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Now



The governor was late. No governor, no ceremony; the distinguished people gathered in the private office of the district attorney muttered to themselves and to their pals. They brought out their cell phones and their Date Minders and juggled their schedules. The office buzzed with talk, quiet or annoyingly loud, directed at people not physically present, so that the place took on the appearance of a day room in a mental institution. The DA himself, John X. Keegan, did not talk on either a cell or a regular phone, but simply relaxed, smiling, a drink in his big fist, and chatted quietly to a small group of men who were too big to bother about their own schedules. Keegan wore a wide white smile on his broad red face. It had hardly been off that face (not even in slumber) since he had gotten the news of his appointment some months ago. Today was his last day as district attorney after nearly a decade on the job. He was going to become a federal judge, a lifetime’s ambition, or rather an important step toward his real ambition. It had never escaped Jack Keegan’s notice that Chief Justice Earl Warren had started as a DA.
One other person in the room, now slouched against a corner of the long conference table in the center of the office, was equally unconcerned with schedules. His own smile was thin and a little false, because he disliked events of this kind. Even slouching, he was the tallest person in the room (at six-five), well-knit, and still athletic in these, his middle years. He had a peculiar flat, sallow face, close-cropped brown hair just starting to show gray on the sides, and eyes set slightly aslant over strong cheekbones. These eyes were his signal feature apart from his hugeness: bright, inquisitive, don’t-fuck-with-me eyes, gray in color, shot with flecks of gold. An ethnologist observing the room as if it contained a herd of beasts would have noted that this tall man, like the DA, occupied the center of a circulation, a node of power. People came up to him, said a few words, smiled harder at him than he did at them, and were gently pressed away by others. The man’s name was Roger Karp, called Butch by everyone, and he was the chief assistant district attorney, the operational leader of the six hundred or so lawyers who prosecuted criminal cases in the County of New York.
Taking advantage of an interval in which no one was in his face, Karp walked over to a window and peered out into the gathering gloom. It was snowing harder. Fat white flakes descended from the dust bunny–colored sky, obscuring the dun buildings across the street. This was why the governor was late.
Karp checked his watch. Clearly the goddamn thing would not begin at two, as scheduled. As if answering his unspoken desire to know when it would start, someone dinged on a glass. The governor’s advance person, a thin redhead in a bright red suit, announced that both Teterboro and La Guardia Airports were socked, JFK was iffy, and so the governor’s plane had been cleared for MacArthur Field, farther out on the island. He’d be landing shortly and would then come into the city by car. Regrets. The weather. If you’d all reassemble at four…
Murmurs and sighs from the crowd, which began to move toward the door, the juniors swiftly, the elders with more stately pace.
“He’d better use the Batmobile,” said a voice at Karp’s elbow: Murrow, his special assistant. “Can you imagine what the express-way’s going to be like in this weather?”
“He’s the governor, he’ll find a way,” said Karp, casting an eye over the man’s outfit and frowning. “What is that you’re wearing, Murrow?”
“This? A Harris tweed jacket, whipcord slacks, a Brooks shirt and tie. Why?”
“I mean that,” said Karp, pointing.
“Oh, you mean this plum-colored velvet waistcoat, with gilt buttons. It’s seasonal.”
“So is a Santa suit, but we don’t usually wear them in the courthouse.”
“I could rush home through the freezing snow and change into something more funereal. Have I made you ashamed of me? Again?”
“A little. Look, I’m going to go hide in my office. Spread the word that I’m out of the building. Tell Flynn to hold the calls, too. Except from my family.”
Karp glowered in a friendly way and vanished more easily than you would have thought possible for someone that large. His office was across the hall from the DA’s, and its door had a jolly wreath on it, like all the others in the suite. Karp frowned at the wreath, went in, took off his sufficiently funereal navy pin-striped jacket, and sat down in his big black judge’s chair. He swiveled and faced the window.
For a while he amused himself by seeing how long he could keep a single snowflake in focus. The burble of voices outside declined in volume. Karp knew that there would be a coven of old pols gathered around Keegan, sipping discreetly at his scotch, glad of the unscheduled demiholiday. They would be stroking or stinging one another in the ancient old-pol way. When pressed, Karp knew he could slip into that style and stroke and sting with the best of them, establishing himself as an in-guy, as he would clearly have to do now that Keegan was going. The difference was that, unlike JackKeegan, he didn’t love it. He sucked no nectar from the schmoozefests. They left him drained and irritable, as now. If he were a little more paranoid than he was (which was more paranoid than most people not actually on lithium), he would have imagined that Jack had done it for just that reason: to make him writhe. He leaned forward and pressed his nose against the glass. The streetlights were already on, made into haloes by the snow. The glass was cold. A chill ran across his shoulders, and he got up to put on his jacket. It was colder in his office than it had been this morning, and he recalled something, a memo, about the building’s boilers being replaced over the Christmas break. They must have already started the work.
A sharp rap on the door. “Go away!” he said, too low to be heard. Murrow appeared. He whipped neatly through the doorway and pulled it closed in one motion, like a character in a farce. He was holding an irregularly shaped object draped in a bar towel. This he deposited on Karp’s credenza, and drew away the draping with a flourish, revealing a plastic tray with a bottle and two snifter glasses on it.
“What’s that?”
“It’s cognac,” said Murrow. “It’s a kind of liquor made from wine.”
“I know what cognac is. You know I don’t drink.”
“You can learn how. In exchange for everything you’ve taught me over the years. It’s only fair.” He shivered. “My God, it’s freezing in here! Can’t you turn up the heat?”
“They’re fixing the boilers.”
“Well, we’ll certainly be perfectly Dickensian by the time the gov gets here.” He uncorked the cognac and poured a generous slug into each glass. “Aren’t you sorry now you don’t have a cozy plum-colored waistcoat?”
Murrow sat on the worn leather couch across from Karp’s desk and raised his glass. “To the future, or at least to an end to this horrible year!”
“Oh, I’ll drink to that,” said Karp, sipping. A surprise: the liquor was stingingly warm, and seemed to expand like a gas into his sinuses. He held the glass balloon up to the light. “This isn’t bad. It doesn’t have that boozy taste.”
“No. Mr. Hennessy has it removed when he puts the XO on the bottle. It’s the beverage of the ruling class. You should get used to it.”
“I can live without it,” said Karp, taking another small sip. His face became warm. The roiling in his gut, which had begun with his awakening that morning, diminished.
“Again?” asked Murrow, holding out the bottle, grinning.
“Sure. Why not? Jack and his pals are hitting the scotch in there. We might as well all get loaded. When the governor gets here we can all lean against each other and sway.”
“I notice you’re not in there.”
“No. I’m not one of the boys. I’d cramp their style, and Jack deserves a couple of hours of fun. It’s a big day for him, too.”
“Why aren’t you?” asked Murrow. “One of the boys. I always wondered about that. You’re a boy and you’ve been here since the year one.”
“It’s a long story.”
“We have time.”
“It’s longer than that. Let’s just say they don’t really trust me. Let’s just say…”
The office door burst open and a woman walked in. Murrow stared up at her, higher up than he ever had at a woman before, for she was over six feet tall, even without the thick-heeled knee boots she wore. She also had on a knee-length dark leather coat lined with grayish fleece and a flat gray wool hat, dotted with melting snow.
