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In joyful memory of Warren

and for

Marilyn, Warren, David, Carol, and Patricia

You are your parents’ glass and I in you

Call back the lovely April of our prime.



Chapter 1

He sat perfectly still in front of the television set in room 932 of the Biltmore Hotel. The alarm had gone off at six but he was awake long before that. The wind, cold and forbidding, rattled the windowpanes and that had been enough to pull him out of the uneasy sleep.

The Today show came on but he didn’t adjust the barely audible sound. He didn’t care about the news or the special reports. He just wanted to see the interview.

Shifting in the stiff-backed chair, he crossed and uncrossed his legs. He’d already showered and shaved and put on the green polyester suit he’d worn when he’d checked in the night before. The realization that the day had come at last made his hand tremble and he’d nicked his lip when he shaved. It bled a little and the salty taste of blood in his mouth made him gag.

He hated blood.

Last night at the desk in the lobby, he’d seen the clerk’s eyes sliding over his clothes. He’d carried his coat under his arm because he knew it looked shabby. But the suit was new; he’d saved up for it. Still the clerk looked at him like he was dirt and asked if he had a reservation.

He’d never checked into a real hotel before but knew how to do it. “Yes, I have a reservation.” He said it very coldly and for a minute the clerk looked uncertain but when he didn’t have a credit card and offered to pay cash in advance, the sneer was back. “I will check out Wednesday morning,” he told the clerk.

The room cost one hundred forty dollars for the three nights. That meant he only had thirty dollars left. But that would be plenty for these few days and by Wednesday he’d have eighty-two thousand dollars.

Her face floated across his mind. He blinked to force it away. Because just as always the eyes came after it; the eyes like great lamps that followed him, that were always watching him, that never closed.

He wished he had another cup of coffee. He’d sent for room service, reading the instructions how to call for it very carefully. He’d had a large pot of coffee and there’d been a little left but he’d already washed the cup and saucer and orange juice glass and rinsed out the coffeepot before putting the tray on the floor in the hall.

A commercial was just ending. Suddenly interested he leaned forward to get nearer to the set. The interview should be next. It was. He twisted the volume knob to the right.

The familiar face of Tom Brokaw, the Today anchorman, filled the screen. Unsmiling, his voice subdued, he began to speak. “The restoration of capital punishment has become the most emotional and divisive issue in this country since the Vietnamese War. In just fifty-two hours, at eleven-thirty A.M. on March 24th, the sixth execution this year will take place when nineteen-year-old Ronald Thompson dies in the electric chair. My guests . . .”

The camera dollied back to include the two people seated on either side of Tom Brokaw. The man to his right was in his early thirties. His sandy hair was streaked with gray and somewhat disheveled. His hands were together, fingers spread apart and pointing upward. His chin rested on the fingertips, giving him a prayerful stance that was accentuated by dark eyebrows arcing over winter-blue eyes.

The young woman on the other side of the interviewer sat stiffly erect. Her hair, the color of warm honey, was pulled back in a soft chignon. Her hands were knotted into fists in her lap. She moistened her lips and pushed back a strand of hair from her forehead.

Tom Brokaw said, “On their previous appearance here, six months ago, our guests made a very strong case supporting their views on capital punishment. Sharon Martin, syndicated columnist, is also the author of the bestselling book, The Crime of Capital Punishment. Steven Peterson, the editor of Events magazine, is one of the most articulate voices in the media to urge restoration of capital punishment in this country.”

His tone became brisk. He turned to Steve. “Let’s start with you, Mr. Peterson. After having witnessed the emotional public reaction to the executions that have already taken place, do you still believe that your position is justified?”

Steve leaned forward. When he answered, his voice was calm. “Absolutely,” he said quietly.

The interviewer turned to his other guest. “Sharon Martin, what do you think?”

