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To my wife, Martha. There is justice.




Author’s Note



In the summer of 2002, while in the early stages of researching this book, I went to the Cook County courthouse in Chicago to watch a murder trial that left me rather shaken. A young woman got on the witness stand that morning and told a story so ghastly that it prompted people to walk out of the courtroom. I stayed to listen as the woman recounted how she and her boyfriend choked and beat her baby daughter to death while trying to stop her from crying. Then, in a matter-of-fact voice, the woman described the couple’s elaborate and gruesome plan to dismember and dispose of the little body with the help of kitchen appliances, a frying pan, flour batter and hot oil. Her story sounded like some kind of sick joke.

I sat there appalled and deeply disturbed, trying to grasp that this woman was telling a real story about a real little girl who was butchered like a piece of meat because she simply cried, as children do. I wondered how her public defender felt about this, how she was able to handle such a sad and grotesque case. I wondered how this lawyer and her public defender colleagues were able to represent clients accused of such horrible crimes day after day, year after year, while keeping a safe emotional distance and preserving their sanity. What motivated them to come to work in such a dark place?

The woman’s public defender, Marijane Placek, later told me she got cases like that all the time. It didn’t bother her. She refused to let it penetrate the wall she had built around herself. This was her job. And like her colleagues in the Murder Task Force of the Cook County Public Defender’s office, Placek worked with a singularity of purpose: to do the best she could for her client no matter how repulsive the crime—whether she liked her client or not.

I arrived as an outsider to Placek’s world, a corner of the criminal justice system where she and her fellow public defenders on the Murder Task Force labored on behalf of some of the ugliest cases and most unlikable clients. Not all of their clients were accused of such hideous acts as dismembering their victims, but they all were charged with killing another human being, a hideous act in itself. Early on, I found that public defenders like Placek got tired when outsiders asked the same old question: “How can you defend those people?” It’s known in the profession as the cocktail party question. To public defenders it feels more like a provocation, a statement loaded with judgment and preconception, implying that public defending is less than noble, that these lawyers must explain themselves whereas prosecutors do not. It suggests that public defenders represent already guilty clients unworthy of a vigorous defense, much less compassion.

Many public defenders have well-rehearsed answers to the cocktail party question, something along the lines that everybody deserves a defense, that it’s fundamental to our adversarial system of justice, that the accused have constitutional rights that must be guarded and guaranteed. These are all good answers, all noble reasons. But my intention in writing this book was to avoid the cocktail question and seek a deeper understanding of their personal and professional motivations by observing these lawyers and letting their words and actions speak for themselves.

I was fortunate to have met a public defender named Shelton Green, who was the chief of the Cook County Public Defender’s Murder Task Force. His supervised a team of lawyers who specialized in handling only homicide cases. I told Green I was interested in exploring the inner workings of his office with the intention of writing a book. He said that public defenders usually didn’t talk with journalists because they knew their reputation with the public was unfavorable. But he decided to open the door. “People may not like us,” Green said. “But I hope they understand us.” To help foster that understanding, Green allowed me unfettered access to his unit. If lawyers wanted to talk, they could speak freely, unrestrained and uncensored. I visited the office on and off for five years, observing, listening and asking questions.

I hadn’t intended to focus this book on the Murder Task Force at first, but I found its lawyers and cases irresistibly fascinating. They were veteran public defenders who had the benefit of years of experience, knew the system well and practiced law where the stakes were highest. As I watched some of these public defenders in court I knew, as well as they did, that many of their clients committed the crimes for which they were charged. But the lawyers always fought to win, and they savored every minute of the battle. Because I grew to like the public defenders I spent time with, I sometimes rooted for them. I felt a stake in their success, and thought victories over impossible odds would make for better stories in the book. But it didn’t always feel right. I thought about the victims, and the victims’ families, and I’d start to feel guilty for wanting the lawyers to get not-guilty verdicts, unless I truly believed in the innocence of the client. I liked the lawyers, but I hated the crimes.

I felt this struggle of allegiance most profoundly during the trial of Aloysius Oliver, who was charged with murdering a Chicago Police officer named Eric Lee, and whose case became a focal point of this book. Outside of the trial, I got to see what Oliver’s public defenders did not. I saw the pain of the victim’s family and friends, just as I so often had when I was a crime reporter visiting the loved ones of murder victims. I spent time with Officer Lee’s widow and looked into her grief-worn eyes. I went to his parents’ house and sat in their living room, looked at his baby pictures and graduation photos, and watched his parents cry and thought to myself what an awful thing if the man responsible was never brought to justice. That the Lees invited me into their home knowing that I was working on a book about public defenders was an act of graciousness and trust for which I will always be grateful. The Lees understood that as much as they hated Aloysius Oliver, he deserved a defense. They respected the law and the system in which his public defenders worked.

This book is not comprehensive, nor should anyone infer that the public defenders described in these pages are representative of the profession at large or the lawyers who make up the Murder Task Force. It’s a sketch drawn from a small and select group of lawyers who were kind enough to give me their time and share their stories. These are people who are rarely celebrated except among themselves. They have the guts to labor in a difficult and unpopular profession, dedicated to something higher than themselves, unafraid to speak on behalf on those people society would rather cast away. Early on, one public defender told me that anyone who chooses this work has to be fearless and unconcerned whether people like them. It’s not a job for those seeking approval. It’s a job for those willing to rattle cages, make enemies and raise hell. By raising hell, these lawyers honor the law.

—Kevin Davis, June 2006








Chapter One

Killer Defense




“THE ODDS,” Assistant Public Defender Marijane Placek said as she gathered her files for a morning court hearing, “are completely stacked up against us.”

It was just after nine on a brilliant blue Tuesday morning in late April 2003, unusually pleasant and warm for Chicago this early in spring. Outside the massive, gray stone Cook County courthouse at Twenty-sixth Street and California Avenue, a stream of government employees, cops, corrections officers, lawyers, social workers, investigators, jurors, witnesses, felons, petty crooks, drug addicts, gangbangers—the guilty and the innocent—all converged for another day in the administration of justice. Buses disgorged clusters of people out front, and at the corner near the Popeyes Chicken & Biscuits. Waves of others marched across California Avenue from the five-story parking garage, some stopping at the stainless steel paneled lunch truck for coffee and pastries.

“Everybody saw him do it,” Placek continued. She was telling me about her client Aloysius Oliver, a twenty-six-year-old unemployed ex-convict charged with fatally shooting an undercover Chicago police officer. “He did it in front of God, country, and four cops.” Soon after his arrest, Oliver gave a videotaped confession. It seemed as if the state couldn’t have asked for a better case. Placek couldn’t ask for a more difficult one. But she knew that in every case, all was never as it seemed.

Placek was briefing me on the case in her eighth-floor office, a 9-by-12-foot windowless room designed in bureaucratic government drab, with carpeting the color of cherry cough medicine, dull off-white walls, beige metal furniture and stacks of cardboard boxes with words and phrases she scrawled in green ink that said “dope,” “keep mouth shut” and “sick.”

Atop her desk was an old twelve-inch black-and-white television set tuned to Divorce Court, and next to the antenna sat a round purple plastic mirror in which Placek, who was fifty-four years old, could see herself when she spoke on the phone. Her bobbed hair was dyed golden blond with streaked highlights. Her eyes were large and menacing, emboldened by dark mascara, her full lips colored bright red. Taped to the wall were movie posters from The Road Warrior and The Usual Suspects. Behind Placek on the floor was a wire shoe rack, jammed with flats and pumps, boots and tennis shoes; a pair for any occasion, available to match her outfits and moods. The snake-skin cowboy boots were reserved for when she wanted to look like a gunslinger, a nickname she earned in court from her readiness to do battle and shoot up the young state attorneys she liked to intimidate. That morning she decided on a pair of beige pumps to complement her black and brown herringbone outfit, which was comfortably draped over her large frame.