“So, here’s where you’re hiding!” she exclaimed. “I should have known. And a secret drinker, too, I see. Who’s your friend, and will he pour me a shot of…what is that, cognac?”
“You’ll have to ask him,” said Karp. “Murrow, this is Ariadne Stupenagel, a friend of my wife’s. A reporter.” His tone on this last word was what he might have used saying “pedophile.”
Murrow stood up and shook hands with the woman. A man of moderate size, he felt as if he were back in third grade. He tried not to stare, but this was difficult; she seemed to invite staring: the bottle green eyes, heavily made up with mascara, shadow, and cynicism; the big beak; the enormous, ravenous-looking mouth slashed with orange-pink lip gloss. She whipped off her hat and flung it onto a filing cabinet, spraying droplets.
“I’m sorry, we only have two glasses,” Murrow said.
“Oh, that’s not a problem,” replied Stupenagel, reaching into the capacious canvas sack she carried and coming out with a heavy cut-glass Old-Fashioned tumbler. As he poured, Murrow noticed that the bag was stenciled with Cyrillic lettering and was extremely dirty.
“Absent friends,” said Stupenagel, raising her glass. She drank deeply, sighed. “Oh, this is good. I should come here more often.” She plopped herself down on the couch and stretched out her legs, which were draped in a full shin-length skirt of black wool. Murrow estimated that these legs were very nearly as long as he was.
“I thought you were in Afghanistan,” said Karp.
“Oh, I was, I was, but it’s winter and the facilities are not all one might wish. They should only stage wars in warm climates. Plus the men won’t talk to you, and how many stories can you read about the plight of Afghan women? So I’m back in what I think I now have to call my homeland. How’s Marlene?”
The abrupt change of subject was a reporter’s trick, but it was a prosecutor’s trick, too, and Karp was not discommoded. “She’s fine. You should go see her.”
“She’s still with that kennel business out on the ass end of the island?”
“The dog farm, yes. Business is booming, I hear. Security dogs are a hot item nowadays.”
“I’m not a dog person myself. I hear you’re breaking up.”
“Where did you hear that?”
“Around. I’m a reporter. Is it true? Because if it is, I want to get on the Karp short list.”
“You’re supposed to be her friend, Stupenagel.”
“I am! Ciampi is my dearest pal in the whole wide world, but do you know how few men on the planet there are that I don’t have to look down at their bald spot? Of those, eliminate the brainless, the evil, the smelly, the faggots, the needle dicks, what have you got left? You and Bill Bradley, and Bill turned me down already. Ciampi’s only five-four. It’s not fair.”
“No, it’s not, and as flattering as it is, I have to tell you I’m not on the market.” An image of what it would be like to be in bed with Ariadne Stupenagel crossed unbidden across Karp’s interior TV. He had to look away from her then, and his eyes fell on Murrow, who was staring at them, as if at a show.
“I believe Murrow is single,” said Karp. “You could fit him with lifts.”
“Stilts,” said Stupenagel. “But he certainly is cute,” she said, turning her gaze full upon him. Murrow felt warmth rising on his neck. She added, “Mm, yes. A lickable item. Maybe you’d like to sit on my lap, Murrow?”
“Yes, I would,” said Murrow, “but my Mummy said I mustn’t.”
A booming man’s laugh from Stupenagel, in which, after a pause, the men joined. Karp recalled Marlene once saying that Stupe was the most infuriating and also the most uninfuriating person she knew, someone who would both steal your shoes and give you the shirt off her back.
“In that case, you can pour me another drink,” she said. “Oh, now, this is cozy. A blizzard outside, great changes in the DA, and the death of the year. You know where I was when the story of the century broke a couple of blocks away? In Havana. They wanted me to check if Fidel was actually still alive.”
“Did you fuck him?” asked Karp.
“Puh-lease! He could barely get it up in eighty-five. I never worked so hard for a story in my life.”
“Yes, Murrow,” said Karp, “if you succumb to Stupenagel’s charms, you’ll be able to share STDs with some of the world’s great leaders, past and present.”
“That was unkind,” she pouted. “See, that’s what happens to nice men when they’re not getting it regular, they become unkind. Fill him up again, Murrow. Anyway, when Nine Eleven hit I realized there was no point in coming to the city, because everyone was here, so I hopped a flight to London and then to Pakistan, because it was obvious the story was going to be there. I heard you had quite a summer, by the way. Escaped maniacs…?”
“Felix Tighe.”
She said, “Yeah, Tighe. I remember the original case. I was in Guat at the time, but I read what the wire services had on it. I recall thinking that it was hard getting all excited about a couple or three people getting killed in New York when we had them in windrows along every road in the country. That was the guy that snatched Marlene, or was that his brother?”
“The brother,” said Karp. “And the mom. She was running a Satanic pedophile ring out of a fancy day-care center. The brother was a feeb, and she’d trained him to pick up stray little girls off the streets, like a Labrador retriever. She was aiming to make Felix the next prince of darkness, or whatever, but he liked freelance evil instead. Go have children.”
“I thought that whole Satanic ritual in the day-care center was a load of horseshit. Like an urban legend.”
“It is,” said Karp. “But there’s always the exception. One giant alligator really does live down in the sewers, and one poodle really did go into the microwave. This one was it for the Satanic day cares. We never tried the case. The old lady killed herself in custody and the brother died, too, and the only other witnesses were the kids, and I wasn’t going anywhere near that.”
“Marlene plugged him, didn’t she?” asked Stupenagel. “Now it’s coming back. God, how the years fly! This was when you were still a rug rat, Murrow. I might have dandled you on my knee. I might still, if you’re lucky. Yeah, now that I think about it, that was Marlene’s first hit, wasn’t it?”
Karp was silent.
“Yeah, it was. But not anywhere near the last. What’s the count now, or don’t you keep track? No comment? Oh, right, this is talking rope in the house of the hanged, isn’t it?” She slapped her cheek. “Naughty, naughty Stupenagel—again! Murrow, this is why I so infrequently get invited back, except regrettably, by horny short men. There was something else about the mother, too, wasn’t there? Didn’t get a lot of play?”
“Felix was screwing her,” said Karp. “They used to meet in a hotel, I understand, her in disguise, him in some kind of trance. It came up in pretrial, the defense feeling out how we would sit with an insanity plea, but Felix put the kibosh on it. ‘It never happened,’ says Felix, ‘my mom was a saint.’ I think Ray Guma has to get credit for the best line: ‘And here I thought that “mean motherfucker” was just a figure of speech. ’”
She laughed. “Dear old Guma. But that’s interesting. I wonder if it happens a lot or rarely. Mother-on-son incest. The other kind we know all about, girls blabbing about what bad old Daddy did every time you switch on the fucking TV. But the boys don’t blab. Does that mean there’s nothing there? Silence arouses my journalistic instinct. What about it, boys? Anyone want to confess. Off the record, of course. I’m not on duty.”
“Rare, but not unknown,” said Murrow after a pause. “A lot of fantasy around it, which is suggestive. Just check out the Internet. As a matter of fact, about ten percent of child sex abuse vics are boys, but that includes dad as the perp, of course. Then there’s art. Luna by Bertolucci, Le Souffle au Coeur by Louis Malle.”