Sharon shifted slightly in her chair to face her interrogator. She was achingly tired. In the last month she’d worked twenty hours a day, contacting prominent people—senators, congressmen, judges, humanitarians, speaking at colleges, at women’s clubs, urging everyone to write and wire the Connecticut governor and protest Ronald Thompson’s execution. The response had been enormous, overwhelming. She had been so sure that Governor Greene would reconsider. She found herself groping for words.

“I think,” she said, “I believe that we, our country, has taken a giant step backwards into the Dark Ages.” She held up the newspapers at her side. “Just look at this morning’s headlines. Analyze them! They’re bloodthirsty.” Quickly, she leafed through them. “This one . . . listen . . . Connecticut Tests Electric Chair, and this . . . 19-Year-Old Dies Wednesday, and this, Doomed Killer Protests Innocence. They’re all like that, sensational, savage!” She bit her lip as her voice broke.

Steve glanced at her swiftly. They’d just been told that the Governor was calling a press conference to announce her absolute refusal to grant Thompson another stay of execution. The news had devastated Sharon. It would be a miracle if she didn’t get sick after this. They never should have agreed to come on this show today. The Governor’s decision made Sharon’s appearance pointless, and God knows Steve didn’t want to be here. But he had to say something.

“I think every decent human being deplores sensationalism and the need for the death penalty,” he said. “But remember it has been applied only after exhaustive consideration of extenuating circumstances. There is no mandatory death sentence.”

“Do you believe that the circumstances in Ronald Thompson’s case, the fact that he committed the murder only days after his seventeenth birthday, making him barely eligible for adult punishment, should have been considered?” Brokaw asked quickly.

Steve said, “As you know, I will not comment specifically on the Thompson case. It would be entirely inappropriate.”

“I understand your concern, Mr. Peterson,” the interviewer said, “but you had taken your position on this issue several years before . . .” He paused, then continued quietly, “before Ronald Thompson murdered your wife.”

Ronald Thompson murdered your wife. The starkness of the words still surprised Steve. After two and a half years, he could still feel the sense of shock and outrage that Nina had died that way, her life snuffed out by the intruder who came into their home, by the hands that had relentlessly twisted her scarf around her throat.

Trying to blot the image from his mind, he looked directly ahead. “At one time, I had hoped that the ban on executions in our country might become a permanent one. But as you point out, long before the tragedy in my own family, I had come to the conclusion that if we were to preserve the most fundamental right of human beings . . . freedom to come and go without fear, freedom to feel sanctuary in our homes, we had to stop the perpetrators of violence. Unfortunately the only way to stop potential murderers seems to be to threaten them with the same harsh judgment they mete out to their victims. And since the first execution was carried out two years ago, the number of murders has dropped dramatically in major cities across the country.”

Sharon leaned forward. “You make it sound so reasonable,” she cried. “Don’t you realize that forty-five percent of murders are committed by people under twenty-five years of age, many of whom have tragic family backgrounds and a history of instability?”

The solitary viewer in Biltmore’s room 932 took his eyes from Steve Peterson and studied the girl thoughtfully. This was the writer Steve was getting serious about. She wasn’t at all like his wife. She was obviously taller and had the slender body of someone who might be athletic. His wife had been small and doll-like with rounded breasts and jet black hair that curled around her forehead and ears when she turned her head.

Sharon Martin’s eyes reminded him of the color of the ocean that day he’d driven down to the beach last summer. He’d heard that Jones Beach was a good place to meet girls but it hadn’t worked out. The one he’d started to fool with in the water had called “Bob!” and a minute later this guy had been beside him, asking what his problem was. So he’d moved his blanket and just stared out at the ocean, watching the changing colors. Green. That was it. Green mixed with blue and churning. He liked eyes that color.

What was Steve saying? Oh yes, he’d said something about feeling sorry for the victims, not their murderers, “for people incapable of defending themselves.”

“My sympathies are with them too,” Sharon cried. “But it’s not either/or. Don’t you see that life imprisonment would be punishment enough for the Ronald Thompsons of this world?” She forgot Tom Brokaw, forgot the television cameras as once again she tried to convince Steve. “How can you . . . who are so compassionate . . . who value life so much . . . want to play God?” she asked. “How can anyone presume to play God?”

