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For whatever cause a country is ravaged, we ought to spare those edifices which do honor to human society, and do not contribute to increase an enemy’s strength—such as temples, tombs, public buildings, and all works of remarkable beauty. . . . It is declaring one’s self to be an enemy of mankind, thus wantonly to deprive them of these wonders of art.

—Emmerich de Vattel, The Law of Nations, 1758

I have studied in detail the state of the historic monuments in Peterhof, Tsarskoe Selo, and Pavlovsk, and in all three towns I have witnessed monstrous outrages against the integrity of these monuments. Moreover, the damage caused—a full inventory of which would be extremely difficult to give because it is so extensive—bears the marks of premeditation.

—Testimony of Iosif Orbeli, director of the Hermitage,

before the Nürnberg tribunal, February 22, 1946




PROLOGUE

Mauthausen Concentration Camp, Austria

April 10, 1945

The prisoners called him Ears because he was the only Russian in Hut 8 who understood German. Nobody ever used his given name, Karol Borya. `Yxo—Ears—had been his label from the first day he entered the camp over a year ago. It was a tag he regarded with pride, a responsibility he took to heart.

“What do you hear?” one of the prisoners whispered to him through the dark.

He was cuddled close to the window, pressed against the frigid pane, his exhales faint as gossamer in the dry sullen air.

“Do they want more amusement?” another prisoner asked.

Two nights ago the guards came for a Russian in Hut 8. He was an infantryman from Rostov near the Black Sea, relatively new to the camp. His screams were heard all night, ending only after a burst of staccato gunfire, his bloodied body hung by the main gate the next morning for all to see.

He glanced quickly away from the pane. “Quiet. The wind makes it difficult to hear.”

The lice-ridden bunks were three-tiered, each prisoner allocated less than one square meter of space. A hundred pairs of sunken eyes stared back at him.

All the men respected his command. None stirred, their fear long ago absorbed into the horror of Mauthausen. He suddenly turned from the window. “They’re coming.”

An instant later the hut’s door was flung open. The frozen night poured in behind Sergeant Humer, the attendant for Prisoners’ Hut 8.

“Achtung!”

Claus Humer was Schutzstaffel, SS. Two more armed SS stood behind him. All the guards in Mauthausen were SS. Humer carried no weapon. Never did. A six-foot frame and beefy limbs were all the protection he needed.

“Volunteers are required,” Humer said. “You, you, you, and you.”

Borya was the last selected. He wondered what was happening. Few prisoners died at night. The death chamber remained idle, the time used to flush the gas and wash the tiles for the next day’s slaughter. The guards tended to stay in their barracks, huddled around iron stoves kept warm by firewood prisoners died cutting. Likewise, the doctors and their attendants slept, readying themselves for another day of experiments in which inmates were used indiscriminately as lab animals.

Humer looked straight at Borya. “You understand me, don’t you?”

He said nothing, staring back into the guard’s black eyes. A year of terror had taught him the value of silence.

“Nothing to say?” Humer asked in German. “Good. You need to understand . . . with your mouth shut.”

Another guard brushed past with four wool overcoats draped across his outstretched arms.

“Coats?” muttered one of the Russians.

No prisoner wore a coat. A filthy burlap shirt and tattered pants, more rags than clothing, were issued on arrival. At death they were stripped off to be reissued, stinking and unwashed, to the next arrival. The guard tossed the coats on the floor.

Humer pointed. “Mäntel anziehen.”

Borya reached down for one of the green bundles. “The sergeant says to put them on,” he explained in Russian.

The other three followed his lead.

The wool chafed his skin but felt good. It had been a long time since he was last even remotely warm.

“Outside,” Humer said.

The three Russians looked at Borya and he motioned toward the door. They all walked into the night.

Humer led the file across the ice and snow toward the main grounds, a frigid wind howling between rows of low wooden huts. Eighty thousand people were crammed into the surrounding buildings, more than lived in Borya’s entire home province in Belarus. He’d come to think that he would never see that place again. Time had almost become irrelevant, but for his sanity he tried to maintain some sense. It was late March. No. Early April. And still freezing. Why couldn’t he just die or be killed? Hundreds met that fate every day. Was his destiny to survive this hell?

