I’m Al Papamongian, I’m an actor and I need to come up with a stage name by next Friday, can you help me?” How can you resist a come-on like that?

I had about four months of this with Al. I liked him but the funny stuff went lame. Al was a comic, not a wit. In my time with him I got convinced that part of growing up was to chuck the ha-ha stuff. I didn’t want to be a captive audience for somebody else’s never-ending, top-of-the-head script.
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