It was an argument that began and ended the same way as it had that first time six months ago when they’d met on this program. Finally Tom Brokaw said, “Our time is running out. Can we sum up by saying that not with standing the public demonstrations, prison riots and student rallys that are regularly occurring all over the country, you still believe, Mr. Peterson, that the sharp drop in random murder justifies execution?”

“I believe in the moral right . . . the duty . . . of society to protect itself, and of the government to protect the sacred liberty of its citizens,” Steve said.

“Sharon Martin?” Brokaw turned quickly to her.

“I believe that the death penalty is senseless and brutalizing. I believe that we can make the home and streets safe by removing violent offenders and punishing them with swift, sure sentences, by voting for the bond issues that will build the necessary correctional institutions and will pay the people who staff them. I believe that it is our reverence for life, all life, that is the final test of us as individuals and as a society.”

Tom Brokaw said hurriedly, “Sharon Martin, Steven Peterson, thank you for being with us on Today. I’ll be back after this message . . .”

The television set in room 932 of the Biltmore was snapped off. For a long time the muscular, thick-chested man in the green-plaid suit sat staring straight ahead at the darkened screen. Once again he reviewed his plan, the plan that began with putting the pictures and the suitcase in the secret room in Grand Central Station and would end with bringing Steve Peterson’s son Neil there tonight. But now he had to decide. Sharon Martin was going to be at Steve’s house this evening. She would be minding Neil until Steve got home.

He’d planned simply to eliminate her there.

But should he? She was so beautiful.

He thought of those eyes, the color of the ocean, churning, caring.

It seemed to him that when she looked directly into the camera she had been looking at him.

It seemed as though she wanted him to come for her.

Maybe she loved him.

If she didn’t it would be easy to get rid of her.

He’d just leave her in the room in Grand Central with the child on Wednesday morning.

Then at 11:30 when the bomb went off, she, too, would be blown to bits.



Chapter 2

They left the studio together, walking a few inches apart. Sharon’s tweed cape felt heavy on her shoulders. Her hands and feet were icy. She pulled on her gloves and noticed that the antique moonstone ring Steve had given her for Christmas had smudged her finger again. Some people had such a high acid content they couldn’t wear real gold without that happening.

Steve reached past her and held the door open. They stepped into the wind-blown morning. It was very cold and just beginning to snow; thick, clinging flakes that chilled their faces.

“I’ll get you a cab,” he said.

“No . . . I’d rather walk.”

“That’s crazy. You look dead tired.”

“It will help clear my head. Oh Steve, how can you be so positive . . . so sure . . . so relentless?”

“Don’t let’s start again, dear.”

“We have to start again!”

“Not now.” Steve looked down at her, impatience mingling with concern. Sharon’s eyes looked strained, fine, red lines threaded through them; the on-camera makeup she was wearing had not covered the paleness that became accentuated as snow melted on her cheeks and forehead.

“Can you go home and get some rest?” he asked. “You need it.”

“I have to turn in my column.”

“Well, try to get a few hours’ sleep. You’ll get up to my place by about quarter of six?”

“Steve, I’m not sure . . .”

“I am. We haven’t seen each other for three weeks. The Lufts are counting on going out for their anniversary and I want to be in my home tonight with you and Neil.”

Ignoring the people scurrying into the Rockefeller Center buildings, Steve put his hands on Sharon’s face and lifted it. Her expression was troubled and sad. He said gravely, “I love you, Sharon. You know that. I’ve missed you terribly these past weeks. We’ve got to talk about us.”

“Steve, we don’t think alike. We . . .”

Bending down he kissed her. Her lips were unyielding. He felt her body tense. Stepping back he raised his hand to signal a passing cab. When it pulled over to the curb, he held the door for her and gave the driver the address of the News Dispatch building. Before he shut the door, he asked, “Can I count on you for tonight?”