But for what?

At the main grounds Humer turned left and marched into an open expanse. More prisoners’ huts stood on one side. The camp’s kitchen, jail, and infirmary lined the other. At the far end was the roller, a ton of steel dragged across the frozen earth each day. He hoped their task did not involve that unpleasant chore.

Humer stopped before four tall stakes.

Two days ago a detail was taken into the surrounding forest, Borya one of ten prisoners chosen then, as well. They’d felled three aspens, one prisoner breaking an arm in the effort and shot on the spot. The branches were sheared and the logs quartered, then dragged back to camp and planted to the height of a man in the main grounds. But the stakes had remained bare the past couple of days. Now two armed guards watched them. Arc lights burned overhead and fogged the bitterly dry air.

“Wait here,” Humer said.

The sergeant pounded up a short set of stairs and entered the jail. Light spilled out in a yellow rectangle from the open door. A moment later four naked men were led outside. Their blond heads were not shaved like the rest of the Russians, Poles, and Jews who constituted the vast majority of the camp’s prisoners. No weak muscles or slow movements, either. No apathetic looks, or eyes sunk deep in their sockets, or edema swelling emaciated frames. These men were stocky. Soldiers. Germans. He’d seen their look before. Granite faces, no emotion. Stone cold, like the night.

The four walked straight and defiant, arms at their sides, none evidencing the unbearable cold their milky skin must have been experiencing. Humer followed them out of the jail and motioned to the stakes. “Over there.”

The four naked Germans marched where directed.

Humer approached and tossed four coils of rope in the snow. “Tie them to the stakes.”

Borya’s three companions looked at him. He bent down and retrieved all four coils, handing them to the other three and telling them what to do. They each approached a naked German, the men standing at attention before the rough aspen logs. What violation had provoked such madness? He draped the rough hemp around his man’s chest and strapped the body to the wood.

“Tight,” Humer yelled.

He knotted a loop and pulled the coarse fiber hard across the German’s bare chest. The man never winced. Humer looked away at the other three. He took the opportunity to whisper in German, “What did you do?”

No reply.

He pulled the rope tight. “They don’t even do this to us.”

“It is an honor to defy your captor,” the German whispered.

Yes, he thought. It was.

Humer turned back. Borya knotted the last loop. “Over there,” Humer said.

He and the other three Russians trudged across fresh snow, out of the way. To keep the cold at bay he stuffed his hands into his armpits and shifted from foot to foot. The coat felt wonderful. It was the first warmth he’d known since being brought to the camp. It was then that his identity had been completely stripped away, replaced by a number—10901—tattooed onto his right forearm. A triangle was stitched to the left breast of his tattered shirt. An R in his signified that he was Russian. Color was important, too. Red for political prisoners. Green for criminals. Yellow Star of David for Jews. Black and brown for prisoners of war.

Humer seemed to be waiting for something.

Borya glanced to his left.

More arc lights illuminated the parade ground all the way to the main gate. The road outside, leading to the quarry, faded into darkness. The command headquarters building just beyond the fence stood unlit. He watched as the main gate swung open and a solitary figure entered the camp. The man wore a greatcoat to his knees. Light trousers extended out the bottom to tan jackboots. A light-colored officer’s hat covered his head. Outsize thighs hitched bowlegged in a determined gait, the man’s portly belly leading the way. The lights revealed a sharp nose and clear eyes, the features not unpleasant.

And instantly recognizable.

Last commander of the Richthofen Squadron, Commander of the German Air Force, Speaker of the German Parliament, Prime Minister of Prussia, President of the Prussian State Council, Reichmaster of Forestry and Game, Chairman of the Reich Defense Council, Reichsmarschall of the Greater German Reich. The Führer’s chosen successor.

Hermann Göring.

