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It started with a slip of the tongue. At first, Marta Richter thought shed misunderstood him. She felt exhausted after the two-month murder trial and couldnt always hear her client through the thick bulletproof window. You mean you struggled in his grasp, Marta corrected.

Elliot Steere didnt reply, but brushed ash from his chair on the defendants side of the window. In his charcoal Brioni suit and a white shirt with a cutaway collar, Steere looked incongruous but not uncomfortable in the jailhouse setting. The businessmans cool was the stuff of tabloid legend. The tabs reported that on the night Steere had been arrested for murder, hed demanded only one phone call. To his stockbroker. Thats what I said, Steere answered after a moment. I struggled in his grasp.

No, you said he struggled in your grasp. It was self-defense, not murder. You were struggling, not him.

A faint smile flickered across Steeres strong mouth. He had a finely boned nose, flat brown eyes, and suspiciously few crows feet for a real estate developer. In magazine photos Steere looked attractive, but the fluorescent lights of the interview room hollowed his cheeks and dulled his sandy hair. Whats the point? The trials over, the jurys out. It doesnt matter anymore who was struggling with who. Whom.


Whats that supposed to mean? Marta asked. She didnt want him to play word games, she wanted him to praise her brilliant defense. It was the case of her career, and Steeres acquittal was in the bag. Of course it matters.

Why? What if it wasnt self-defense? What if I murdered him like the D.A. said? So what?

Marta blinked, irritated. But thats not the way it happened. He was trying to hijack your car. He attacked you with a knife. He threatened to kill you. You shot him in self-defense.

In the back of the head?

There was a struggle. You had your gun and you fired. Without realizing it, Marta was repeating the words of her closing argument. The jury had adjourned to deliberate only minutes earlier. You panicked, in fear of your life.

You really bought that? Steere crossed one long leg over the other and a triangle of tailored pant flopped over with a fine, pressed crease.  In fear of my life? I stole that line from a cop show, the one where everybody smokes. You know the show?

Martas mouth went dry. She didnt watch TV even when she was on, another television lawyer with wide-set blue eyes and chin-length hair highlighted blond. A hardness around her eyes and a softness under her chin told the viewers she wasnt thirty anymore. Still Marta looked good on the tube and knew how to handle herself; explain the defense in a sound bite and bicker with the prosecutor. Wrap it up with wit. Smile for the beauty shot. What is this, a joke? Whats TV have to do with anything?


Everything. My story, my defense, was fiction. Rich white guy carjacked by poor black guy. White guy has registered Glock for protection. Black guy has X-Acto knife. Not a good match. Steere eased back into his chair. The jury bought it because it was what they expected, what they see on TV.

Martas lips parted in disbelief. The news struck like an assault, stunning and violent. Her mind reeled. Her face felt hot. She braced her manicured fingers against the cold aluminum ledge and fought for her bearings. What are you saying?

Im guilty as sin, dear. Steeres gaze was point-blank and his voice tinny as it passed through a thin metal grate under the bulletproof window. The cinder-block walls of the interview room, lacquered calcium white, seemed suddenly to be closing in on Marta.

But he slashed your cheek with the knife, she said, uncomprehending.

He was dead at the time. I held his hand, with the knife in it.

They found fibers from your tux on his hands and clothes.


There was a struggle. He put up a fight. Mostly begging, boohooing like a little girl.

Martas stomach turned over. Tell me the whole story. The truth.

Whats to tell? A bum came at me when I stopped at the red light. He was waving a knife, drunk, screaming I should give up the car. Like I would. A new SL600 convertible. Wet dream of a car. Steere shook his head in momentary admiration. So I grabbed my gun, got out of the car, and shot him in the head. I called the cops from the cell phone.

Marta crossed her arms across her chest. You could call it a hug but that wasnt how she thought of it. Shed heard confessions like this from other clients, and though Steere didnt look like them, he sounded like them. They all had the urge to brag, to prove how smart they were and what they could get away with. Marta had known Steere was tough-minded; she hadnt guessed he was inhuman. Youre a murderer, she said.

No, Im a problem-solver. I saw some garbage and took it out. The man was a derelict, worthless. He didnt work, he didnt produce. He didnt own anything. Fuck, he didnt even live anywhere. This time he picked the wrong guy. End of story.

Just like that?

Come on, Marta. The man was useless. He didnt even know how to handle the fucking knife. Steere chuckled. You did it better during the demonstration, when you held it under your chin. Did you see the jury? The front row almost fainted.


Marta felt a twinge as she flashed on the jurors, their faces upturned like kindergartners. Shed hired the requisite raft of jury consultants but relied on her own instincts and experience to pick the panel, ending up with a solid reasonable-doubt jury. Shed stood in front of them every day of the trial, memorizing their features, their reactions, their quirks. Fifteen years as a top-tier criminal lawyer had taught Marta Richter one thing: the jurors were the only real people in any courtroom. Even the ones with book deals.

Theyre suckers, Steere said. Twelve suckers. The biggest loser was your friend the Marlboro Man. Better watch out, Marta. He had the look of love. He may be fixin to get hisself a filly.

Marta winced. Steere meant Christopher Graham, a blacksmith from Old Bustleton in northeast Philadelphia. Marta had learned that Graham had recently separated from his wife, so she worked him the whole trial, locking eyes with him during her cross of the medical examiner and letting her fingertips stray to her silk collar when she felt his lonely gaze on her. Still, manipulation was one thing, and prevarication quite another. Everything you told me was a lie.

It worked, didnt it? You shot the shit out of their case. The bailiff thinks the jury will be back by noon tomorrow. Thats only four, five hours of actual deliberation. Steere smiled and recrossed his legs. I hear the reporters have a pool going. The smart moneys on you, twenty to one. Theres even action that they acquit me before theres three feet of snow on the ground.