She nodded silently. Steve watched the cab turn down Fifth Avenue, then quickly walked west. He had stayed overnight at the Gotham Hotel because he had to be at the studio at 6:30, and was anxious to call Neil before he left for school. Everytime he was away from home, he worried. Neil still had nightmares, still woke up with suffocating attacks of asthma. Mrs. Lufts always called the doctor quickly but even so . . .

The winter had been so damp and cold. May be in the spring when Neil could get out more, he’d build up a little. He looked so pale all the time.

Spring! My God, it was spring. Sometime during the night the vernal equinox had taken place and winter had officially ended. You’d never guess it from the weather prediction.

Steve reached the corner and turned north, reflecting that he and Sharon had been seeing each other exactly six months now. When he picked her up at her apartment that first evening, she’d suggested walking through Central Park to the Tavern on the Green. He warned her that it had become much cooler in the last few hours and reminded her it was the first day of fall.

“Wonderful,” she said. “I was just getting bored with summer.” For the first few blocks they’d been almost silent. He studied the way she walked, easily in stride with him, her slender frame accentuated by the belted tawny gold suit that exactly matched the color of her hair. He remembered that the sharp breeze was pulling the first dead leaves from the trees and the setting sun accentuated the deep blue of the autumn sky.

“On a night like this, I always think of that song from Camelot,” she told him. “You know the one, If Ever I Would Leave You.” She sang softly, “How I’d leave in autumn, I never would know. I’ve seen how you sparkle when fall nips the air. I know you in autumn and I must be there . . .” She had a lovely contralto voice.

If ever I would leave you . . .

Was that the minute he fell in love with her?

That evening had been so good. They’d lingered over dinner talking while the people at other tables left, and new people came.

What had they talked about? Everything. Her father was an engineer for an oil company. She and her two sisters were born abroad. Both sisters were married now.

“How have you escaped?” It was a question that he had to ask. They both knew what he was really asking, “Is there anyone important in your life?”

But there wasn’t. She’d traveled almost constantly for her last newspaper before she started writing the column. It was interesting and lots of fun and she didn’t know where the seven years since college had vanished.

They walked back to the apartment and by the second block they were holding hands. She invited him up for a nightcap. There was the slightest emphasis on nightcap.

While he made drinks, she touched a match to the kindling in the fireplace and they sat side by side watching the flames.

Steven could still remember vividly the feeling of that night, the way the fire brought out the gold in her hair, threw shadows on her classic profile, highlighted her sudden beautiful smile. He’d ached to put his arms around her then but simply kissed her lightly when he left. “Saturday, if you’re not busy . . .” He waited.

“I’m not busy.”

“I’ll call you in the morning.”

And on the drive home, he’d known that the restless, ceaseless heart hunger of the last two years might be ending. If ever I would leave you . . . Don’t leave me, Sharon.

It was quarter of eight when he turned into the building at 1347 Avenue of the Americas. Events magazine staffers were not noted for their early arrivals. The corridors were deserted. Nodding to the security guard at the elevator, Steve went up to his thirty-sixth-floor office and dialed his home.

Mrs. Lufts answered. “Oh, Neil’s fine. He’s just eating his breakfast, or picking at it, I should say. Neil, it’s your dad.”

Neil got on. “Hi, Dad, when are you coming home?”

“By eight-thirty sure. I have a five o’clock meeting. The Lufts still want to go to the movies, don’t they?”

“I guess so.”

“Sharon will be up before six so they can leave.”

“I know. You told me.” Neil’s voice was non-committal.

“Well have a good day, son. And dress warmly. It’s getting pretty cold down here. Is it snowing up there yet?”

“No, it’s just sort of cloudy.”

“All right. See you tonight.”

“Bye, Dad.”

Steve frowned. It was hard to remember that at one time Neil had been such a vibrant, happy-go-lucky kid. Nina’s death had changed that. He wished that Neil and Sharon would get closer. Sharon was trying, really trying, to break through Neil’s reserve, but he just wouldn’t give an inch, at least not so far.