Borya had seen Göring once before. In 1939. Rome. Göring appeared then wearing a flashy gray suit, his fleshy neck wrapped in a scarlet cravat. Rubies had adorned his bulbous fingers, and a Nazi eagle studded with diamonds was pinned to the left lapel. He’d delivered a restrained speech urging Germany’s place in the sun, asking, Would you rather have guns or butter? Should you import lard or metal ore? Preparedness makes us powerful. Butter merely makes us fat. Göring had finished that oratory in a flurry, promising Germany and Italy would march shoulder to shoulder in the coming struggle. He remembered listening intently and not being impressed.

“Gentlemen, I trust you are comfortable,” Göring said in a calm voice to the four bound prisoners.

No one replied.

“What did he say, `Yxo,” whispered one of the Russians.

“He’s ridiculing them.”

“Shut up,” Humer muttered. “Give your attention or you’ll join them.”

Göring positioned himself directly before the four naked men. “I ask each of you again. Anything to say?”

Only the wind replied.

Göring inched close to one of the shivering Germans. The one Borya had bound to the stake.

“Mathias, surely you don’t want to die this way? You’re a soldier, a loyal servant of the Führer.”

“The—Führer—has nothing to do—with this,” the German stammered, his body shivering in violet quakes.

“But everything we do is for his greater glory.”

“Which is why I—choose to die.”

Göring shrugged. A casual gesture, as someone would do if deciding whether to have another pastry. He motioned to Humer. The sergeant signaled two guards, who toted a large barrel toward the bound men. Another guard approached with four ladles and tossed them into the snow. Humer glared at the Russians. “Fill them with water, and go stand by one of those men.”

He told the other three what to do and four ladles were picked up, then submerged.

“Spill nothing,” Humer warned.

Borya was careful, but the wind buffeted a few drops out. No one noticed. He returned to the German he’d bound to the stake. The one called Mathias. Göring stood in the center, pulling off black leather gloves.

“See, Mathias,” Göring said, “I’m removing my gloves so I can feel the cold, as your skin does.”

Borya stood close enough to see the heavy silver ring wrapping the third finger of the man’s right hand, a clutched mailed fist embossed on it. Göring stuffed his right hand into a trouser pocket and removed a stone. It was golden, like honey. Borya recognized it. Amber. Göring fingered the clump and said, “Water will be showered over you every five minutes until somebody tells me what I want to know, or you die. Either is acceptable to me. But, remember, whoever talks lives. Then one of these miserable Russians will take your place. You can then have your coat back and pour water on him until he dies. Imagine what fun that would be. All you have to do is tell me what I want to know. Now, anything to say?”

Silence.

Göring nodded to Humer.

“Gieße es,” Humer said. Pour it.

Borya did, and the other three followed his lead. Water soaked into Mathias’s blond mane, then trickled down his face and chest. Shivers accompanied the stream. The German uttered not a sound, other than the chatter of his teeth.

“Anything to say?” Göring asked again.

Nothing.

Five minutes later the process was repeated. Twenty minutes later, after four more dousings, hypothermia started setting in. Göring stood impassive and methodically massaged the amber. Just before another five minutes expired he approached Mathias.

“This is ridiculous. Tell me where das Bernstein-zimmer is hidden and stop your suffering. This is not worth dying for.”

The shivering German only stared back, his defiance admirable. Borya almost hated being Göring’s accomplice in killing him.

“Sie sind ein lügnerisch diebisch-schwein,” Mathias managed in one breath. You are a lying, thieving pig. Then the German spat.

Göring reeled back, spittle splotching the front of his greatcoat. He released the buttons and shook the stain away, then culled back the flaps, revealing a pearl gray uniform heavy with decorations. “I am your Reichsmarschall. Second only to the Führer. No one wears this uniform but me. How dare you think you can soil it so easily. You will tell me what I want to know, Mathias, or you will freeze to death. Slowly. Very slowly. It will not be pleasant.”

The German spat again. This time on the uniform. Göring stayed surprisingly calm.

“Admirable, Mathias. Your loyalty is noted. But how much longer can you hold out? Look at you. Wouldn’t you like to be warm? Pressing your body close to a big fire, your skin wrapped in a cozy wool blanket.” Göring suddenly reached over and yanked Borya close to the bound German. Water splattered from the ladle onto the snow. “This coat would feel wonderful, would it not, Mathias? Are you going to allow this miserable cossack to be warm while you freeze?”