Placek was getting ready to argue a motion, along with cocounsel Ruth McBeth, in which they would try to get Oliver’s confession thrown out, a confession she contended that never should have happened. “Why did he confess? Because the police beat the shit out of him.” That was one of her theories, anyway. She knew of course that the police would contend that Oliver was injured while resisting arrest, and offered his confession voluntarily. “That’s bullshit,” Placek said, her tone sounding angry and a little too loud this early in the morning. “But we probably won’t win the motion. Do you know how far you have to go to prove the police have lied?” She paused and waited for me to answer, then rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Pulheese!”

As she talked, Placek took a pair of scissors from her desk and cut out the crossword puzzles from the Chicago Tribune and Chicago Sun-Times. She would carry them with her to court, as she did every day, so she had something to do while waiting for her cases to be called. There was a lot of waiting in the courtrooms as a never-ending supply of criminal suspects and lawyers lined up to stand before judges to make motions, offer plea agreements and ask for continuances. She slipped the puzzles into her appointment book so the judge couldn’t see them. Judges prohibited reading of newspapers while court was in session.

It was a newspaper headline that initially alerted Placek to the Oliver case, which became one of Chicago’s most highly publicized killings during the summer of 2001. Oliver was charged with shooting Officer Eric Lee, who had tried to stop Oliver from beating a man in an alley behind Oliver’s house. Lee was the fifth plainclothes Chicago Police officer slain in the line of duty in the past three years. The shooting rocked an already deflated department that felt it was losing control in a city where they were powerless over criminals who had no respect for the badge. The state’s attorney vowed justice and declared that Oliver would pay for his crime with the ultimate penalty: death.

At his first court appearance, Oliver told the judge that he couldn’t afford a lawyer, and the judge assigned his case to the Public Defender’s Office. A few days later, Placek walked into the office of her supervisor, Shelton Green, and demanded to be put on the case. This was the kind of case she loved best—high-profile, seemingly impossible, full of land mines, epic battles and headlines. She smelled blood and savored the idea of taking on the cops and prosecutors. Green told Placek that Ruth McBeth, another lawyer in her unit, was already assigned to represent Oliver. Placek wanted in, and let Green know she was going to be on that case, too. It turned out that McBeth already planned to ask Placek to join her, knowing they’d make a perfect fit for this case. Their styles complemented each other—like good cop, bad cop. Placek was a roaring, in-your-face intimidator, a dominant figure who relished the spotlight, commanded the courtroom and drew attention to herself in fiery rhetoric and in florid clothing. McBeth, who was forty-two years old, was low key, more conservative in style and in dress, her wire rim glasses giving her a studious appearance. She tended to wear earthy, more muted colors than her counterpart, and had curly brown-gray hair that fell just below her shoulders. As a lawyer, McBeth was stealthy, steady and cool, preferring a quiet, straightforward approach to her cases, and avoided the media spotlight.

Placek knew the case was going to be tough. But for her, there was an inverse relationship between the difficulty of a case and how much she wanted to try it. That Oliver confessed didn’t matter. It made no difference that there were plenty of witnesses. Placek was not intimidated that the State’s Attorney’s Office would surely put everything it had into prosecuting Oliver and assign their best lawyers to the case. Bring ’em on, she would say. The more hopeless, the more she liked it. “The challenge is why I want it,” she explained. “It’s going to be fun.”

Fun. That seemed like an odd way to describe defending a cop killer. But that’s what it was to Marijane Placek who spoke of cases as if they were chess games, horse races or jousting matches. Like most of her clients, Aloysius Oliver was poor, black and out of work. He was another of hundreds of accused murderers she had represented in her twenty-four years as a public defender. Placek was part of an elite, highly experienced team of lawyers assigned to the Murder Task Force of the Cook County Public Defender’s Office, a group of lawyers that operated in the dark corners of the criminal justice system. They were the lawyers for the damned, paid by the people to represent the enemies of the people, working to thwart prosecution of those accused of some of the most vile, repulsive and cold-blooded killings in Chicago, and in doing so were to seek justice for those defendants who were innocent, and to ask for a measure of mercy for those who were not. Placek took on the Oliver case even though she already had an overbooked schedule of clients, including a woman charged with killing her baby and, with her boyfriend’s help, dismembering it to conceal the crime, and a man accused of raping and killing a two-year-old girl. She would handle those, and a few other murder cases, simultaneously. More would pile up; it was virtually guaranteed. Just a few steps outside of Placek’s office, tacked to a bulletin board, was a newspaper clipping with the headline, “City’s Homicide Rate on Rise.” Next to the headline, someone wrote in red ink, “We have job security” and drew a little smiley face.

 

Ten minutes before Placek had to leave for court, Assistant Public Defender Francis Wolfe walked in to her office, flopped down in a beige tweed stuffed chair and slowly exhaled.

Placek looked sympathetically at Wolfe. “Hi, honey. What you got going today?”

Wolfe, who was seventy-two, was the oldest public defender in Cook County. A former commodity trader, he decided to get a law degree while in his sixties. This was his first job as a lawyer. Placek immediately took a liking to him, became his mentor and brought him along to assist on several cases during his training. Now they were close friends. Wolfe had been paying his dues in a misdemeanor court and was recently assigned to a bigger courtroom at Twenty-sixth and California. He was wearing a tailored navy pin-stripe suit and red bow tie, and looked like a white-haired Gregory Peck in his role as lawyer Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird.

“I’ve got a fraud and embezzlement case,” Wolfe said. “The guy is guilty as hell. I don’t know what I’m going to do.” He sighed in frustration.

“You doing all right?” Placek asked with concern.

“I’m kind of stumbling around.” Wolfe adjusted his hearing aid. “In misdemeanor court, they were kind of nice to me. But here, here they’re so mean.”

“This is the big time.”

“Everyone is so egotistical,” Wolfe complained.

“You got it,” Placek said. “We have to be.”

Placek was interrupted by a phone call. “He already has a costume,” she barked into the receiver. “He’s coming as the Great White Hope.”

She was talking about her dog, Spartacus, who would be marching in a suburban pet parade in the coming weekend. “Yes, Spartacus is a boxer. Get it? No, he’s not coming as Tyson. He’ll be wearing a towel and gloves.”

When she finished the call, Wolfe continued. “I’ve also got a marijuana case today,” he told Placek. “She was caught with more than twenty grams. She claims she’s self-medicating.”

“Honey, dear,” Placek shot back. “Ask her for her prescription.”

Wolfe laughed. “She doesn’t have one.”

“I think you’re shit out of luck.”

Ruth McBeth joined Placek and Wolfe in the office. As McBeth sat down, Joseph Runnion, their law clerk, peeked in. Runnion was scheduled to be a witness for the hearing that morning. He planned to testify about his meeting with Oliver at the jail after Oliver was released from the hospital, offering support for the argument that Oliver was beaten at the police station before he confessed. “He looked like he hadn’t slept or eaten in days,” Runnion told me when I asked about Oliver’s condition at the jail. “And he looked like he had been worked over.”

Placek and McBeth planned to argue this morning that Oliver’s confession was the result of physical and psychological coercion, and obtained out of the bounds of his constitutional rights. McBeth would deliver the opening statement, and Placek would make the closing argument. Placek knew that getting the confession tossed out was unlikely, but it was a motion she filed in case after case because sometimes a judge would find cause. “It takes a very, very brave judge to throw out a murder confession,” Placek explained. But filing the motion had another purpose. By forcing the state to respond to her claims, Placek would get a glimpse at her opponent’s case and witnesses, a strategic move before trial, which could be months down the road. Whether the confession was admitted into evidence probably wouldn’t matter much anyway. “Some confessions you can live with, others you can’t. This one I can live with,” she said.

The reason she could live with it was because Oliver said something at the end of his confession that might save his life.