“My God, he talks!” crowed Stupenagel. “It’s a pity you’re not up for adoption, Murrow. Or doesn’t that hold any interest? I’d wear a housedress and you could be in diapers. No? Then you can refresh my drink.”
She drank, and said to Karp, “So, do you think it was Mom who warped him and sent him on a life of crime?”
“I try never to speculate on causation. It’s irrelevant, although there’s practically never a case where the defense doesn’t try to bring up their boy’s sad life. A mutt is a mutt.”
“Even when he’s a cop?”
“Especially then.”
“I could never figure out what happened in that thing last summer,” she said. “I mean, even after all the shit that’s been going down about bad shootings and police brutality, why a cop would even take the chance…what did you make of it?”
“Are you back on duty?”
“No. But as a victim of police brutality in four countries, including this one, I have an interest.”
“It wasn’t a police brutality thing,” said Karp. “Not really. It was a police stupidity thing. A hell of a lot more common, to tell you the truth.”
“So there must have been a lot of pressure on that case,” said the reporter. “White cops, black victim. How come you took the case?”
Karp explained the situation and added, “Even so, I didn’t think Jack would let me take it. They usually keep me away from cases with racial overtones, as you know.”
“But I don’t know. I was out of the country at the time. I’m a foreign correspondent.”
“Then what are you doing here?” Karp said, not quite keeping the snarl from his voice. I’m getting drunk, he thought. Am I going to be a mean drunk?
She appeared not to notice. He imagined people snarled at her all the time, given her personality. She said, “Every place is foreign from the standpoint of someplace else. Pretend I’m reporting on the strange customs of American jurisprudence for a Canadian paper. No, really, all I know is the gossip. You punched out a black reporter is what I heard.”
“I didn’t punch him out,” said Karp. “He got in my face in a hallway and I pushed past him and he tripped on some TV cables. Then a guy fell on him with a TV camera and his face got bruised. There was some tape with me scowling and this little guy with blood streaming down his face. The press made a big thing of it. And it was the case I was working on at the time, that had a lot to do with it.”
“Okay, now it’s coming back. That was that wacko who was after black grannies. You lost that one, if memory serves. Another racial thing?”
“Not really. It was a good jury. I just got beat. The guy, Rohbling, was a weedy white boy with a lot of money. His family hired the best lawyer in the country and the rest is history. He’s in Matteawan now, until the shrinks decide he’s not a danger to the community. It happens. The African-American sector was not pleased.”
“Was that when they started calling you KKKarp?”
“Around then. They thought I was being insufficiently aggressive. They thought it was funny that a prosecutor who’d won over a hundred straight homicide convictions, mainly, if you want to know, where the defendants were what they call people of color, just couldn’t hack it when it came to nailing a rich white guy.”
“Did they have a point?” she asked slyly.



Before



1

THE INTERIOR OF NEW YORK STATE GETS SURPRISINGLY HOT in the summer, and this was a hotter than usual week, even for the last of August. The guards at the Auburn Prison, located nearly in the center of this region, were more than usually interested in the weather reports, for hot weather does not play well in the cell blocks. Auburn is a maximum security joint, like Attica, its more famous sister. Most people have forgotten that in 1929, in a similar hot spell, the prisoners had rebelled and burned the whole place down. But the guards remember. Prison cell blocks are not air-conditioned. Air-conditioning would be coddling convicts and the legislature will not countenance it, although if it were up to the guards, they would chill the whole place down so low that frost would form on the bars.
The fight started on a Monday, which is the worst day in prison, because Sunday is visiting day. Those who have received visits from loved ones are pissed off because they can’t actually make love with their wives or hug their kids, and the ones who haven’t are pissed off because they haven’t, and the air is stale and stinking that monkey-house stink, and in the shadeless yard the sun boils the brain. Twelve hundred men, not one of whom has particularly good impulse control, all with little to lose, most with grudges against the world, mingle on that barren plain in the wilting heat. There are gangs. Half the prisoners are black, a third Hispanic, the rest white, and the gangs track this assortment. Someone makes a remark, and if the ethnicity of the remarker and the remarkee differ, that’s all it takes. The guard in his tower sees a rapid movement, a coalescence of men’s bodies around a center, like dirty gray water sucking down a drain. He goes for his radio and picks up his shotgun. The guards rush out with clubs swinging. They disappear into the mass.
Felix Tighe woke up in the prison infirmary with an aching head and a dull pain in his side. It took him a little while to recall where he was and what had put him there. It was hot, he remembered that, and he was on the bench in the yard, doing bench presses, 380-pound presses, with some Aryan Nation cons around him, also working out, ignoring the niggers at their weights, as usual, and then one of the niggers had said something about the sweet little white-boy ass of Kopman’s punk, Lulu, which was bad enough, but then—it was Marvelle, the Crimp, he now recalled—Marvelle had actually grabbed Lulu and started dry-humping him right there in front of everyone, and all the white guys had dropped their weights and gone after him.
Felix had picked up a weight bar and gone in, too. After that it got blurry. He remembers cracking some heads with it, before the screws came in and started whacking everyone they could reach. He touched his side, moved his left arm. It stung, but didn’t feel that bad. Someone had shanked him. He’d have to find out who and get even. Felix always got even and everyone knew it. It was one of his two main things, which was why no one had fucked with him after the first week, and now it was going on nineteen years here in Auburn. He was nearly forty-two.
A face swam into his field of view. A thin, pale brown face, the color of a sandy dirt road, shaven-headed, beak-nosed over a cropped gray beard, with prison glasses glinting in front of wide-set intelligent eyes. The Arab.
“How do you feel?” the Arab asked. He had a soft voice, only slightly accented. The Arab had been the chief trustee attendant at the infirmary for at least ten years. The Arab wasn’t in a gang, not even in the Muslim Brothers, although he was an actual Muslim. Everyone left him alone for two reasons: one, you never could tell when you might have to go into the infirmary and hence find yourself in his power, and two, he provided dope for the whole prison. The doc was a junkie, and nodded off half the time. The Arab ran the place. Actually, three reasons. There was something about him, a look. The toughest cons, the yard bulls, could read it, and they treated the Arab with respect, and so, accordingly, did everyone else, including Felix. The prison records gave his name as Feisal Abdel Ridwan, which was somewhat true, and the crimes for which he had been sentenced as felony murder and armed robbery were also somewhat true. His actual identity and his actual crimes were kept secret, even from the prison authorities. This was part of the deal his lawyers had negotiated, to keep him safe, and to keep the information in his head on tap, should any of a number of U.S. government agencies wish to tap it.
“Okay, I guess,” said Felix. “My head hurts. What the fuck happened?”
“You were knocked out, a concussion. Also you were stabbed, but the blade twisted against a rib and did not penetrate far. Would you like some pills for the pain?”
“Fuck yes.”
The pills were produced, two tabs of Percocet. After swallowing them, Felix asked, “So I’m okay? No permanent damage, huh?”
“Not to your body. Your legal situation is not so good, I am afraid.”
“My legal…?”
“Yes. The guard Daniels is dead. They are saying you killed him.”
“The fuck they are! That’s bullshit! Who’s saying I killed him, the niggers?”