The German said nothing. Only shivered.

Göring shoved Borya away. “How about a little taste of warmth, Mathias?”

The Reichsmarschall unzipped his trousers. Hot urine arched out, steaming on impact, leaving yellow streaks on bare skin that raced down to the snow. Göring shook his organ dry, then zipped his trousers. “Feel better, Mathias?”

“Verrottet in der schweinshölle.”

Borya agreed. Rot in hell pig.

Göring rushed forward and backhanded the soldier hard across the face, his silver ring ripping open the cheek. Blood oozed out.

“Pour!” Göring screamed.

Borya returned to the barrel and refilled his ladle.

The German named Mathias started shouting. “Mein Führer. Mein Führer. Mein Führer.” His voice grew louder. The other three bound men joined in.

Water rained down.

Göring stood and watched, now furiously fingering the amber. Two hours later, Mathias died caked in ice. Within another hour the remaining three Germans succumbed. No one mentioned anything about das Bernstein-zimmer.

The Amber Room.




PART ONE


ONE

Atlanta, Georgia

Tuesday, May 6, the present, 10:35 a.m.

Judge Rachel Cutler glanced over the top of her tortoiseshell glasses. The lawyer had said it again, and this time she wasn’t going to let the comment drop. “Excuse me, counselor.”

“I said the defendant moves for a mistrial.”

“No. Before that. What did you say?”

“I said, ‘Yes, sir.’ ”

“If you haven’t noticed, I’m not a sir.”

“Quite correct, Your Honor. I apologize.”

“You’ve done that four times this morning. I made a note each time.”

The lawyer shrugged. “It seems such a trivial matter. Why would Your Honor take the time to note my simple slip of the tongue?”

The impertinent bastard even smiled. She sat erect in her chair and glared down at him. But she immediately realized what T. Marcus Nettles was doing. So she said nothing.

“My client is on trial for aggravated assault, Judge. Yet the court seems more concerned with how I address you than with the issue of police misconduct.”

She glanced over at the jury, then at the other counsel table. The Fulton County assistant district attorney sat impassive, apparently pleased that her opponent was digging his own grave. Obviously, the young lawyer didn’t grasp what Nettles was attempting. But she did. “You’re absolutely right, counselor. It is a trivial matter. Proceed.”

She sat back in her chair and noticed the momentary look of annoyance on Nettles’s face. An expression that a hunter might give when his shot missed the mark.

“What of my motion for mistrial?” Nettles asked.

“Denied. Move on. Continue with your summation.”

         

Rachel watched the jury foreman as he stood and pronounced a guilty verdict. Deliberations had taken only twenty minutes.

“Your Honor,” Nettles said, coming to his feet. “I move for a presentence investigation prior to sentencing.”

“Denied.”

“I move that sentencing be delayed.”

“Denied.”

Nettles seemed to sense the mistake he’d made earlier. “I move for the court to recuse itself.”

“On what grounds?”

“Bias.”

“To whom or what?”

“To myself and my client.”

“Explain.”

“The court has shown prejudice.”

“How?”

“With that display this morning about my inadvertent use of sir.”

“As I recall, counselor, I admitted it was a trivial matter.”

“Yes, you did. But our conversation occurred with the jury present, and the damage was done.”

“I don’t recall an objection or a motion for mistrial concerning the conversation.”

Nettles said nothing. She looked over at the assistant DA. “What’s the State’s position?”

“The State opposes the motion. The court has been fair.”

She almost smiled. At least the young lawyer knew the right answer.

“Motion to recuse denied.” She stared at the defendant, a young white male with scraggly hair and a pockmarked face. “The defendant shall rise.” He did. “Barry King, you’ve been found guilty of the crime of aggravated assault. This court hereby remands you to the Department of Corrections for a period of twenty years. The bailiff will take the defendant into custody.”

She rose and stepped toward an oak-paneled door that led to her chambers. “Mr. Nettles, could I see you a moment?” The assistant DA headed toward her, too. “Alone.”

Nettles left his client, who was being cuffed, and followed her into the office.