 

About 9:30 a.m. Placek and McBeth left the office to catch an elevator down to the main courthouse. They wheeled a television monitor and videotape player, along with a cart containing the case files, into the hallway outside the elevator bank. On the west side of the hallway was a picture window overlooking the old Cook County Jail and the newer Department of Corrections lockups that made up a vast campus of brick and stone buildings surrounded by coiled razor wire fencing. Beyond the jail complex was a view of Chicago’s sprawling West Side and the impoverished and crime-plagued neighborhoods from which many of Placek’s clients came. Along 26th Street were the mostly Mexican businesses, the supermercados, carnicerías and fruterias, clothing stores and shops that lead to an arch marking the Little Village neighborhood and gateway to the “Magnifico Mile,” a nickname for the Mexican version of the city’s opulent Magnificent Mile on North Michigan Avenue. Farther out were the smokestacks of the manufacturing plants and warehouses that helped drive Chicago’s blue-collar economy.

As Placek stepped out of the elevator and walked through the halls of the courthouse, people couldn’t help but look at her. She demanded attention, and her presence was as large as her self-described ego. She was heavy and walked with strained gait, slowed by her large frame and the deteriorating cartilage in her knees. She wheeled the case file cart past a bank of metal detectors where deputy sheriffs wearing latex gloves patted down visitors, barking orders, frisking for weapons and contraband, instructing them to take off their belts, hairpins, jewelry and shoes before entering. On the other side of the metal detectors, the men hiked up their drooping pants and looped their belts back on, their buckles clacking in a chorus. On a wall next to the snack shop, which reeked of cigarettes and the sweet smell of frying minidonuts, were computer printouts with the daily court calls. The printouts were tacked in fifteen rows and were three pages deep. Defendants gathered at the wall to look for their courtroom assignments. Placek and McBeth continued to another set of elevators and went up to the sixth floor.

The last time Placek came to court to appear on Oliver’s behalf, the courtroom was filled with cops, some fifty or more. For Placek, it was like walking onto a stage before a hostile audience for which she could not wait to perform. That’s how it was much of the time. If it were not a courtroom that demanded respect and decorum, she might have been booed by the police and victim’s family as if she were a villain making her entrance onto a scene. Every time she walked into a charged room like that, she felt tension, a surge of energy ran through her body, and she primed herself for the fight. “You look out there and you just smell blood,” she told me. During that early hearing, Placek recalled overhearing a cop whisper to Oliver, “We should have fucking killed you when we had the chance.” That was the kind of thing that excited her.

But on this April morning, only a handful of cops was gathered in the hallway when Placek and McBeth emerged from the elevator. They wheeled their carts into courtroom 606, presided by Judge John J. Moran Jr. The lawyers took their seats at a long and well-worn oak table and laid out their case files and legal pads. Placek flipped open her appointment book and removed a crossword puzzle. The courtroom felt old and stately, with high ceilings, brass and metal latticework and leather-backed chairs for the lawyers. The wooden benches in the spectator gallery were worn smooth by the bottoms of thousands who sat in them and defiled by scratched graffiti of gang symbols, names and initials.

About a dozen people were in the courtroom on other business, mostly defendants waiting for a calendar call and the lawyers who were there to offer plea agreements, ask for continuances or file motions. Placek was surprised that only a few police officers were there. A middle-aged black couple walked in and sat in the front row to the right of the judge. They were the parents of Officer Eric Lee, the man Aloysius Oliver was accused of killing. A man in a blue suit walked up and introduced himself to the couple, saying he was the representative of the Fraternal Order of Police, and handed them his business card.

Placek worked on her crossword puzzle at the defense table. Francis Wolfe walked into the courtroom and took a seat beside Placek. He whispered something, and she whispered back much more loudly, revealing that even though she planned to put on a great argument to suppress the confession, she expected to lose. “This motion is going to be denied because it’s the murder of a cop,” she told him, her voice reaching beyond her intended audience into the first few rows where the public sat. “What we’re trying to do is like playing a chess game. You’re looking ten moves down the road.”

More members of Officer Lee’s family trickled in: his widow, Shawn, his partners, a few cops and the victim’s advocate from the State’s Attorney’s Office. Other cops walked in, some in uniform, others in street clothes, some in uniform with Chicago Cubs or White Sox baseball jerseys worn over their blue shirts—an indication that they were off duty, but members of the brethren. Assistant state attorneys David O’Connor and Joe Magats made their way toward the bench. They were well dressed in dark suits, white shirts and ties, and wore their hair short and neat. Their files were in organized piles, and they used three-ring binders to keep everything in order. They did, after all, represent law and order.

Finally, about noon, Moran was ready to hear the motion to throw out Oliver’s confession and called for the bailiff to bring Oliver into the courtroom. The bailiff escorted Oliver to a chair and he sat next to McBeth. He looked small in his loose-fitting jail khakis with large black letters on his chest that said XL and DOC. His hair was cropped short and his face was thin with the beginnings of a mustache and beard. He appeared nervous and withdrawn, and sat silently as Placek nodded in his direction. She looked over to McBeth, who stood up to give the opening statement.








Chapter Two

The Crime




ON THE NIGHT OF AUGUST 19, 2001, on the South Side of Chicago, Aloysius Oliver was sitting on his back porch with his fourteen-year-old girlfriend, Johanna Harris. Aloysius had been drinking beer most of the day, and Johanna was nudged close enough that she could smell the alcohol that lingered on his breath. As they sat and talked, Aloysius heard someone rustling around by the alley. It was just after 9:00 p.m., and the sky had darkened. Aloysius stood up to get a better look. He peered out to see a man urinating in his backyard. Aloysius told Johanna to get his brother, Andres, and cousin, Tommie Leach, who were in the house. Aloysius then went down from the porch to a back door outside the basement where there was an old couch. He fished around underneath it where he kept hidden a fully loaded .357 magnum revolver. He decided he was going to teach this ill-mannered man a lesson.

What Aloysius didn’t know was that five undercover Chicago police officers were standing and talking at the south end of the alley several yards away. The officers were in the neighborhood for a drug sting operation, but their efforts weren’t paying off that night. An informant had just told them a drug house they hoped to bust wasn’t in operation, so now the officers were contemplating their next move. As undercover cops, they tried their best to blend into the neighborhood by dressing casually—wearing blue jeans, oversized sports jerseys and gym shoes. Still, most people who lived in this South Side neighborhood could easily make them out as cops if they saw them driving around in their unmarked cars, those large and wide Ford Crown Victorias with the “M” license plates. While working undercover drug stings like this one, the officers would usually conceal their badges and guns, and take them out when necessary or when they felt they didn’t have to hide their identities. As a matter of routine, they wore bulletproof vests under their jerseys.

Among the officers working that night were Eric Lee and his partner Andre Green, who were friends on and off the job. Both had known each other more than ten years, having attended the police academy together in 1991. They had been partners on the force for about eight and a half years. Andre, thirty-nine, was a father of three; Eric, thirty-eight, had a six-year-old daughter. They were large men, tall and muscular, but with gentle dispositions, at least for cops who worked in one of the city’s most dangerous areas. Their shift began that day at about 5:00 p.m. in the Seventh District of the Englewood community, one of the highest-crime areas of the city. This was a section of the South Side where unemployment was high, self-esteem was low and crack houses and litter-strewn lots marked nearly every block. Eric and Andre were part of a team of cops known as the Englewood Rangers or the 7th Cavalry. “Rangers are no strangers to danger” was their motto.

Not much happened during Eric and Andre’s shift that night. They broke up a drunken disturbance and arrested some people for disorderly conduct and public drinking. Around 9:00 p.m., they were called to assist a group of tactical officers—also known as TAC officers—on a drug surveillance near 63rd and Carpenter Street, a block from Aloysius Oliver’s home. As the officers stood in the alley down from Aloysius’s house, Andre Green saw a man straggle along, unsteady on his feet. Andre tried to start a conversation with him, but the man mumbled, unable to make sense. The man continued to meander north in the alley and then stopped behind the Oliver house to take a leak, temporarily out of the officer’s line of sight.