“No, you were seen by several guards, apparently. Daniels was killed by a blow to the side of the neck, a blow from a naked hand. There are not many men who could deliver such a blow.”
Without thinking, Felix looked at his hands. A heavy rind of callous ran along the edge of each. The knuckles barely rose above the thick hornlike skin that encased them. Felix had been a karate black belt before coming to the prison, and he had been scrupulous about practicing during his time here. That was his other main thing—his body and its effectiveness as a weapon. Had he killed Daniels? He wasn’t sure, although some details were returning now, as the drug relaxed him. The iron bar had been torn from his hands, and then he’d felt the jab of the knife. There were angry black faces all around him and he’d kicked and struck out at them. Someone had tried to grab him from behind and he’d whirled and chopped at a neck. Then nothing. That could have been Daniels. By then everything was a blur, the red haze of rage, sweat in his eyes. They couldn’t hold him responsible for that. It was Marvelle who’d started the whole thing anyway.
“It was Marvelle started the fucking thing. Whyn’t they fuck with him for a change?”
The Arab ignored this. “I think you are in a lot of trouble, Felix, you know? A great deal of big trouble. Killing a guard is murder in the first degree. They have the death penalty now. I think they intend to pin you for this murder.”
“Let them fucking try,” said Felix, “I didn’t kill anyone. Not on purpose anyway.”
Later that same day, however, two state police detectives arrived at Felix’s bedside, to interview him and to confront him with the evidence against him. The whole thing had been captured by the video cameras perpetually trained on the yard, they said, and it was perfectly clear who had killed the guard. They desired a confession, which Felix did not give them. It was an essential part of his psychology never to confess to anything, not for strategic reasons, but because, in his own mind, he was incapable of wrongdoing of any kind. That any act of his was justified, correct, blameless was, in a sense, the core of his being. Felix Tighe was a psychopath.
He asked for a lawyer then, which meant that they had to stop questioning him. It did not mean, however, that they had to stop talking to him, and one of the state detectives did that, describing in some detail what would happen to him after he was convicted of first-degree murder. New York had never executed anyone under the new statute, but it was the detective’s belief that the state was merely waiting for someone just like Felix: white, a convicted murderer of a woman and a child, who had killed an officer in the line of duty. “A poster boy for capital punishment” was the phrase he used more than once.
The next day, a lawyer appeared, a court-appointed local, bored and irritably earning his twenty-five dollars per, who explained to Felix the legal doctrine of intent. It did not matter, he said, that Felix had not arisen that Monday morning planning to murder Officer Phillip K. Daniels. He had directed a blow against the victim’s neck, knowing his own power and skill, knowing that it was potentially deadly. It was precisely the same as shooting a cop in the commission of a crime. “I didn’t mean it” was not exculpatory under law. The lawyer advised Felix to take the plea, and he’d try to work out something that did not involve lethal injection. Felix refused. The lawyer explained what a refusal meant: that he would be tried locally, in Cuyahoga County, before a jury composed of people having zero sympathy for New York City bad boys, who all knew someone who knew someone who worked as a corrections officer at the prison. Felix then cursed out the lawyer so violently that the man got up and left.
After that Felix napped, untroubled by the future. Like many of his fellow psychopaths, he had the imagination and foresight of a newt. It was the Arab who brought him to his senses. He was sympathetic, to start with, and Felix was a great consumer of sympathy. In the long quiet night hours of the infirmary, the Arab sat in a chair by Felix’s bedside, listening to the sad story of how Felix had been shafted, screwed, betrayed by everyone with whom he had come in contact (especially women), how all his plans had been undone bybad luck, how his reasonable efforts to seek justice had been misconstrued, how he had been so many times unjustly accused of crimes, as now. To all this, the Arab listened calmly, silent except for little clucks of concern. This made Felix happy, not because he thought he was becoming friends with the man—friendship was a category void of meaning for Felix—but because the jerk seemed to be swallowing the story whole, which meant he could be manipulated to Felix’s advantage. Which he already was: he was a willing source of drugs, and a faker of medical reports, so that Felix got to hang out in bed all day instead of having to hump laundry baskets or slave away in the roasting stamping shop, making license plates. The infirmary was air-conditioned.
On one of these pleasant nights, Felix was expatiating on one of his favorite themes, how the niggers got all the breaks, because the hebes wanted it that way, so that real Americans got kept down. Felix did not actually believe all this. Sympathizing with the downtrodden, even the class of which he was a member, was quite alien to him. All of it was in service of manipulation—he figured the Arab would have a thing about Jews. And indeed, the man spoke for the first time after Felix said this, but not about the Jews.
“They are going to execute you, you know,” said the Arab. “It is inevitable. And that will be the end of your sad story. A pity, really. You are clearly a man capable of larger things.”
Felix stared at him.
The Arab’s eyes were sad as he resumed. “Yes, you see I have many contacts in the administration. And outside. It is amazing how much information one can buy if one has an endless supply of painkillers and soporifics and diet pills. Everyone is looking for the drugs smuggled into the prison; it never occurs to anyone that drugs can be smuggled out, as well. In any case, my informants tell me that the indictment is already prepared. It will be for first-degree murder, and the state has absolutely no incentive to ask for anything other than death.”
The word brought Felix back from a reverie in which he blackmailed the Arab into letting him into the drug supply business in the prison, running it, in fact. He’d be the fucking king of the yard if he could get his hands on…
“Death?”
“Yes. Inevitable. The trial will be a slam dunk. That is correct, yes, a slam dunk? As I say, a pity. Unless you were able to escape.”
“What’re you talking about?”
“It could be arranged. I could arrange it, in fact.”
“How?”
An elegant shrug. “You could go into a decline. Dr. McMartin is not punctilious and we have an unusual number of patients because of the riot. Your wound becomes infected. I start an IV, for antibiotics. Unfortunately it is of no use. You slip into a coma. You die. You have no close relations, do you?”
“No,” said Felix, and had the strange, if fleeting, notion that the Arab already knew this fact. “What do you mean, I die?”
“Just that. I will give you a substantial dose of morphine, enough to make it appear to a casual observer that you are deceased. In the early morning hours, I will move you into the morgue cooler. There are drugs I have that can slow your breathing so that it is almost imperceptible, and also your heart rate. Dr. McMartin is not a skillful physician. He will examine you briefly, with a stethoscope that I will have altered so that it would not detect a jet engine. Your skin will be quite cold. The picture will be a sick man who has passed away in the night. He will sign the death certificate with no qualms. Then I will autopsy you.”
“You’ll what?”
“It is required. I do it all the time, although it is not authorized for me to do it alone. However, the doctor does not care for autopsies and he is glad of my skill.”
“You’re not a doctor, how the fuck can you fake—”
“I am, in fact, a physician, in all but the details of licensure. I had four years of medical training in Cairo before I was arrested by the regime. I will make shallow cuts in a Y shape on your chest and sew them up again, as if I have removed your organs. I have put aside organs from a real autopsy, which I will present as yours, if anyone asks. Which I doubt that they will. Everyone, in fact, will be delighted that you are dead. Then your body will be shipped to your cousin in New York City.”
“I don’t have a cousin in New York.”
“Oh, but you do,” said the Arab. “It is all arranged.”