Time. Everything took time. Sighing, Steve turned to the table behind his desk and reached for the editorial he had been working on the night before.



Chapter 3

The occupant of room 932 left the Biltmore at 9:30 A.M. He exited by the Forty-fourth Street door and headed east toward Second Avenue. The sharp, snow-filled wind was hurrying pedestrians along, making them shrink within themselves, tuck their necks into upturned collars.

It was good weather for him, the kind of weather when people didn’t bother to notice what other people were doing.

His first stop was a thrift shop on Second Avenue below Thirty-fourth Street. Ignoring the buses that passed every few minutes, he walked the fourteen blocks. Walking was good exercise and it was important to keep in shape.

The thrift shop was empty except for the elderly salesclerk who sat listlessly reading the morning paper. “Anything particular you want?” she asked.

“No. I’ll just look around.” He spotted the rack with the women’s coats and went over to it. Pushing through the shabby garments, he selected a dark gray tent-shaped wool coat that looked long enough. Sharon Martin was fairly tall, he reflected. There was a tray of folded kerchiefs near the rack. He reached for the largest one, a faded bluish rectangle.

The woman stuffed his purchases in a shopping bag.

The Army-Navy store was next. That was easy. In the camping-gear section he bought a large canvas duffel bag. He selected it carefully, making sure it was long enough to hold the boy, thick enough that you couldn’t tell from the shape what he’d be carrying, wide enough to let sufficient air in when the drawstring was loose.

In a First Avenue Woolworth’s, he bought six rolls of wide bandage and two large spools of thick twine. He brought his purchases back to the Biltmore. The bed in his room was made and there were clean towels in the bathroom.

His eyes darted around for signs that the maid had gone through the closet. But his other pair of shoes was right there, exactly as he had left them, one a hairs breadth behind the other, neither quite touching the old black double-locked suitcase that was standing in the corner.

Slipping the deadlock on the room door, he placed the bags with his purchases on the bed. With infinite care, he lifted the suitcase from the closet and laid it on the foot of the bed. Reaching into a compartment in his wallet, he extracted a key and opened the suitcase.

He made a thorough check of the contents, the pictures, the powder, the clock, the wires, the fuses, the hunting knife and the gun. Satisfied, he closed the bag again.

Carrying the suitcase and the shopping bag, he left the room. This time he went into the lower lobby of the Biltmore to the underground arcade which led to the upper level of Grand Central Station. The early morning commuter rush was over but the terminal was still filled with people scurrying to and from trains, people using the station as a shortcut to Forty-second Street or Park Avenue, people on their way to arcade shops, to the off-track betting center, the quick-service restaurants, the news stands.

Moving quickly, he went down the stairs to the lower level and drifted over toward platform 112 from which Mount Vernon trains arrived and departed. There was no train due for eighteen minutes and the area was deserted. Glancing around swiftly, he made sure no guard was looking in his direction and disappeared down the stairs to the platform.

The platform extended in a U shape around the end of the tracks. From the other side a sloping ramp led into the depths of the terminal. Hurrying around the tracks, he made his way to that ramp. Now his movements became quicker, furtive. The sounds became different in this other world of the terminal. Overhead the station was bustling with the comings and goings of thousands of travelers. Here a pneumatic pump was throbbing, ventilating fans were rumbling, water was trickling across the damp floor. The silent, starved forms of beggar cats slithered in and out of the nearby tunnel under Park Avenue. A continuing dull railroad sound came from the loop where all the trains, beginning their outgoing journey, turned and chugged in gathering momentum away from the terminal.

He continued his gradual descent until he was at the foot of a steep iron staircase. He hurried up the metal steps, carefully placing one foot silently on the rung above. An occasional guard wandered through this area. The light was poor but even so . . .

At the head of the small landing there was a heavy metal door. Carefully depositing the suitcase and the shopping bag on the landing, he fished for and found the key in his wallet. Quickly, nervously, he inserted it in the lock. Reluctantly, the lock yielded its authority and the door swung open.