As the man relieved himself, Andre and Eric remained at the south end of the alley with three other officers: Broderick Jones, Corey Flagg and Vincent Barner. The officers discussed where to go next. As they chatted, Aloysius Oliver, gun in hand, walked down into his backyard. Aloysius’s cousin, Tommie Leach, soon joined him out back, along with a friend, Damon Rogers. Aloysius grabbed the drunk man on the shoulder and asked what he was doing. The man, stinking of booze and barely coherent, tried to walk away. Aloysius started kicking and beating the man, knocking him to the ground. Aloysius recognized him as a local drug addict known as the “Hype,” a nickname for junkies who used hypodermic needles. The Hype pleaded for Aloysius to stop, but Aloysius kept pummeling him as he lay cowering on the ground. All three men beat and kicked the defenseless man. The Hype curled up in a fetal position to try to protect himself.

According to the official police version, and from sworn statements later taken from the officers who were there, this is what happened next: The five officers down the alley heard the commotion and saw the scuffle. Andre Green and Eric Lee volunteered to go down and break up the fight. The two officers began jogging down the alley, with Officer Vincent Barner following behind them by a few steps. As they approached, the plainclothes officers identified themselves and would later say under oath that they had their police badges visible on chains around their necks or clipped to their clothing. None of the officers had a weapon drawn. As Andre stepped closer, he heard one of the assailants say they better break it up because the police were coming. “Man, fuck the police,” Aloysius yelled. “This motherfucker is pissing in my yard.”

Andre came up to the scuffle and tried to be the peacemaker. He told Aloysius and his friends to stop beating up the man, that his offense of pissing in the yard was no big deal and the crime did not fit the punishment. As they talked, Officer Barner, who was a few feet behind them, stepped in closer and saw that Aloysius had his hands in the pockets of his sweatshirt. “Take your hand out of your pocket,” Barner ordered.

Then Barner saw something big and shiny in Aloysius’s left hand and yelled, “He’s got a gun!” The cops scattered for cover while unholstering their own weapons. Aloysius, Tommie Leach and Damon Rogers ran into the backyard. Tommie and Damon headed for a gangway on the north side of the house. But Aloysius stopped for some reason. He turned, raised his gun and fired two shots toward the officers in the alley. The first shot hit Officer Eric Lee in the right ear. Another hit the right side of his head, crashed through his skull, traveled through his brain and came out the left side. Eric fell to the ground.

Tommie and Damon fled down the gangway along the north side of the house. Officer Barner ran down a gangway along the south side in an attempt to parallel the fleeing men and catch them as they emerged onto the street. Unable to see well, Barner fell down a cutout stairwell, got up and continued down the gangway but was stopped by a closed gate. He saw Tommie on Carpenter Street. Tommie was holding a blue steel semiautomatic pistol in his hand. Tommie turned and pointed the gun at Officer Barner, who fired a shot at Tommie first but missed. Tommie continued running and disappeared into the darkness. Officer Barner turned around to go back down the gangway and saw Aloysius at the other end. Barner pointed his gun at Aloysius and yelled out that he was the police.

“You the police?” Aloysius yelled back and then pointed his gun at Barner.

Barner screamed out for help, alerting his fellow officers of his location. He then crouched down, afraid Aloysius was going to shoot. As he lowered his body, Barner trained his own gun on Aloysius. He squeezed the trigger of his 9 mm semiautomatic, but the gun jammed. Barner stood up and rushed toward Aloysius. He tackled him and struggled to take away Aloysius’s gun, dropping his own weapon as they wrestled. Aloysius’s gun went off during the fight, and there was a moment when both men wondered whether they had been hit, though neither took the bullet. Officer Broderick Jones dashed down the gangway to help Officer Barner. Aloysius shoved Jones into a chain-link fence, causing the officer to knock part of the fence down. The two officers finally got Aloysius subdued and cuffed him.

Back in the alley, Eric Lee lay on the ground. His gun, which had never been fired, was next to him. Andre Green ran over and saw blood running from his partner’s head. “Eric! Eric! Eric!” he said, trying to get a response, holding Eric and trying to comfort him. Andre hollered for help. He felt numbed and confused. Officer Barner walked back out into the alley and, when seeing the mortally wounded Eric, began to breathe rapidly, gasping for air and feeling dizzy. As he looked up, Barner saw the homeless man, whose decision to urinate in Aloysius Oliver’s backyard had triggered the fatal series of events. The man, whose real name the police later learned was Lamar Logan, had picked something up in the alley and was walking away. Barner collected himself and walked over to speak to Logan. But Logan continued to walk away, so Barner had to tackle and hold him down until backup officers arrived.

In minutes, squad cars and ambulances converged on the scene, lighting up the alley with their blue and white spinning lights, the beams bouncing off the garages and trees and windows of the homes where neighbors peeked out to see what was happening.

Andre Green was in a daze. He had a few cuts and scrapes from the struggle, and was picked up by paramedics and taken by ambulance to Christ Hospital and Medical Center, the same hospital where Eric Lee was taken. “I was like in a dream,” Andre later told me in an interview. “I was really stunned.” Andre was aware enough to know that Eric had been shot, and his feeling of helplessness and desperation grew when he saw scores of cops gathered in the emergency room and in the parking lot outside the hospital. “There was just a line of cops there, and I knew then that it had to be bad,” Andre recalled. Around 10 p.m. he learned that Eric, his partner and friend, was dead.

 

Police drove Aloysius Oliver to Area One Violent Crimes headquarters about a mile away and placed him in an interrogation room. At about 11:30 p.m., Detective Thomas Kelly read Aloysius his rights and asked him what happened. Aloysius said he didn’t know anything. All he knew was that he was under arrest for some reason. A police officer got shot? That was news to him. During the next five hours, Aloysius sat in the room, visited by officers now and then and having time to think about what happened. The police fed Aloysius a couple of sandwiches, gave him some cigarettes and soda and let him think some more. Detective Kelly came by to chat, and kept asking Aloysius if he was sure he didn’t remember anything. Detective Kelly told Aloysius that he knew a little more about the incident after having spoken to some cooperative witnesses. About 4:45 a.m., Kelly persuaded Aloysius to confess, or at least to tell his version of what happened. Aloysius told Kelly that yes, he would voluntarily give up his right to have a lawyer present and would tell the cops what they wanted to know. They waited for someone from the State’s Attorney’s Office to tape the confession.

At 7:20 a.m. with a video camera set up at one end of a table and Aloysius sitting at the other end, he laid out his version of events to Detective Kelly and Darren O’Brien, an assistant state’s attorney who was summoned to the station. The confession took about fifteen minutes. When it was over, rather than take Aloysius to jail, police officers took him to a local hospital to be treated for the injuries he received in his effort to flee police.

The official account of Eric Lee’s death that night was pieced together by police investigators and prosecutors who interviewed officers and witnesses at the scene, at the police station and during a grand jury hearing. It all happened fast, the whole event unfolding in seconds, the seemingly harmless act of a man relieving himself in an alley escalated into the killing of a police officer. For the next three years, the events leading to the death of Officer Lee would be deconstructed and picked apart repeatedly—by the investigating officers, detectives, forensic scientists, the prosecuting attorneys and by Aloysius’s defense team. There would be allegations of police misconduct, and claims that Aloysius didn’t offer to confess but was beaten into admitting the crime. But some things seemed perfectly clear to the law enforcement community at the moment: a man shot a cop, several people saw him do it, and he wasn’t going to get away with it. Many hoped that he would pay with his life. In Illinois murdering a police officer was punishable by death.