Felix felt irritation grow in him, for though he certainly wanted to get out of prison, he wanted even more the feeling of being in control of things. Nor did he enjoy being in the debt of some sand nigger.
“What do you mean, it’s all arranged. How the hell did you know I’d be in here?”
Another little shrug. A smile. “If not you, then someone like you. You see what I look like. On the outside I have…colleagues, who look the same. People who look like us are now restricted in their movements because of the recent events in New York. I have need of someone who does not look like that, an American, for certain tasks.”
Now Felix smiled. “You’re a fucking terrorist?”
“Why use such a meaningless word?” said the Arab, not smiling at all now. “The rulers of the world, the rich, the powerful, the Jews and their agents, the same people who have spoiled your own life, as you have told me, they will always call terrorists those who refuse to be crushed. Like us. Also, I thought you would be a good choice because we have several interests in common, you and I.”
“Yeah? Such as?”
“A desire to exact revenge on people who have hurt us. To achieve what we are meant to achieve despite the conspiracies against us. As I said, I have friends in administration. I know about you, your records.”
“Oh, yeah?” Felix didn’t like this, but he kept his face friendly.
“Yes. Do you know that we were both convicted by the same man? And not just the man. He has a wife who was involved in both of our cases. Isn’t that strange? He is a Jew, of course.”
“Karp?”
“Yes, Karp. Wouldn’t you like to pay him back?”
“Yeah, him and a lot of other people,” said Felix. “So what’s the plan? You got people on the outside?”
“Yes, many. People who have been here for many years, very secure. But Arabs, unfortunately. They may be watched, do you see? Because of these events of last year. You, on the other hand, will not be looked for. You will be the invisible man.”
“The hell I will! Nobody they’re looking for more than an escaped con…” Felix stopped short, as the thought hit him, and his face broke into one of its rare genuine smiles. “No, they won’t. I’ll be dead.”
The two men shared a laugh. “Yes,” said the Arab, “you will be dead, a ghost. Like a ghost you will strike fear. Karp is a senior prosecutor, an important man, but they will not be able to protect him. Or his family. The wife, of course, and they have three children. One by one they will fall, and him last. I want him to know fear and despair and helplessness.”
“So, that’s your end of this deal? You want me to whack Karp and his bitch and the three kids. That’s it?”
“Yes. Precisely.”
“What’s the catch?”
Felix had to explain the joke. After that, the two men laughed louder than before.
The plan proceeded smoothly. No one in the prison system likes trials involving the murder of a corrections officer. Such an event speaks to incompetence, to carelessness in handling violence. It also clouds the future recruitment of guards. Thus, no one in the hierarchy of the prison was greatly put out by the news that Felix Tighe was ailing. As he approached death’s door, no one insisted on heroic measures to save him. Dr. McMartin stumbled over to the bedside a few times and observed what seemed to be a dying man. When Feisal announced the death, the doctor inspected the corpse and signed the papers without demur.
The Arab was well pleased. He had worked with men like Felix many times, and considered that he was a good example of his type. Brutal, with a grudge, intelligent enough to carry out a plan, not intelligent enough to see that once his mission had been accomplished he could under no circumstances be allowed to live, since his very existence compromised the Arab’s own position at the prison. On autopsy day, then, he looked down at the faux corpse with something approaching affection.
Two days later, a man from the State Department of Corrections called the office of the chief assistant district attorney for New York County. The chief ADA had a short list of convicts about whose status he wished to be notified whenever the status changed in any way. These were all people sentenced to long prison terms, whom Karp never wanted to see let out on the street, or given new trials, or shifted to lower levels of security than maximum. Felix Tighe was on that list, so the corrections guy called Karp to tell him that the man’s status had changed permanently. Karp called his wife to tell her the news.
“Can we spit on his corpse?” she asked.
“Not officially. I guess I could find out where he’s buried and dance on his grave.”
“We could hire a band. God, that was a long time ago! I was pregnant with Lucy and we didn’t know. That horrible woman. His dear old mom. I had nightmares about that for years.”
“But not anymore.”
“No, now I have nightmares about me. How are you?”
“Keeping up. It’s hot. I thought I’d come out with the boys this weekend, hit the beach.”
A long silence. “I don’t know if that’s such a great idea. You could go to Jones Beach.”
“Oh, fuck Jones and fuck his beach! Marlene, you can’t hide out there forever. You have a family. We miss you.”
“Do you? My warm maternal ways. I need some more time, Butch, you know?”
“It’s been almost a year.”
“I’ll come in.”
“When?”
“I’ll call you,” she said.
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IT WAS THE KIND OF CASE THAT KARP WOULD HAVE LIKED TO try, if they still let him try cases. Failing that, he thought Terrell Collins was doing a pretty good job for the People on this, the first day of trial. Collins was a tall, graceful man nearly the same color as the victim in the case, one Moussa Onabajo, late of Nigeria. On the stand was one of the several witnesses to the killing, a man named Touri. As Collins took him through the warm-up—who he was, how he knew the victim, what if anything he saw on the night of—Karp turned his eye on the defendants, Eric Gerber, detective third grade, NYPD, and Frank Nixon, detective second.
Only the backs of their heads were visible from the rear of the courtroom where Karp stood; Nixon had a full head of dark yellow hair, Gerber’s skull was a thick blocklike object covered with short red bristles. Gerber should have picked different genes had he set out to be the defendant in this sort of case. He looked like the Nazi trooper in a dozen war movies. Nixon had a more intelligent look, but he could have played the SS officer, the one who lifts the heroine’s chin with the riding crop. There was no evidence in either man’s record of racism in action, but in their minds, who knew?
Collins and the People’s case had nothing to say on the subject. Karp had made that decision early on, in the face of Keegan’s broad hints and the rage of what seemed like a good two fifths of the city’s population. Karp caught some eyes upon him, including some hard ones. He had the rep as someone insensitive to racial issues, a rep he shared with a recent mayor of the city. Karp had every right to be in the courtroom, to sit at the prosecution table if he wanted to, but he was turning heads now and he wanted all the heads to be turned toward Collins and the witness. He slipped out.
He knew what Touri was going to say anyway. That on a certain night six months ago, while standing outside the Club Balou on Greenwich Street, he had observed his friend, Moussa, being accosted by two men, the present defendants. That he had heard the two men try to buy dope from Moussa. That Moussa had grown angry, because Moussa was a good Muslim and didn’t even use dope, much less sell it. That Moussa had pushed that man there, the defendant Nixon, and shouted abusive words and had engaged in a shoving scuffle with Nixon, and struck Nixon in the face with his fist. That the two men had then pulled pistols and shot Moussa dead. Thus the testimony of Bradley and three others was essentially the same. Against this was the defense’s story, which was that the two undercover cops had identified themselves to Moussa as police officers and he had attacked Nixon physically. In the ensuing scuffle, Moussa had tried to grab Nixon’s pistol, and that was when the shooting had begun.
None of the witnesses had seen or heard anything resembling this series of events. What Karp surmised was that the cops had made a simple mistake and compounded it into tragedy. They had picked the wrong guy, neither Gerber nor Nixon being experts at distinguishing among several Nigerians on darkened street corners, and when it had become perfectly clear that it was the wrong guy, since the right guy would have sold them dope if he hadn’t made them or would have been cool if he had made them and been holding, neither of the two cops had possessed the sense to disengage, to stay in their tourist personae and drift off. Certainly there were plenty of actual dope deals going down along Greenwich Street that night. Instead, they had responded to the victim’s outrage with outrage of their own, abandoned the rules of engagement set down in elaborate detail in the NYPD Patrol Guide, and blew the fellow away, using seven bullets from two guns to do it.