Inside it was pitch black. He fumbled for the light switch, found it, and keeping one hand firmly on it, reached down and lifted the suitcase and shopping bag into the room. He let the door close noiselessly.

The dark now was absolute. He could see the outlines of the room. The musty smell was overwhelming. Letting out a protracted sigh, the intruder consciously tried to relax. Deliberately he listened for the station sounds but they were far off, discernible only when a distinct effort was made to hear them.

It was all right.

He flicked the switch and the room became gloomy-bright. The dusty fluorescent lamps glared on the peeling ceiling and walls, casting deep shadows in the corners. The room was L-shaped, a cement room with cement walls from which thick layers of gray, moisture-repellent paint were hanging in jagged flaps. An ancient, outsize pair of laundry tubs were to the left of the door. Dripping water from the faucets had streaked their insides with canals of rust through thick layers of caked dirt. In the middle of the room, uneven, tightly nailed boards entombed a chimney-like object, a dumb waiter. A narrow door off the far right of the L-shaped room was ajar, revealing a grimy toilet.

He knew the toilet worked. He’d come into this room last week for the first time in over twenty years and checked the lights and plumbing. Something had made him come here, had reminded him of this room when he was making his plan.

A rickety canvas army cot leaned lopsided against the far wall, an overturned orange crate next to it. The cot and crate worried him. Someone else, sometime, had stumbled onto this room and stayed in it. But the dust on the cot and the stale dampness could only mean the room had been unopened for months at least, maybe years.

He hadn’t been here since he was sixteen, more than half a lifetime ago. That was when this room was used by the Oyster Bar. Located directly below the Oyster Bar kitchen, the old boarded-up dumb waiter used to bring mounds of greasy dishes to be washed in the deep sinks and dried and sent back upstairs.

Years ago the Oyster Bar kitchen had been renovated and dish washing machines installed. And this room sealed off. Just as well. No one would work in this smelly hole.

But it could still serve a purpose.

When he’d pondered where he could keep Peterson’s son until the ransom was paid, he’d remembered this room. He’d investigated it and then realized how well it fit into his plan. When he’d been working here, with his hands all swollen from irritating detergents and scalding water and heavy wet towels, all through the terminal well-dressed people had been rushing home to their expensive houses and cars, or sitting in the restaurant eating the shrimp and clams and oysters and bass and snapper he’d had to scrape off their plates, never caring about him at all.

He’d make everyone in Grand Central, in New York, in the world notice him. After Wednesday they’d never forget him.

It had been simple to get into this room. A wax impression in the door of the rusty old lock. Then he’d made a key. Now he could come and go as he pleased.

Tonight Sharon Martin and the boy would be here with him. Grand Central Station. The world’s busiest railroad terminal. The best place in the world to hide people.

He laughed aloud. Now that he was here, he could begin to laugh. He felt clear and brilliant and stimulated. The peeling walls and sagging cot and leaking water and splintered boards excited him.

Here he was the master, the planner. He’d arrange to get his money. He’d close the eyes forever. He couldn’t stand dreaming about the eyes anymore. He couldn’t stand it. And now they had become a real danger.

Wednesday. Eleven-thirty Wednesday morning was exactly forty-eight hours away. He’d be on a plane leaving for Arizona where no one knew him. It wasn’t safe for him in Carley. There were too many questions being asked.

But out there, with the money . . . and the eyes gone . . . and if Sharon Martin was in love with him, he’d bring her with him.

He carried the suitcase past the army cot and carefully laid it flat on the floor. Opening it, he removed the tiny cassette recorder and camera and put them in the left hand pocket of his shapeless brown overcoat. The hunting knife and gun went into the right hand pocket. No bulges showed through the deep, thick pockets.

He picked up the shopping bag and methodically spread its contents on the cot. The coat and scarf and twine and tape and bandage rolls, he stuffed into the duffel bag. Finally he reached for the packet of neatly rolled posters. He opened them, smoothing them down, bending them to reduce the curling. His eyes lingered on them. A smile, reminiscent, thoughtful, extended his narrow lips.