 

“Officer down” is the worst thing a cop can hear on the police radio. The phrase is a rallying call, a force that shakes every cop to the core, triggering a rush of adrenaline, anger, fear, sadness and a rage that brings every available cop to the scene, to the hospital, to the police station and to the fallen officers’ families’ homes. Cops tell you that they handle all murder cases equally. But everybody knows that the murder of a cop is different. It pushes detectives and street cops to their limits to catch the killer and follow through to make sure he’s convicted and—many hope—sentenced to death. This was already a tense time for Chicago cops. Just two months earlier, Officer Brian Strouse, thirty-three, was shot to death while working undercover on a drug investigation in the city’s Pilsen neighborhood, an area beleaguered with gang activity on the Southwest Side, a few miles from where Officer Lee was shot. A teenage gang member was arrested for shooting Strouse. He claimed he didn’t know he shot at a cop.

When word got out on the radio that Eric Lee was down, dozens of cops converged on the scene of the shooting behind the Oliver residence on Carpenter Street. Fire trucks parked in the alley to power the spotlights that police needed to illuminate the crime scene. Detectives searched the area for evidence, hunched over in the alley and gangways looking for cartridges, bullet fragments, clothing, weapons, anything. It was chaotic, with television news trucks descending on the neighborhood, camera crews shooting footage, and reporters demanding information. The story led every television broadcast and covered the front pages of the Chicago papers. At a press conference the next day, a shaken and tearful Police Superintendent Terry Hillard spoke of the tragedy, publicly offering his condolences to the family of a valiant officer who died in the line of duty. These, unfortunately, were the risks that young officers faced on the job, Hillard explained. “They’re going to get hurt, they’re going to get harmed. This is just a fact of life,” he said. “I wish I could stand up here and tell you that this is not going to happen again. But I’d be lying to you.” Mayor Richard M. Daley, a former prosecutor and son of the late Richard J. Daley, issued a statement through his office about the death of Officer Lee. “He died as he lived, defending Chicago from the menace of guns, gangs and drugs.”

If it was any consolation, police announced that they had their killer in custody and he would surely be brought to justice. The case appeared to be a slam dunk for prosecutors. They had a videotaped confession, eyewitness accounts and the murder weapon. Already a convicted felon who served time for drug and weapons charges, Aloysius was, in the eyes of the police, the embodiment of evil, worst of all, a cop killer.

A day after his arrest, Aloysius was escorted by guards to a bond hearing in violence court on the first floor of the Cook County courthouse. This was where suspects arrested the previous night or early morning for violent crimes ended up for their first appearance. They were paraded into the room, one by one, to hear the charges against them. Or, if they were in another lockup elsewhere in the county, they would appear on a video monitor. Tony Eben, the public defender on duty to represent Aloysius that morning, attempted the nearly impossible by asking Judge Neil Linehan to set a reasonable bond. Eben argued that Aloysius was beaten and coerced into confessing. He said police officers hit Aloysius in the head and struck him in the back. “He was threatened and said he would be beaten if he didn’t come forward,” Eben argued. But Assistant State’s Attorney LuAnn Rodi Snow dismissed the story, arguing that Aloysius’s injuries were the result of toppling into a fence during a struggle with officers. The judge ordered Aloysius held without bond. Given the seriousness of the crime and Aloysius’s previous criminal history, it was hardly a surprise. Judge Linehan did, however, allow the public defender’s office to take photos of Aloysius’s injuries before he was carted back to the jail. Documenting the injuries might later prove important in the defense argument that police beat a confession out of Aloysius.

Aloysius’s mother, Lillian, watched the proceedings from the public gallery, which was separated from the courtroom by glass panels. After her son was led back to the jail, she rushed out of the room and left the courthouse, followed by a group of reporters who wanted to get a comment. On the courthouse steps, Lillian stopped to talk with the press. She was nervous, ashamed and in fear for her own life given the volatile nature of the case. She said that she wanted to send her condolences to Officer Lee’s family. “I’m so sorry for having my son do it because nobody, nobody—not just their family—deserves to be killed,” she said. Her son was assigned to the maximum-security section of the Cook County Jail where he would begin the long wait for his case to come to trial. The Lee family began preparations to bury their son and would feel the embrace of the law enforcement community and a public hungry for justice.

 

There was a full day of ceremonies honoring Officer Eric Lee on August 24, 2001. The funeral service was held at the Salem Baptist Church on the South Side of the city. Officers and mourners who could not fit into the sanctuary spilled out onto the streets and sidewalks of the neighborhood, and in a basement gymnasium next door. There were loudspeakers broadcasting the service for those who could not get inside. Police bagpipers played the haunting and funereal “Balmoral.” Lee’s casket was draped with the blue, white and red–starred Chicago flag. His funeral program contained twenty-one photographs documenting Lee’s life—images of him as a baby, a boy sitting in Santa’s lap at Christmas, at a birthday party, as a young man in his Marine uniform, a groom embracing his new bride, a proud father holding his newborn, a man hanging out with his buddies. An estimated one thousand mourners were there that day. The Reverend Jesse Jackson Jr. walked arm in arm with Lee’s widow, Shawn, and their daughter, Erica. Mayor Daley was among the guest speakers and gave a moving tribute. “Officer Lee personified courage, not only for himself, but for the people of Englewood and the Seventh District. There are many who have a second chance at life because he defended their right to peace and hope.” Lee’s death became an opportunity for politicians and community leaders to promote their causes. The Reverend James Meeks, pastor of Lee’s church, urged officers and their families to lobby for a ban on handgun sales. Reverend Jackson concurred, “If we left here today more determined to get guns off our streets, we will do more for his wife and daughter.”

The loss of Eric Lee left his wife and parents nearly inconsolable. It was too awful to fully grasp, and they would be forced to relive the story again and again as the case slogged through the court system. Amid the grief, Marijane Placek was getting charged up. She knew that representing an accused cop killer created a certain kind of isolation and required a suit of armor. It meant she would be facing angry, seething cops in the hallways and in the courtroom in the months to come. This invited name-calling and looks of disgust. Marijane was aware that representing such defendants helped fuel the perception that public defenders were bleeding-hearts yet heartless liberals. It forced them to stand alone in an already lonely place among a group of lawyers loathed by much of the public. Yet Marijane was impervious to the kinds of backlash and venom that drove more sensitive lawyers into retreat and self-doubt, prompting them to question the very nature of their work, to quit or to leave the profession altogether. “I want to win more than to be loved,” Marijane said to me in her office not long after being assigned the case. “I love the challenge. This is what I live for.”








Chapter Three

Anarchist Under Contract




“I ALWAYS WANTED TO BE A LAWYER SINCE I WAS A LITTLE GIRL,” Marijane Placek told me one afternoon while we were having lunch at a Mexican restaurant not far from the courthouse. “I always thought lawyers were gods.”

If lawyers were gods, then Marijane saw herself as one of their goddesses—a larger-than-life character whose astute legal mind and courtroom bravura earned her a reputation as a fearsome opponent and sharp tactician with an unapologetic sense of grandiosity. She had a flair for the dramatic and the soul of a performer. “I have a big ego,” she admitted between bites of a fiery red shrimp dish and sips from a salty frozen margarita, “and people find me intimidating.”

When she made the rounds of the courthouse at Twenty-sixth and California, Marijane seemed to part the sea of people who crowded the hallways as she moved about, wheeling a metal cart with case files, law books, psychiatric manuals and a blue paperback called Dirty Tricks Cops Use and Why, a carefully displayed prop she used during the Oliver case to send a message that she was not afraid of the police, or anyone else. She had battled with her weight since childhood, but settled into a place where she was both self-confident and self-deprecating. Marijane sometimes referred to herself out loud, and for all to hear, as “morbidly obese” or “the fat girl,” declarations that prompted those around her quickly to correct her or reply with a compliment. If they didn’t, she would nudge them a little. “This is the moment where you’re supposed to say, ‘Oh, no, you’re not. You look great!’ ” And sometimes it was hard to tell if she was joking or serious, which is why most people offered something nice to say, just in case.