“Close the door, please.” She unzipped her robe but did not remove it. She stepped behind her desk. “Nice try, counselor.”

“Which one?”

“Earlier, when you thought that jab about sir and ma’am would set me off. You were getting your butt chapped with that half-cocked defense, so you thought me losing my temper would get you a mistrial.”

He shrugged. “You gotta do what you gotta do.”

“What you have to do is show respect for the court and not call a female judge sir. Yet you kept on. Deliberately.”

“You just sentenced my guy to twenty years without the benefit of a presentence hearing. If that isn’t prejudice, what is?”

She sat down and did not offer the lawyer a seat. “I didn’t need a hearing. I sentenced King to aggravated battery two years ago. Six months in, six months’ probation. I remember. This time he took a baseball bat and fractured a man’s skull. He’s used up what little patience I have.”

“You should have recused yourself. All that information clouded your judgment.”

“Really? That presentence investigation you’re screaming for would have revealed all that, anyway. I simply saved you the trouble of waiting for the inevitable.”

“You’re a fucking bitch.”

“That’s going to cost you a hundred dollars. Payable now. Along with another hundred for the stunt in the courtroom.”

“I’m entitled to a hearing before you find me in contempt.”

“True. But you don’t want that. It’ll do nothing for that chauvinistic image you go out of your way to portray.”

He said nothing, and she could feel the fire building. Nettles was a heavyset, jowled man with a reputation for tenacity, surely unaccustomed to taking orders from a woman.

“And every time you show off that big ass of yours in my court, it’s going to cost you a hundred dollars.”

He stepped toward the desk and withdrew a wad of money, peeling off two one-hundred-dollar bills, crisp new ones with the swollen Ben Franklin. He slapped both on the desk, then unfolded three more.

“Fuck you.”

One bill dropped.

“Fuck you.”

The second bill fell.

“Fuck you.”

The third Ben Franklin fluttered down.




TWO

Rachel donned her robe, stepped back into the courtroom, and climbed three steps to the oak dais she’d occupied for the past four years. The clock on the far wall read 1:45 P.M. She wondered how much longer she’d have the privilege of being a judge. It was an election year, qualifying had ended two weeks back, and she’d drawn two opponents for the July primary. There’d been talk of people getting into the race, but no one appeared until ten minutes before five on Friday to plunk down the nearly four-thousand-dollar fee needed to run. What could have been an easy uncontested election had now evolved into a long summer of fund-raisers and speeches. Neither of which were pleasurable.

At the moment she didn’t need the added aggravation. Her dockets were jammed, with more cases being added by the day. Today’s calendar, though, was shortened by a quick verdict in State of Georgia v. Barry King. Less than a half hour of deliberation was fast by any standard, the jurors obviously not impressed with T. Marcus Nettles’s theatrics.

With the afternoon free, she decided to tend to a backlog of non-jury matters that had clogged over the past two weeks of jury trials. The trial time had been productive. Four convictions, six guilty pleas, and one acquittal. Eleven criminal cases out of the way, making room for the new batch her secretary said the scheduling clerk would deliver in the morning.

The Fulton County Daily Report rated all the local superior court judges annually. For the past three years she’d been ranked near the top, disposing of cases faster than most of her fellow judges, with a reversal rate in the appellate courts of only 2 percent. Not bad being right 98 percent of the time.

She settled behind the bench and watched the afternoon parade begin. Lawyers hustled in and out, some ferrying clients in need of a final divorce or a judge’s signature, others looking for a resolution to pending motions in civil cases awaiting trial. About forty different matters in all. By the time she glanced again at the clock across the room, it was 4:15 and the docket had whittled down to two items. One was an adoption, a task she really enjoyed. The seven-year-old reminded her of Brent, her own seven-year-old. The last matter was a simple name change, the petitioner unrepresented by counsel. She’d specifically scheduled the case at the end, hoping the courtroom would be empty.

The clerk handed her the file.

She stared down at the old man dressed in a beige tweed jacket and tan trousers who stood before the counsel table.

“Your full name?” she asked.

“Karl Bates.” His tired voice carried an East European accent.