The first three pictures he hung on the wall, over the cot, securing them carefully with surgical tape. The fourth he studied, and slowly rolled up again.

Not yet, he decided.

Time was passing. Carefully he turned out the light before opening the door a few inches. He listened intently, but there were no footsteps in the area.

Slipping outside, he noiselessly descended the metal steps and hurried past the throbbing generator, the rumbling fans, the yawning tunnel, up the ramp, around the Mt. Vernon tracks, up the steps to the lower level of Grand Central Station. There he became part of the flow of people, a barrel-chested man in his late thirties with a muscular frame, a stiff, straight carriage, a chapped, puffy, high-cheekboned face with narrow lips that he pressed together and heavy lids that only partially concealed the pale eyes that darted from side to side.

A ticket in his hand, he hurried to the gate on the upper level where the train was leaving for Carley, Connecticut.



Chapter 4

Neil stood on the corner waiting for the school bus. He knew Mrs. Lufts was watching him from the window. He hated that. None of his friends’ mothers watched them like Mrs. Lufts did. You’d think he was a kindergarten baby instead of a first-grader.

Whenever it was raining, he had to wait in the house until the bus came. He hated that too. It made him look like a big sissy. He tried to explain that to his father but Dad hadn’t understood. He’d just said that Neil had to take some special care because of his asthma attacks.

Sandy Parker was in the fourth grade. He lived on the next street but got on the bus at this stop. He always wanted to sit next to Neil. Neil wished that he wouldn’t. Sandy always talked about things Neil didn’t want to talk about.

Just as the bus turned the corner, Sandy came puffing up, his books sliding around in his arms. Neil tried to head for an empty seat near the back but Sandy said, “Here, Neil, here are two seats together.” The bus was noisy. All the kids talked at the tops of their voices. Sandy didn’t talk loud but you couldn’t miss a single word he said.

Sandy was bursting with excitement. They’d barely sat down when he said, “We saw your father on the Today show when we were having breakfast.”

“My father?” Neil shook his head. “You’re kidding.”

“No, I’m not. That lady I met at your house was on it too, Sharon Martin. They were arguing.”

“Why?” Neil didn’t want to ask. He was never sure if he should believe Sandy.

“Because she doesn’t believe in killing bad people and your father does. My dad said that your dad’s right. He said that the guy who killed your mother should fry.” Sandy repeated the word with emphasis, “Fry!”

Neil turned to the window. He leaned his forehead against the cool glass. Outside it looked so gray and it was just starting to snow. He wished it were tonight. He wished his dad had been home last night. He didn’t like being just with the Lufts. They were both nice to him but they argued a lot and Mr. Lufts went out to the bar and Mrs. Lufts was mad even though she tried not to show it in front of him.

“Aren’t you glad they’re going to kill Ronald Thompson Wednesday?” Sandy persisted.

“No . . . I mean . . . I don’t think about it,” Neil said in a low voice.

That wasn’t true. He did think about it a lot. He dreamt about it all the time too, always the same dream about that night. He was playing with his trains up in his room. Mommy was in the kitchen putting away the shopping. It was just getting dark out. One of his trains went off the track and he switched off the power.

That was when he heard the funny sound, like a scream but not a loud scream. He’d run downstairs. The living room was almost dark but he’d seen her. Mommy. Her arms were trying to push someone back. She was making awful choking sounds. The man was twisting something around her neck.

Neil had stood on the landing. He wanted to help her but he couldn’t move. He wanted to shout for help but he couldn’t make his voice work. He started to breathe like Mommy, funny, gurgly sounds, then his knees went all crumbly. The man turned when he heard him and let Mommy fall.

Neil was falling too. He could feel himself falling. Then the room got brighter. Mommy was lying on the floor. Her tongue was sticking out, her face was blue, her eyes were staring. The man was kneeling beside her now; his hands were all over her throat. He looked up at Neil and started to run but Neil could see his face clearly. It was all sweaty and scared.