Marijane took great care to look her best, and did so in a most unabashed fashion. Her wardrobe was legendary around the courthouse and often prompted discussion and speculation among lawyers, judges and clerks. They wondered what she was going to wear each day—which wig, which gargantuan piece of costume jewelry (brooches in the shapes of leopards and spiders, rings with stones the size of golfballs, a huge dragonfly with wings that fluttered). Would she wear a hat today? The straw one with the pink ribbon or the Ferrari cap? What color scheme would she choose? And, of course, which shoes? On casual days she would sometimes put on a pair of red, white and blue–sequined tennis shoes, the likes of which had never been seen before in these halls of justice.

Staying stylish required work, and on her days off, Marijane shopped for bargains to keep her courthouse wardrobe fresh—at the Saks and Lord & Taylor outlet stores, and at flea markets where she could load up on her costume jewelry and knockoffs of expensive brands. “Honey, I need to get some more Rolexes,” she said to a friend one day on the phone while planning a shopping trip. “It’s cheaper to buy the new ones than to replace the batteries.” A bedroom in her home served as one giant walk-in closet, a shrine to her bold and playful sense of style.

But all this shopping and attention to appearance was for reasons beyond vanity. Being well dressed in court before judges, juries and colleagues was as important to Marijane as her legal skills. “Look good, or they won’t take you seriously,” she explained. Marijane knew that as a large woman, she had to work a little harder in a legal system dominated by men, though many of her role models were men. She drew inspiration from the late film and television star Jackie Gleason, who, despite his girth, carried himself with the grace and poise of a dancer. “He’s big. I’m big. I’ll always be big. Look at Jackie Gleason. He wore tailored suits like I do, nicely cut. He had a certain grace. I loved him in The Hustler. You know that scene where he runs the table and sinks a shot and he just nods his head.” And she nodded her head and said, “See, I’ve got it, baby!” She also identified with the late singer Sophie Tucker, whose stage persona emphasized Tucker’s self-described “fat girl” image with style, humor and sexy outfits. Tucker’s repertoire included songs such as “I Don’t Want to Be Thin” and “Nobody Loves a Fat Girl, But Oh How a Fat Girl Can Love,” which Marijane memorized and sometimes sang to friends for no particular reason other than it was fun.

“I wasn’t always this big,” Marijane told me. “I used to look like Dyan Cannon, you know.” She was referring to the slim blond actress, who among her many film and television roles, played a judge on the once-popular Ally McBeal show. And in photos on a bulletin board in Marijane’s office, it appeared that her description was not far off. Slimmer, with cascading curly blond hair, Marijane was posed in pictures at parties and bar association events with friends, colleagues and judges, a gleaming smile and big blond hair. But when Marijane was in the midst of a trial, that smile was gone and she became transformed, single-minded and looking as if she were a lioness ready to pounce. She wouldn’t eat breakfast or lunch while on trial and waited until court was recessed for the day to take her first meal. Her explanation was that it was important to stay hungry like a beast, to feel the base desire for food and sustenance, which helped prepare her for the kill. She would feast later. During a trial she didn’t have time for small talk or phone calls and would get this look on her face that said “Get out of my way.” When Marijane was on the attack in court, her facial expressions would suggest to lawyers, clients or anyone else who crossed her path that they better not mess with her. She would get this scowl with a stop-you-in-your-tracks stare, her mouth slightly turned down, her bottom teeth showing, an eyebrow raised. No one liked getting the look. Young, inexperienced lawyers were not sure what to make of her. Witnesses unlucky enough to be subject to her ferocious cross-examinations would leave the stand mentally and physically exhausted, either ready to strangle her or run away as far as they could. She could confuse and frustrate and cite statutes verbatim in front of the judge. It was a game and performance that she savored.

And then, back in her office later in the day, she would soften, especially when talking about her dogs: Spartacus, a boxer, and Caesar, a spitz, who were like children to her since she never had any of her own and remained single, though boasted of having had many men in her life. Sparty and Caesar were probably the best fed and best cared for dogs in the city, treated with such meals as premium-grade steaks, which Marijane bought from supermarkets or carried home in Styrofoam containers from leftover meals at one of her favorite Italian restaurants. She almost always ordered steak when she went out. Thick New York strips or rib eyes, very rare, bleeding onto the plate. That was the animal in her. She could identify with beasts sometimes better than with people.

 

Marijane, or MJ, as friends sometimes called her, was a complex and often elusive person whose life story was as intriguing as any courtroom drama. Her stories of childhood during the late 1950s and early 1960s had a fabled quality. She told people that she was born in a taxicab and that her mother named her after her favorite caramel candy in the gold and brown wrapper. She grew up in the midst of one of Chicago’s poorest neighborhoods on the city’s South Side, where her father was head of security for Sears, Roebuck and Co. Their home was on Sears headquarters property, protected from the neighborhood around it. Her parents, both of Bohemian descent, were in their forties when she was born. When her mother had gone to the doctor thinking she was pregnant, he told her he doubted she was and suggested she had a tumor. He never ordered any tests and sent her home. She knew better and never went to that doctor again. “My mom was very petite, and she only gained about twenty pounds during her pregnancy,” Marijane said. “My parents were on their way to a Christmas party in a taxi during a blizzard when it happened. My father delivered me. I was just two ounces shy of five pounds.”

Marijane adored her father, Ed, a big, strong man who stood over six feet tall. He hung around pool halls and with burly men who had blue-collar jobs. He was also a lover of art, literature and theater, passions he shared with his only child. As Marijane got older, her father became her best buddy, taking her by the hand along his trips through the neighborhood to see his pals and shoot a few games of pool, or to the racetrack where he bet on the horses, and to stables out in the suburbs where he set her up with riding lessons. While protective and doting, Marijane’s father wanted her to understand the darker side of life as well, and took her to visit the criminal courts where she got a taste of the city’s underbelly, watching as robbers, thieves and killers appeared before the judge. She learned about murder firsthand when she was just eleven years old. In what was supposed to be the sheltered safety of Catholic school, she saw a boy get stabbed to death. Marijane had been assigned to work as a junior patrol girl, guarding an entrance to the building at Our Lady of Sorrows Church and School. Students were gossiping about a black patrol boy who supposedly had tried to fondle a Hispanic girl in the coatroom. The story spread throughout the school and into the neighborhood. A group of Hispanic boys seeking vengeance confronted the black kid and beat him badly. The kid came back to school carrying a knife and stabbed the girl’s brother near the doorway as Marijane watched. The police came, and it turned out that one of the officers knew Marijane’s father. He took her aside and drove her home. “He told me, ‘You saw nothing.’ ” She never had to give a statement or go to court.

Seeing a boy spill his life’s blood at school didn’t scare or traumatize Marijane as it might another child. “I know it may sound funny, but I wasn’t hysterical or anything like that. I don’t think I really knew what death was at the time. I lived in a very secure world where my dad could take care of everything. Now I realize I should have been traumatized. But at the time, I thought it was exciting. It was absolutely fascinating to me.”

Her father taught Marijane other lessons that became valuable many years later. She told me a story about one night during which her family went to a funeral service for a friend of her father’s. Afterward, there was a reception at the funeral home, which had a pool table in the basement. Marijane went down to watch her father play pool and get drunk on gin, which he kept pouring straight into a glass, one after another. By the end of the night, he was stumbling around and losing games, and it scared Marijane, who left the room. Later, riding in the car home, her father seemed to have sobered up instantly. He had a thick stack of cash in his pocket. He said he won big at the pool table after she left the room. He explained to his little girl that he had diluted his gin with water. He lost on purpose and later won when playing for the big money. It was all a hustle. “I had cried. He put up his finger and wiped a tear from my eye with it and told me ‘Sometimes you have to lose to win.’ ” Telling the story years later made her teary-eyed.