A stupid tragedy: that was what it actually was, Karp believed, but the law, that Great Ass, had no slot for stupid tragedy. Its only concern was culpability. Was the act criminous? The grand jury had determined that it was. Were the defendants culpable? That was what Collins and all of them were doing in there. Yes, they were, said the People. No, they weren’t, said the counsel for the defense. Now, now, boys, said the judge, when necessary. It is as dignified and noble as a schoolyard punch-out, or the scuffle outside a mean little nightclub that had cost Moussa Onabajo his life.
Karp shook his head violently to clear it of these thoughts, unseemly ones for someone in his position, and drew a startled look from a passing clerk typist. Oh, great, he thought, now I’m twitching like a maniac in the courthouse halls. I’m going crazy, too. And this “too” his mind tossed up made him think of she to whom it referred, the one already crazy. This recollection hit him with the force of a blow, as it did several times in each day, and he paused at the door to his office and leaned heavily upon the doorknob to keep himself upright, to keep from falling to the floor and writhing in pain, howling. The spasm passed as always, leaving the perpetual dull ache, tinctured with resentment. Why did she have to be like that?
 
The monster in her lair. It is close, dank, fetid with the bones of her victims. In reality it is large, sunny, white-painted, a bedroom on the upper floor of a farmhouse near the shore on the north fork of Long Island. But what is reality? Marlene no longer knows. She lives alone now with a varying number of large fierce dogs and a dog trainer named Billy Ireland, with whom she is strenuously not having an affair, although she often wants to. Marlene has strong sexual desires, and a likely relief for them nearby and willing, but she denies herself this, and she denies herself also the solace of her children and her home. It’s part of the punishment. Marlene is clever enough to organize a mass assassination and escape the grip of the law, but not clever enough to escape the guilt. She organized this crime to avenge an attack on her son Giancarlo. Giancarlo is blind as the result, or perhaps he is not blind at all. His vision tends to flick on and off, like an old bar sign. Her favorite child, the artist, blind: this was her thinking, and his brother, the twin, probably had murder down to his name at age eleven, although you couldn’t tell what was going on inside him at all, you were lucky if you got three words a day out of him, Giancarlo does all the talking the two of them need. Maybe he’s twisted inside there, that’s her big fear, like Mom, thinks of nothing but guns, shooting, maybe we’ll see him up on the tower one day, a sniper, one of those beautiful, smooth, deadly American boys. “The mother’s fault” is what they always say, although in this case definitely true.
So, the deal is she has to stay away from the bunch of them, the boys to protect them from the Monster Mom, and far from Butch, to protect herself from that look he gives her without meaning to, a look of revulsion. No, she could take revulsion, it was her desert, after all; but he mixes it with the still-warm embers of love into an emotional slurry that she can’t endure seeing. She doesn’t have to avoid her daughter, because her daughter has removed herself from the maternal orbit. Or has she? She doesn’t run away, she talks on the phone, but like a stranger, which is fine with Marlene, one less thing to strip off, although one would think that Lucy, of all people, would understand why she did it. Lucy has that rage, too, when the family is threatened, some kind of gene from Sicily? Although she has succeeded in keeping it under better control than her mother has. A real Catholic, Lucy, of the Saint Teresa rather than the Torquemada type. Marlene is pretty sure that Lucy has not actually killed anyone. Accessory, maybe, but not actually the trigger person yet, for which the mother is truly thankful.
She drags herself out of bed and steps over a huge black dog into the bathroom. Minimal ablutions, only a blurred look in the mirror. She has cut off her hair. Dressing is no problem. She has slept in her underwear and a faded Take Back the Night T-shirt. She pulls on greasy overalls and socks and goes down the stairs, the dog like a thumping shadow behind her. In the sink the evidence of her dinner, a can of soup eaten directly from the pot. Marlene lives now on soup, bread, cheese, and wine. She looks at the bottle she opened last night and its companion juice glass, sticky with red remains. A little aching here, ruthlessly suppressed. She will have a large glass of wine with lunch, which is European and permitted and then not a drop more until suppertime. She is not a lush. Drinking to oblivion after a good day’s work is what a lush does. She can’t have a family, but she can run a business, and she does. The dogs love her. Breakfast is black espresso made in an hourglass stove-top pot and a chunk of bread and sliced tomato from Giancarlo’s old garden. She tries to keep the garden up, but the weeds are gaining on it. Symbolic.
After pulling on green Wellingtons, Marlene goes out the back door. She sees a large, sagging barn, white-painted and peeling, with the sun just rising over its roofline, and several outbuildings. The yard is covered with tanbark. This place used to be a dairy farm, but now it is a kennel and dog training establishment. She can hear the barks and howls as she steps out into the Sound-scented morning and lights her first cigarette. Wingfield Farms Registered Neapolitan Mastiffs is a non-no-smoking facility. She enters the barn and flicks on the lights. There is louder barking, panting, and whining, and the sound of many claws against stone. She checks the stock in leisurely fashion, caressing or admonishing as required, accompanied by her own private dog, Gog the mastiff, who is silent amid the barking as befits his exalted status. There are six Neapolitan mastiffs, several dobes and shepherds, and a bunch of smaller dogs, mixed curs and beagles, in training as dope and bomb sniffers. Business is good in that area.
Steps on the stairs as Billy Ireland comes down from the apartment he occupies in the former hayloft. He is a small, well-knit man, of the type Marlene particularly likes, brass-haired, with pool green eyes and a cocky manner. (Of course, being Marlene, she married a completely different style of man.) He is an ex-junkie and a Mozart among dog trainers. They desire each other, but they play at being perfect lady and gentleman, while enjoying the pleasures of flirtation. Having him around enhances her self-disgust—a barely controllable slut after all—which is all to the good, a bonus in fact. They inquire as to each other’s sleep, trade earthy innuendos, and discuss the day’s program. Ireland is sleeping with Marjorie, one of the dog agitators; Marlene knows it, but he is careful not to flaunt it. The charade requires that he be smitten with Marlene, and he obliges, this being the best job he has ever had.
They work the dogs through the brief cool of the morning. Marlene does basic training, lead work, and the standard commands. Ireland works with Marjorie and Russell, the agitators. They are people who are skilled in annoying big dogs, and who don’t mind being mauled and knocked down. Ireland does Kohler training, turning the mastiffs into guard dogs. It is simple, hard work, requiring concentration. The dogs know if you mean it, unlike most humans. Marlene sinks gratefully into the doggy world; she thinks these are her only purely honest relationships.
They work until one, when it becomes too hot to work out of doors. It is Marlene’s turn to get lunch at the snack bar on the beach road. She drives there in her battered red Ford pickup. In years past, Marlene often spent a few summer hours lying at the beach while her sons played. No longer. She avoids the beach now. Her bikini tan has faded. Now she has a workingman’s tan, face, neck, and forearms. She looks piebald and ridiculous, but what does it matter? No one is going to look at her body.