Neil had had to tell all about that to the policemen and point out the man at the trial. Then Daddy said, try to forget it, Neil. Just think of all the happy times with Mommy. But he couldn’t forget. He kept dreaming about it all the time and he’d wake up with asthma.

Now maybe Daddy was going to marry Sharon. Sandy had told him that everybody said his dad would probably get married again. Sandy said that nobody wants other women’s kids, especially kids who are sick a lot.

Mr. and Mrs. Lufts kept talking about wanting to move to Florida. Neil wondered if Daddy would give him to the Lufts if he married Sharon. He hoped not. Miserably, he stared out the window, so deep in thought that Sandy had to poke him when the bus pulled up in front of their school.



Chapter 5

The cab screeched to a stop at the News Dispatch building on East Forty-second Street. Sharon rummaged in her handbag, pulled out two dollars and paid the driver.

The snow flurry had stopped for the moment but the temperature was still dropping and the sidewalk felt slick underfoot.

She went directly to the newsroom that was already bustling with preparations for the afternoon edition. There was a note in her box to see the City Editor immediately.

Disturbed by the implied urgency, she hurried across the noisy room. He was alone in his small, cluttered office. “Come in and close the door.” He waved her to a seat. “Got your column for today?”

“Yes.”

“Any reference to telegraphing or phoning Governor Greene to commute Thompson’s sentence?”

“Certainly. I’ve been thinking about it. I’ll change the lead. The fact that the Governor said she won’t stop the execution might be a break. It might jog a lot more people into action. We’ve still got forty-eight hours.”

“Forget it.”

Sharon stared. “What do you mean, ‘forget it’? You’ve been right with me all through this.”

“I said, forget it. After the Governor made her decision, she personally called the old man and blasted him. Said that we were deliberately creating sensationalism to sell papers. She said that she doesn’t believe in capital punishment either but she has no right to interfere with the sentence of the court without new evidence. She said if we wanted to campaign to amend the Constitution, it was our right and she’d help us every step of the way, but to pressure her to interfere in one particular case had the effect of trying to apply justice capriciously. The old man ended up agreeing with her.”

Sharon felt her stomach twist as though she’d been kicked. For an instant she was afraid she was going to get sick. Pressing her lips together, she tried to swallow over the sudden constriction in her throat. The editor looked at her closely. “You all right, Sharon? You look pretty pale.”

She managed to force back the brackish taste. “I’m all right.”

“I can get someone to cover that meeting tomorrow. You better take a few days off.”

“No.” The Massachusetts legislature was debating outlawing capital punishment in that state. She intended to be there.

“Have it your way. File your column and go home.” His voice became sympathetic. “I’m sorry, Sharon. A constitutional amendment could take years to get passed and I thought if we got Governor Greene to be the first one to commute a death sentence, the same approach could be used case by case across the country. But I can understand her position.”

Sharon said, “I understand that legalized murder is not to be protested anymore except in the abstract.” Without waiting for his reaction, she abruptly got up and left the room. Going to her desk, she reached into the zipper compartment of her oversized shoulder bag and pulled out the folded type-written pages that contained the article she had worked on most of the night. She carefully tore the pages in half, then in quarters, finally in eighths. She watched as they fluttered into the battered waste basket next to her desk.

Putting a fresh sheet of paper in the typewriter, she began to write. “Society is again about to exercise its recently regained prerogative, the right to kill. Almost four hundred years ago, the French philosopher Montaigne wrote, ‘The horror of one man killing another makes me fear the horror of killing him.’

“If you agree that capital punishment should be outlawed by the constitution . . .”

She wrote steadily for two hours, slashing whole paragraphs, inserting phrases, rewriting. When she had completed the column, she retyped it quickly, turned it in, left the building and hailed a cab. “Ninety-fifth Street just off Central Park West, please,” she said.
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