“How long have you lived in Fulton County?”

“Thirty-nine years.”

“You were not born in this country?”

“No. I come from Belarus.”

“And you are an American citizen?”

He nodded. “I’m an old man. Eighty-one. Almost half my life spent here.”

The question and answer was not relevant to the petition, but neither the clerk nor the court reporter said anything. Their faces seemed to understand the moment.

“My parents, brothers, sisters—all slaughtered by Nazis. Many died in Belarus. We were White Russians. Very proud. After the war, not many of us were left when the Soviets annexed our land. Stalin was worse than Hitler. A madman. Butcher. Nothing remained there when he was through, so I leave. This country is the land of promise, right?”

“Were you a Russian citizen?”

“I believe correct designation was Soviet citizen.” He shook his head. “But I never consider myself Soviet.”

“Did you serve in the war?”

“Only of necessity. The Great Patriotic War, Stalin called it. I was lieutenant. Captured and sent to Mauthausen. Sixteen months in a concentration camp.”

“What was your occupation here after immigrating?”

“Jeweler.”

“You have petitioned this court for a change of name. Why do you wish to be known as Karol Borya?”

“It is my birth name. My father named me Karol. It means ‘strong-willed.’ I was youngest of six children and almost die at birth. When I immigrate to this country, I thought, must protect identity. I work for government commissions while in Soviet Union. I hated Communists. They ruin my homeland, and I speak out. Stalin sent many countrymen to Siberian camps. I thought harm would come to my family. Very few could leave then. But before my death, I want my heritage returned.”

“Are you ill?”

“No. But I wonder how long this tired body will hold out.”

She looked at the old man standing before her, his frame shrunken with age but still distinguished. The eyes were inscrutable and deep-set, hair stark white, voice gravelly and enigmatic. “You look marvelous for a man your age.”

He smiled.

“Do you seek this change to defraud, evade prosecution, or hide from a creditor?”

“Never.”

“Then I grant your petition. You shall be Karol Borya once again.”

She signed the order attached to the petition and handed the file to the clerk. Stepping from the bench, she approached the old man. Tears slipped down his stubbled cheeks. Her eyes had reddened, as well. She hugged him and softly said, “I love you, Daddy.”




THREE



4:50 p.m.

Paul Cutler stood from the oak armchair and addressed the court, his lawyerly patience wearing thin. “Your Honor, the estate does not contest movant’s services. Instead, we merely challenge the amount he’s attempting to charge. Twelve thousand three hundred dollars is a lot of money to paint a house.”

“It was a big house,” the creditor’s lawyer said.

“I would hope,” the probate judge added.

Paul said, “The house is two thousand square feet. Not a thing unusual about it. The paint job was routine. Movant is not entitled to the amount charged.”

“Judge, the decedent contracted with my client for a complete house painting, which my client did.”

“What the movant did, Judge, was take advantage of a seventy-three-year-old man. He did not render twelve thousand three hundred dollars’ worth of services.”

“The decedent promised my client a bonus if he finished within a week, and he did.”

He couldn’t believe the other lawyer was pressing the point with a straight face. “That’s convenient, considering the only other person to contradict that promise is dead. The bottom line is that our firm is the named executor on the estate, and we cannot in good conscience pay this bill.”

“You want a trial on it?” the crinkly judge asked the other side.

The creditor’s lawyer bent down and whispered with the housepainter, a younger man noticeably uncomfortable in a tan polyester suit and tie. “No, sir. Perhaps a compromise. Seven thousand five hundred.”

Paul never flinched. “One thousand two hundred and fifty. Not a dime more. We employed another painter to view the work. From what I’ve been told, we have a good suit for shoddy workmanship. The paint also appears to have been watered down. As far as I’m concerned, we’ll let the jury decide.” He looked at the other lawyer. “I get two hundred and twenty dollars an hour while we fight. So take your time, counselor.”

The other lawyer never even consulted his client. “We don’t have the resources to litigate this matter, so we have no choice but to accept the estate’s offer.”

“I bet. Bloody damn extortionist,” Paul muttered, just loud enough for the other lawyer to hear, as he gathered his file.