At lunch, the conversation among the four dog people is lively and mainly about dogs, although they tell junkie stories with self-deprecatory laughter and Narcotics Anonymous stories with simple sympathy. She thinks they are decent, damaged people and is happy to spend her life among them, in that she has a life.
After lunch they work the sniffer dogs inside the barn. Marlene has been supplied with baits by the law enforcement authorities with whom she has contracts: eau de coke, eau de smack, eau de Semtex, C-4, dynamite, black powder. This is even more concentrated work than the guard training. A dog is brought out, it finds the hidden bait, gets its lavish praise. Or else it becomes confused, and wanders sniffing around the barn, and signals at the wrong thing. He’s a pet, says Russell after Morris the schnauzer has failed three times to find the hidden dope. “Pet” is not a compliment at Wingfield Farms. Some dogs get it right away, others never do. Part of the art is telling which is which, whether a little extra effort will create a working dog or whether the beast is doomed to chase the Frisbee in the ’burbs. Dog training is a profession that inspires a deep respect for the inexplicable differences between one beagle and a seemingly identical beagle. Marlene reflects that none of her five siblings is a rage-maddened criminal like her. Bloodlines or training, she can’t figure it out. She worries about her children. Bad seed? Evil training? It doesn’t matter anymore. She’s out of all that.
Around four, Marlene goes into her office and does business, pays bills, talks to officials, takes orders for dogs, pitches dogs to prospective owners. In the late afternoon and through the early twilight hours they work the dogs outside again. The agitators menace, the dogs attack, the dogs always win. At dusk they leave. Marlene has her first drink and her second, from a bottle of wine identified only as being a product of California and being red. Billy Ireland goes off somewhere. Marlene makes herself a can of something, she who once could barely tolerate any canned food in the house, she the maker of sauce from scratch, the roaster of veal shanks for stock. Wine with dinner and wine after dinner, too. Ireland comes in around nine. Unbidden, he stands behind her chair and massages her neck and shoulders. He has good hands, he is skillful with the animal body, regardless of species. They have come close a time or two, when she was deep in the wine fog, but have never actually done it. The world’s longest first date, Ireland calls it. He is slightly afraid of her, she knows, and he will not press it.
Tottering a little, she climbs the stairs and falls into bed. Another day, barely distinguishable from the day before. Gog the mastiff licks her face and thumps his two hundred pounds down in the doorway, rattling the windows. She weeps briefly, clutching a photograph of her children, and falls asleep.
 
Karp left the courtroom and climbed down the stairs to his office, one at a time now, where once he had taken flights in three bounds. Karp always used the stairs, up and down, and never the elevator. He hated being trapped in conversation during the painfully slow rides. He had nightmares about being trapped on a slow elevator that, when its door opened, revealed that it was on the same floor from which it had departed so long ago. Too much like his life.
In the office, he disposed of some bureaucratic details swiftly and efficiently and then turned to the pile of case reports he had selected for review. Karp thought that this was the most important part of his job and the one he enjoyed the most. He could review only a small fraction of the cases that the various bureau chiefs thought worthy of trial, but the fact that Karp was looking over their shoulders kept them honest and kept standards from sliding too far. Or so Karp believed. He picked up the case file from the homicide bureau. Husband kills wife, a no-brainer. What was interesting was why the guy wouldn’t deal, since he had clearly done it and would go down for it. Middle-class guy, a furrier. Everyone thinks they’re O.J., they can walk with a good lawyer. Not today, not in New York County. He made some notes and moved on. Narcotics. Why did he bother? He didn’t know the heroin was in his apartment, the cops planted it. Another race thing, the defendant’s lawyer was one of the ones who figured if he stacked the jury with enough black faces, they’d walk his guy to piss off the Man. Maybe he would. Karp spotted a flaw in the chain of evidence record and made a note. Check it out.
Next, the rape bureau. More interesting: a doctor was the D, the victim a patient, the charge sexual abuse, first degree. Not completely unusual that, but unusual to try it. Usually, their main interest was in getting past it as quickly as possible, cop a plea to misdemeanor and try to smooth things over with the state medical board and the hospitals. A little public penitence, too: yes, a terrible problem, I’m in therapy, my wife supports me, ask for the forgiveness of God and the victims, etc. An actual trial would do the opposite, keeping the case in the public eye for a week at least, and revealing all the juicy details to the press. Kevin Hirsch, M.D., was the guy, a gastroenterologist. No priors. The alleged crime had taken place at the Aurora Community Health Center, located in a semidecrepit zone of upper Manhattan, where Dr. Hirsch volunteered. The alleged victim was one Leona Coleman, forty-four. According to her statement, on January 12 of the current year she had gone to the clinic to have a colonoscopy. She suffered from bowel problems and chronic diarrhea. The accused had sedated her and begun the procedure, in the midst of which she had suddenly become aware that the physician had his head between her legs and was tonguing her vagina.
Karp read through the file and then thumbed back through it again, thinking he had missed something, but he hadn’t. The rape bureau was apparently going to try this fellow on the completely unsupported word of the alleged victim. According to the police report, the alleged assault had taken place on an examination table shielded from a busy ward only by curtains. Was this at all likely? And the act itself, a colonoscopy in progress, diarrhea, the smell…Karp was not at this stage capable of surprise at any of the acts that people chose to relieve the sexual itch, but this still seemed extreme.
There was a pattern of abuse alleged in support of the state’s case. The rape bureau had put out an 800 number: call if Dr. Hirsch diddled you or worse. He paged through the testimony. Four women had responded. Two thought something had happened during deep anesthesia but weren’t sure what. One felt she’d had her breast touched inappropriately. The last claimed that Dr. Hirsch had seduced her in his office and they’d had a wild affair for six months and that he’d promised he’d leave his wife for her and then didn’t. No tonguing of vaginas during colonoscopies. A dozen years back, Karp’s wife had been the founding chief of the sex crimes bureau and so Karp knew more than most about the particular difficulties of prosecuting such cases. If this guy had done it, why hadn’t he copped to a lesser? Why did he want a trial? Why, come to that, did sex crimes want a trial? Little bells were going off. Karp put the file to the side and reached for his phone.
Laura Rachman, chief of the sex crimes bureau, was a big blonde who dressed in colors more flamboyant than were usually seen in the courthouse, the colors of national flags. Today she was wearing a crisp linen suit of an eye-challenging green with a white blouse. Her hair was arranged in sprayed waves around her wide oval face, which she had carefully painted in matte fleshtones to resemble human skin. Karp did not like Rachman particularly and was unfailingly polite to her as a result.
“You wanted to see me?” she asked. Wonted. Rachman’s vowels were artificial, like her face. She had escaped Queens and did not wish to be mistaken for an outer-borough person.
“Yeah, have a seat.” He gestured, she sat, crossing her legs. The short skirt of the suit rode up over her nylon-covered thighs. Karp focused his eyes on her face. “It’s this Hirsch thing. What’s the story there?”
“What do you mean, story? It’s pretty clear. He’s a serial sexual abuser and we’re going to hit him with the max. You have a problem with that?”
“Yeah, I do. What did you offer him?”
“Sex abuse two and six months. He spit in our eye. He says he didn’t do it.”