Even though her father did not go to school beyond eighth grade, he never stopped educating himself or his daughter. He read to Marijane at night—the detective stories of Perry Mason, books on Greek and Roman mythology, poets famous and obscure. He frequently read a poem to her called “The Shooting of Dan McGrew” by Robert Service, a poet who wrote of gritty characters in the rough-and-tumble Yukon during the Gold Rush. The poem described a shooting inside a saloon over a lady named Lou—a scenario that would become familiar in her work as a public defender.

Beyond exposing her to such dark works, her father also introduced Marijane to the live theater and took her and her mother to see musicals. They flew to New York to see shows on Broadway. They went to London to see Shakespeare. It was his way of bringing culture to his little girl. Theater would later become a powerful influence for Marijane, who was drawn to the timeless tales of love and betrayal, of power and greed, the very human traits that would motivate many of the murderers, thieves and adulterers she would later represent as clients. She was moved by the lyrical language and majesty of the theater, inspired by the great orators of the stage, learning how to command an audience and demand attention. She was awed by the performances of Richard Burton in Camelot and Rex Harrison in My Fair Lady.

“Burton, when he was on the stage, was like a force of nature. When he was on the stage, you were just moved by his mere presence,” Marijane recalled. She got her parents to buy her the original cast albums of the plays, and learned every line of every song of both male leads. She put the records on, stood back and recited the lines as if she were giving a speech in front of an audience. The sophisticated and powerful voices of those male characters inspired her to speak as they did, and she struggled to disguise her hard Chicago accent as she mimicked them. “The women were so powerless in both plays. It was Julie Andrews both times. I didn’t want to speak like her. I could do her songs, but I didn’t want to speak like her. I wanted to speak like Richard Burton and I wanted to speak like Rex Harrison. Their accents, in fact, are something that attracted me, and I thought that was the proper way to speak.”

Diagnosed as dyslexic, a disorder that made interpreting letters and symbols difficult, Marijane had trouble reading and writing, though it didn’t inhibit her intellectual capacity and logical mind. It just took more work. Her parents sent her to private Catholic high schools, hoping that the close attention and disciplined approach would help her through these challenges. She attended four different high schools, including a boarding school in the suburbs. Leaving home was especially difficult because her father was diagnosed with lung cancer, and the prognosis was not good. His illness progressed rapidly, and he died a short time after she went off to school. She was crushed. “The one person who was always my hero was my dad,” she said. “And he never let me down.” Still mourning the loss of her father in the months that followed, Marijane got distracted and fell behind in her history homework at Marywood Academy, the school she was attending at the time of his death. Her poor performance prompted a nun to berate Marijane in front of the class and declare that her father was burning in hell. Marijane shot back: “My daddy is not in hell.” The nun replied: “Yes, he is because he spawned something like you.”

From here the story sounded a bit embellished, though Marijane insisted it really happened. She said she made a fist and swung at the nun. “I decked her. I hit her in the face with a right. I thought I killed her. She was about half my size. I still remember her name. It was Sister Helen Rita. I can say this now because she’s probably dead.” According to Marijane, the attack got her kicked out of school and secured her reputation as a fighter who refused to be intimidated or talked down to by anyone. “It was in defense of my father, and it was the right thing to do.” As she grew into her later teens, Marijane became even more self-confident and rebellious, and developed her offbeat fashion sense. She was hooked on the television show The Avengers, the stylish British spy series. She nagged her mother to buy her a leather suit like that worn by the sexy character Emma Peel, played by Elizabeth Shepherd and later Diana Rigg. Her mom looked all over the city, but could find nothing like that for a girl. (Later, as an adult, Marijane assembled her own collection of leather suits in different colors.)

Marijane finished up high school at Immaculate Heart of Mary in Westchester, a suburb of Chicago, although school officials threatened to take away her honors after Marijane led a boycott of the cafeteria because students weren’t allowed to go though the line again for second helpings. Marijane and her fellow rebels argued that good food was being wasted, so why not let the students come back for more? She went on to study the classics at Rosary College, a women’s school at the time. At Rosary, Marijane debated the now disgraced White House lawyer G. Gordon Liddy on ethics in politics. They argued over whether breaking the law for the so-called greater good could be justified. Liddy argued that yes, it could, as in the Watergate break-in, and that such an act was not malum in se, or wrong in itself. Liddy said he did nothing morally wrong. Marijane said he did. “My position was you are a lawyer and were once an FBI agent. You took an oath to do that, and when you took the oath you swore to God that you would, in fact, not violate the laws of the United States. So the breaking of the oath was the malum in se. He had to give in on that.” Afterward, Liddy gave her a signed photograph that said, “to a worthy opponent.” The debate gave Marijane a delicious taste of what it felt like to use her oratory skills to make a persuasive argument. She continued to hone her fighting skills in other ways, competing as an equestrian rider and joining the fencing team at Rosary where she learned that the men were afraid to strike women with the same aggression and force as they would men.

With a developing sense of rebellion, Marijane decided to pursue a career that would allow her to challenge the authority she began to question. She went to DePaul University College of Law in Chicago where her interest in having a good time soon superceded her interest in hitting the books. She cut loose with lots of drinking and par-tying and let her studies slip. Her mother could do nothing to restrain Marijane from her constant carousing and late nights, but refused to let her throw away her opportunity to became a lawyer. “What my mother put up with me in college and high school was unbelievable. I could not be held down. It was a remarkable clash of wills,” Marijane said. “I would come home drunk as hell from law school and the next morning she would drag me and drive back to school. If it wasn’t for my mother, I wouldn’t have made it. She pushed me and made sure I got there. And I was thinking, Jesus, what kind of little princess am I?”

Eventually, she hunkered down and graduated from law school but was disillusioned about the profession before she even got her diploma. Marijane’s onetime noble aspirations to become a lawyer began to falter as she looked around at the kinds of jobs that graduates were taking and was afraid she would be bored. It seemed that too many lawyers were desk-bound in soulless, boring jobs, doing paperwork, writing contracts, handling business over the phone. Professors and other lawyers told her that most lawyers never spent any time in the courtroom. “Law school almost killed my ambition. People’s attitude was so blasé and defeatist. The work wasn’t even that hard,” she said. “After law school I was terrified. I wanted to be a trial lawyer. I’m not good at paperwork.” She pressed on and passed the bar exam in 1973, still unsure about what she would do next. Marijane wasn’t eager to jump into a law career. Instead, she thought about putting aside her law degree for the moment and looking for a job that might be more fun. She considered applying to a racetrack to be a hot walker, a person who walks horses around to cool them off after a race or workout. But something more exciting came to mind as she was reading the newspaper classifieds. She came across an ad placed by Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus. The circus was in Milwaukee, and they were hiring. They needed entry-level assistants and showgirls. So Marijane literally ran away to join the circus, meeting up with the traveling show and going on a brief tour of the Midwest. Marijane worked as a “ta-da” girl, which meant she stood in sparkly outfits and swept her arms and hands to introduce performers and punctuate acts as the band played “ta-da!” “I was a lot thinner and a lot better looking back then,” she said. “I loved performing.” It seemed glamorous, especially working with someone like the world-renowned animal trainer Gunther Gebel-Williams. But the circus job was lousy work for lousy pay. She got $60 a week and had to buy her own food, which was sold by the circus at inflated prices. Life on the road was isolating and lonely. “It was just so shabby unless you were a star. This was just a rebellion for me.” She quit after about three months and returned to Chicago to look for a job, giving up her brief stint in show business. Being the spoiled girl who always got her way, Marijane quickly got frustrated at not having a job and having nothing to do during the day. During a princess moment, she yelled at her mom, “I don’t have a job. Do something about it.” Her mom phoned a nun who knew a judge she could call to ask a favor. The judge, who had a lot of friends in positions of power, called Marijane and asked whether she wanted to become a public defender or a state’s attorney. She asked which paid more, and the judge said public defender. “It was like twenty grand or something. That was a lot of money at the time,” Marijane told me. So she decided she would become a public defender because the starting salary was slightly higher. The judge said it was a done deal. That was how people got government jobs in those days in a city known for its patronage system and a process at the courthouse known as the “Committee on Help.” You had to know someone to get in.