“Draw an order, Mr. Cutler,” the judge said.

Paul quickly left the hearing room and marched down the corridors of the Fulton County probate division. It was three floors down from the mélange of Superior Court and a world apart. No sensational murders, high-profile litigation, or contested divorces. Wills, trusts, and guardianships formed the extent of its limited jurisdiction—mundane, boring, with evidence usually amounting to diluted memories and tales of alliances both real and imagined. A recent state statute Paul helped draft allowed jury trials in certain instances, and occasionally a litigant would demand one. But, by and large, business was tended to by a stable of elder judges, themselves once advocates who roamed the same halls in search of letters testamentary.

Ever since the University of Georgia sent him out into the world with a juris doctorate, probate work had been Paul’s specialty. He’d not gone right to law school from college, summarily rejected by the twenty-two schools he’d applied to. His father was devastated. For three years he labored at the Georgia Citizens Bank in the probate and trust department as a glorified clerk, the experience enough motivation for him to retake the law school admission exam and reapply. Three schools ultimately accepted him, and a third-year clerkship resulted in a job at Pridgen & Woodworth after graduation. Now, thirteen years later, he was a sharing-partner in the firm, senior enough in the probate and trust department to be next in line for full partnership and the department’s managerial reins.

He turned a corner and zeroed in on double doors at the far end.

Today had been hectic. The painter’s motion had been scheduled for over a week, but right after lunch his office received a call from another creditor’s lawyer to hear a hastily arranged motion. Originally it was set for 4:30, but the lawyer on the other side failed to show. So he’d shot over to an adjacent hearing room and taken care of the house painter’s attempted thievery. He yanked open the wooden doors and stalked down the center aisle of the deserted courtroom. “Heard from Marcus Nettles yet?” he asked the clerk at the far end.

A smile creased the woman’s face. “Sure did.”

“It’s nearly five. Where is he?”

“He’s a guest of the sheriff’s department. Last I heard, they’ve got him in a holding cell.”

He dropped his briefcase on the oak table. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Your ex put him in this morning.”

“Rachel?”

The clerk nodded. “Word is he got smart with her in chambers. Paid her three hundred dollars then told her to F off three times.”

The courtroom doors swung open and T. Marcus Nettles waddled in. His beige Neiman Marcus suit was wrinkled, Gucci tie out of place, the Italian loafers scuffed and dirty.

“About time, Marcus. What happened?”

“That bitch you once called your wife threw me in jail and left me there since this mornin’.” The baritone voice carried a strain. “Tell me, Paul. Is she really a woman or some hybrid with nuts between those long legs?”

He started to say something, then decided to let it go.

“She climbs my ass in front of a jury because I called her sir—”

“Four times, I heard,” the clerk said.

“Yeah. Probably was. After I move for a mistrial, which she should have granted, she gives my guy twenty years without a presentence hearin’. Then she wants to give me an ethics lesson. I don’t need that shit. Particularly from some smart-ass bitch. I can tell you now, I’ll be pumpin’ money to both her opponents. Lots of money. I’m going to rid myself of that problem the second Tuesday in July.”

He’d heard enough. “You ready to argue this motion?”

Nettles laid his briefcase on the table. “Why not? I figured I’d be in that cell all night. Guess the whore has a heart, after all.”

“That’s enough, Marcus,” he said, his voice a bit firmer than he intended.

Nettles’s eyes tightened, a penetrating feral stare that seemed to read his thoughts. “The shit you care? You’ve been divorced—what?—three years? She must gouge a chunk out of your paycheck every month in child support.”

He said nothing.

“I’ll be fuckin’ damned,” Nettles said. “You still got a thing for her, don’t you?”

“Can we get on with it?”

“Son of a bitch, you do.” Nettles shook his bulbous head.

He headed for the other table to get ready for the hearing. The clerk popped from her chair and walked back to fetch the judge. He was glad she’d left. Courthouse gossip blew from ear to ear like a wildfire.

Nettles settled his portly frame into the armchair. “Paul, my boy, take it from a five-time loser. Once you get rid of ’em, be rid of ’em.”
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