“Uh-huh. Well the thing is, I don’t see that you’ve got a trial here. That’s my problem.”
Little patches of natural color appeared under the blusher. “You’re questioning my judgment?”
“It’s my job, Laura. I question everyone’s judgment. Basically, the whole thing rests on Coleman’s testimony, with no corroborating evidence or witnesses…”
“It’s a sex case. There’s never corroborating testimony in sex cases.”
“Not often, right, but here you’ve got a doc doing an unlikely act in a place where it’d be easy for him to get caught. You’ve got nothing solid that he’s not a Boy Scout…”
“That’s not true. We’ve got three other women.”
Karp waved a hand. “You’ve got two women who think something happened when they were under anesthesia. The third woman says she had an affair with him, he seduced her, but I don’t see any background on her. Is she cool?”
“She’s fine. She’ll stand up.”
“Great, but I want to see it in writing that someone checked that she’s not a fruitcake who also had passionate affairs with the mayor, the pope, and Warren Beatty. Also, your defendant, the guy’s done nine thousand colonoscopies, according to his statement. And he’s never indulged his taste for fecally flavored cunnilingus until now? Until your victim came along? What’s she like, the victim?”
“Wait a minute, we’re blaming the victim now? I’m sorry, when did the middle ages come back?”
Karp suppressed a sigh. “Laura, the defense is going to attack the character of the complainant because that’s your entire case. The woman has to be squeaky, and I don’t see from this file that you’ve made a significant effort to determine that. Does she have a grudge against the doc? Is she trying to muscle him on something? Is she a flake? Does she have any pattern of complaints against docs for this kind of thing?”
But Rachman was not listening. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this crap. I’ll tell you what the problem is. The problem is the D is a nice Jewish doctor and the victim is black.”
“No. The problem is that the case is not prepped for trial, and I’m not going to sign off on a trial slot until it is.”
She stood up and yanked her skirt down. “Fine. I’m going to Jack on this.”
“Go ahead,” said Karp, “and I’ll tell him the same thing I told you: The case isn’t ready.”
After she was gone, Karp spent a few moments predicting what would happen if Rachman took the wretched thing to Keegan. She would get on his calendar, Keegan would call him and ask what it was about, Karp would tell him, and Keegan would yell at Karp for not handling it at his level, meaning that Keegan wanted to be protected from having to make decisions on cases that would rile either the blacks or the liberal bleeders, the two squishiest elements of his political support. And Karp would therefore need something else, something that wasn’t in the case file, to give the DA.
“Murrow!”
In a moment the man appeared. Karp understood that Murrow was out and about much of the day on his master’s business, but it seemed that whenever Karp called him, he materialized, like a djinn. Karp thrust the Hirsch file at him.
“Look this over,” said Karp and explained his problems with the case. “There could be something fishy about the vic here. Ask around.”
 
Felix opened his eyes upon blackness. He was stiff and crampy and didn’t know where he was. It took a few seconds for him to recall even who he was. He tried to sit up and bumped his head. His exploring hands told him he was in a box, his ears said he was in a vehicle of some kind. He pushed upward against a slightly yielding stiffness slick against his palms. Waxed cardboard?
Memories arose now, like the ghost images on photo paper rising to sharpness in the developer bath. The Arab. Injections. He touched his chest and felt the hardness of staples in the Y-shaped pattern made by an autopsy. But his own organs were intact. He was alive; it had worked; he was out.
The vehicle slowed, turned, and came to a halt. Felix felt himself lifted, carried, heard the grunts of men and short bursts of a foreign tongue. There were clicking sounds. The cover of the cardboard coffin rose up. He blinked in the sudden light. A face came into view, tan, with a short beard and thick hornrims over dark eyes.
“Are you all right?” The voice was soft and slightly accented.
Felix sat up, wincing a little at the pull of the staples. There were two other men in the room. The smell of gas, gray concrete walls—it was some kind of garage. The other two men were darker than the first one, with close-cropped heads and hard features, one meaty, the other a whippet. The muscle, Felix thought, and wondered briefly if he could take them. One at a time, maybe. The two hard men grabbed his arms and helped him out of the coffin. The third man brought a striped cotton robe for him to wear. Felix felt rubbery and weak. “I got to piss,” he said. His voice sounded strange to him, shaky and hollow. They had to almost carry him to the bathroom.
It took Felix three days to get back on his feet. It was the drugs, Rashid said. Rashid was the one with the beard and the glasses. The others were Carlos (big) and Felípe (thin). Felix didn’t figure that an Arab would hang with a pair of greasers, and they were definitely that, because he heard them jabbering away in Spanish. Felix knew enough jailhouse Spanish to deliver an insult or make a demand, and so he knew they were for real. They were out of the house all day working, Rashid said. Rashid had a little home business, something to do with computers. He had a couple of machines in a room on the top floor of the house, at which he sat and tapped when he wasn’t hanging around Felix, making sure he was all right and bringing him food and smokes. Felix figured him for some kind of faggot butler, not a real player.
On the fourth day, Rashid let him out in the yard, a patch of ragged grass surrounded by a chain-link fence and equipped with a picnic table and a couple of aluminum lawn chairs. The house was a three-story structure sheathed in gray asphalt shingles, one of a row of identical houses, with alleys leading back to small yards and detached garages. He could see the backs of another, similar row through the trees and foliage of the adjacent backyard. It was, he learned, in Astoria, Queens.
Felix sat in one of the chairs, and basked in the afternoon sun. They had supplied him with jeans and T-shirts, in the right sizes, and socks and sneakers, as well. Rashid sat on the edge of the other chair and handed him a beer.
“I thought Arabs didn’t drink,” Felix said. “I thought that was a big Muslim no-no.”
“It is as you say. But here we are obliged to fit in and act like Americans. We drink, we eat swine, we look at women’s bodies.”
“I’d like to look at some of that. What about throwing a little party?”
“Perhaps later. When our work is done.”
“What kind of work is that?”
“We are going to blow some things up. Our friend believes you would not object to this kind of work.”
“Our friend? You mean the Arab?”
“Ibn-Salemeh, yes. Was he correct in this?”
“Hey, if there’s any money in it I don’t have a problem. What’re you going to blow?”
“We’ll tell you when the time comes. We have a number of targets. Some will be of interest to you personally.”
“Meaning Karp.”
“Yes, him,” said Rashid. “But first his family, one by one.”
“Uh-huh,” said Felix. “And what’s the story with you? You’re what, the butler?”
“I have a number of functions.”
“Yeah, bring the beer, cook the food, make the beds. What about the money. You got it here, right?”
“It is where I can get it, Felix. And you cannot.” Rashid stared into his eyes. “So you must put out of your mind any thought that you can, ah, get what you want and disappear. Rip us off, as you say. We require an American to travel around and go places where someone who looks like me would draw suspicion. That’s why you are here and not rotting in that prison. There will be eyes on you all the time, Felix. And I would keep in mind if I were you the fact that you are already a dead man. And that you can be easily replaced. There is no shortage of Americans. Am I making myself perfectly clear now?”
Felix shrugged. “Whatever,” he said, and pulled his eyes away. Not a butler, Rashid, that was a mistake, but the fucker had no call to talk to him like one of his niggers. Felix added him to the long list of people he would get if the opportunity presented.
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