Her career as a public defender began in the appellate division, but she soon got restless. Spending time researching cases, writing briefs and sitting in an office was too boring. She wanted to be in a courtroom doing trials. She moved to juvenile court and got a taste of the action. “I learned how to try cases and I got to know the judges,” Marijane recalled. “I learned the power of people being afraid of me.” When she moved to adult court at one of the suburban branches and finally got to do jury trials, she knew she had found her calling. Her original plan was to work for the public defender’s office for about five years and then move on, perhaps to private practice, perhaps to something else altogether. She had no particular love of her clients or any kind of bleeding-heart resolve to save them, which made her different from many of the public-spirited lawyers in her office. But she got hooked like a drug addict, seduced by the courtroom, enlivened by the victories, emboldened by her success. “It’s the only place, except on the back of a horse, where I live in the now. It’s like a high,” she explained when I asked why she likes being in the courtroom. She used a circus metaphor to describe the feeling of being on trial, quoting Karl Wallenda, patriarch of the renowned family of acrobats. “He said that the wire is everything. All else is waiting.” As her confidence and legal skills grew, Marijane wanted only the hardest cases. “I never considered myself a public defender,” she said. “I considered myself an anarchist under contract.” She wanted to be a winner at all costs, to turn upside down the way she was perceived and treated in court.

 

After more than two decades as a public defender, Marijane Placek was a well-known fixture around Twenty-sixth and California, a lawyer and provocateur whose imperious personality and courtroom manner were admired by some, derided by others. Yet no one, it seemed, could contest her desire and commitment to win. And that was what her boss considered when Marijane demanded she be assigned the Aloysius Oliver case in the late summer of 2001. “I like her because she takes these on, and she fights until the end,” Murder Task Force chief Shelton Green told me. “Any time they try a case against Marijane, she’s going to make them work for it.” In her twenty-four years with the office, Marijane had tried hundreds of murder cases and only one of her clients got the death penalty. And that case was later overturned on appeal. She wasn’t about to let Aloysius Oliver tarnish that record.

Aloysius had a criminal record that began when he was a teenager, having served time in prison for theft, aggravated battery, drugs and weapons convictions. He may have thought of himself as a tough guy on the street, but that didn’t matter to Marijane, who let Aloysius know who was boss when she first met with him at the county jail. “I don’t get friendly with clients,” she explained when I asked about her relationship with Aloysius. She was all business. She didn’t smother him with warmth, tell him how badly she felt or that everything was going to be all right. In the county jail library, Marijane and Aloysius sat at a table near the back of the room, making sure they were out of earshot of other inmates and guards. Marijane laid out the rules. “I’m going to talk, and you’re going to listen,” she told Aloysius, who was overwhelmed by this brusque and imposing woman. “I don’t want you to tell me anything right now. I don’t want to hear your version of the truth. You can tell me the truth later. I’m in charge of your case now. This is my case.”

She instructed Aloysius to keep his comments, thoughts and ideas about how to handle his case to himself because she knew that defendants like Aloysius often were too eager to talk, usually to their own detriment. They were frightened, confused and overwhelmed. They wanted to offer excuses, alibis and stories. They would make up lies that they couldn’t remember later or their accounts would unravel with inconsistencies, which could derail a case. Marijane also was worried that Aloysius might start talking about his case with other inmates to fuel his own ego. An accused cop killer had special status in the jail, which invited bragging and bravado. Marijane also made it clear to Aloysius that she wasn’t there to do him special favors. “I’m not a social worker. I’m not going to call your mother for you,” she told him. “I’m not going to bring you food. I’m not going to bring you anything.” But it was also a ploy to set a tone. Marijane’s role was to play the bad guy. Assistant Public Defender Ruth McBeth would be the good guy. Ruth was the perfect foil. While Marijane could be domineering and vociferous, Ruth was unassuming and soft-spoken. While Marijane kept a safe personal distance from clients, Ruth allowed herself to get more personally invested. Ruth felt a greater sense of compassion for clients and a responsibility for their well-being. “Marijane calls me the softie,” Ruth told me during an interview one afternoon after court. “And I guess it’s true.”

 

Ruth was clearly not as comfortable in the spotlight as Marijane, and spoke about herself in modest, unadorned terms. Her style was more earthy than flashy. She wore her brown and silver hair long, and sometimes came to the courthouse in flowing dresses and delicate lace blouses that, along with her wire rim glasses, gave her a sort of an upscale, modern hippie look. She told me that she was born in Bangkok on the Fourth of July, 1960. Her father had taught English there as a second language for a program funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development, and her mother was a high school math teacher. Ruth, her parents and younger sister came back to the states when Ruth was still a little girl and settled in Union Lake, Michigan, a suburb of Detroit. Ruth said that her childhood was rather ordinary. In high school, she joined the debate team where she got her first taste of delivering arguments in a public forum. When I asked why she chose to pursue a career in law, Ruth couldn’t point to a defining moment or specific influence that inspired her, saying that the profession simply piqued her interest. Ruth studied economics at the University of Michigan and then went on to law school at Washington University in St. Louis where she met her husband, Jeff, now a civil lawyer. She was drawn to criminal law and wanted to be a lawyer with a social conscience. “That’s where my personality lies. I like to fight for the underdog,” she said. I asked Ruth if she could explain where that desire to help the downtrodden came from, and she told me that it simply felt natural. “To me, it just seems like the right thing to do. Why wouldn’t you want to do that? Why would you need a justification to do that? I wanted to have a life with meaning.” Ruth said that most of her law school classmates did not share such altruistic motivations. “People would tell me they were just waiting to be rich.” Ruth chose public service over the promise of riches, and joined the Cook County Public Defender’s Office in 1986, starting out in the appeals division. She later moved to the felony trial division and eventually was promoted to the Murder Task Force in 1998 where she and Marijane began teaming up on cases together.

Because she often felt a closer connection to clients than Marijane, Ruth took responsibility for making sure Aloysius Oliver was comfortable and got what he needed in jail while awaiting trial. She brought him books, was in regular contact with his mother and relayed messages between the two. Marijane showed little interest getting close to Aloysius. But her coldness was calculated. Liking clients carried too many risks. For one, she feared it could cloud her judgment in making sound, objective decisions about handling their cases. The other risk was to herself. “If I wind up as your buddy or your pal and establish a relationship with you, I might wind up getting close to you, and if I lose, you’ll wind up dead and I’ll end up crying,” she explained. Marijane wasn’t too concerned about becoming attached to Aloysius because when she met him, she immediately decided she didn’t like him. She felt he was too cocky. Ruth had a different take. She liked Aloysius and found him engaging, thoughtful and vulnerable.

“Does it matter if you like the guy or hate the guy?” Ruth responded when I ask how she felt about Aloysius as a person. “No. He’s charged with murder and you’re there to represent him. But my problem is that I tend to like the clients. If your relationship is only about the case, then they never really have a complete relationship with you. You have to find where a person is at and learn about them a little more.” Ruth would learn much more about Aloysius in the months to come, because knowing and understanding him would become pivotal in his defense. The stakes were too high for Ruth not to get personal. Aloysius was eligible for the death penalty if convicted of killing Officer Eric Lee. Neither Ruth nor Marijane dwelled on that possibility with him so early in the process. The prospect of execution could crumble any man, no matter how tough he thought he was. “Certain clients you don’t want to tell right away,” Marijane later said. “You don’t want to scare them.” But Aloysius knew what he faced, and he was scared.
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