Martas mind reeled. The media, more lies. Shed told the reporters Steere was innocent and declined to speculate on how long the jury would be out. I just win, boys. I leave the details to you, shed said with a laugh. She wasnt laughing now.

Its almost three oclock, Steere said, checking a watch with a band like liquid gold. Youve never had a jury out longer than two days, if memory serves.

Marta flipped back through her cases. She was undefeated in capital cases and shed win this one, too. No tough questions of physical evidence to explain away, just a disagreement over the way it had gone down, with the Commonwealth claiming Steere had intended to kill the homeless man. It took balls to prosecute a case that thin, but it was an election year and the mayor wanted to crucify the wealthiest slumlord in Philadelphia. Marta understood all that, but she didnt understand the most important thing. Why did you lie to me?

Since when are you so high and mighty? Did you ask if I was guilty?

I dont ask my clients that question.

Then whats the difference if they lie to you?

Marta had no immediate reply except to grit her teeth. So you made up this cock-and-bull story.

You never doubted it? One of the best criminal lawyers in the country and you cant smell shit?

Not this time, because she had let her guard down. Because shed been attracted to him, though she wouldnt admit it, even to herself. Your story made absolute sense. We went over it and over it. You told it the same way every time.


I lied from the door.

Even to the cops? The statement you gave them. It was recorded. It was all consistent.

Im excellent at what I do.

Lie?

Sell.

You used me, you asshole.

Come off it, dear. Steeres smile twisted into a sneer. You got paid, didnt you? Almost two hundred grand this quarter, including your expenses. Hotel, phone, even dry cleaning. Every cent paid in full. Twenty-five grand left on the retainer.

Thats not the point.

Steeres laughter echoed off the cinderblock walls of the interview room. Easy for you to say, youre not paying it. For that much money, using you should be included. Christ, for that much money, fucking you should be included.

Fuck you! Marta shot to her feet, seething. She felt the urge to pace, to move, to run, but the interview room was as cramped as a phone booth. She was trapped. By Steere, by herself. How could she have been so naive? She still couldnt bring herself to accept it. So you killed Darnton, even though youd be questioned? Charged?

Steere shrugged. It was a risk, but I run risks every day. I figured the D.A. would find a reason to charge me, but thats okay. Any ink is good ink. I knew Id hire the best and get away with it, and I will. Because of you.


Because of you. The words burned into Martas brain. Steere had written the story and she had sold it, better than shed ever sold anything in her professional life. Pitched it to the jury in the day and the satellites at night. And she didnt do it for the money or the facetime, not this time.

She did it for Steere.

In the split second she realized it, Martas fury became unreasoning. She could have sworn he wanted her, hed given every signal. Hed lean too close at counsel table, look too long at her legs. Once hed touched her knee, bending over to retrieve his fountain pen, and her response had been so immediate it surprised even her. The memory made her feel crazy, unhinged. Unleashed. Im going to Judge Rudolph with this, she said.

You cant. Im your client and this is a privileged conversation. Disclose it and youre disbarred, ruined. Steere laced his long fingers together and leaned forward on his side of the metal ledge. Of course, Id deny the conversation ever took place. Youd look like a fool.

Then I quit. Im not your lawyer anymore. Im withdrawing from the representation. Marta snatched her bag and briefcase from the tile floor.

The judge wont let you withdraw while the jurys out. Its too late in the game. Its prejudicial to me, infringes my constitutional rights.


Dont you lecture me, Marta shot back, though she knew he was right about her withdrawal. I suborned perjury for you.

Suborn perjury, my my. You can talk the talk, cant you? So can I. You didnt suborn perjury because I didnt testify in my own defense.

Its a fraud on the court

Enough. Steere cut Marta off with a wave. Heres what happens next: the verdict comes in by noon and I go free. Then I hold a press conference where I tell the world that the mayor is a smacked ass, the jury system is a blessing, and youre the best whore money can buy.

Marta froze. Her fingers squeezed the handle of her briefcase. Rage constricted her breathing. She felt choked, with Steeres polished loafer on her throat.

Then well go to the Swann Fountain for the victory celebration, Steere continued. We can play footsies, just like old times. After that Im booked to St. Barts on a Learjet thatll take off from Atlantic City if Philly is snowed in. I love the beach, dont you? Hate the water, but love the beach. Want to come?

Marta only glared in response. She wouldnt be used like this. Not by him. Not by anyone. She reached for the door of the interview room.

Aw, dont go away mad, honey, Steere said.

I have work to do.

What work? You just proved me innocent.

Right. Now Im going to prove you guilty.


Steere chuckled behind tented fingers. Theres no evidence.

There must be.

The police couldnt find any.

They didnt have the incentive I do.

And youll find this evidence before the jury comes back? By noon tomorrow?

They wont be out that long, Marta said. She yanked the door open to the sound of Steeres laughter, but as furious as she was, she knew it didnt matter who was laughing first. Only who was laughing last.
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The Criminal Justice Center in Philadelphia is a newly built courthouse and the holding cells adjoining the courtrooms resemble small, modern offices. Clear bulletproof plastic has supplanted atmospheric iron bars and the white-painted cinderblock walls are still clean and relatively unscuffed. Elliot Steeres cell contained a white Formica bench, a stainless steel toilet, and a half-sink. Steere was the only prisoner on the floor and because of transportation problems caused by the snowstorm, would be staying nights in his holding cell during jury deliberations. He crossed his legs as he read the Wall Street Journal and pointedly ignored the older guard standing in front of him like a penitent.

I cant do it, Mr. Steere, the guard said, glancing over his shoulder. The other guard was out on break but hed be back soon. Frank didnt want to get caught standing in Steeres cell. I tried, but I cant.

Steere didnt look up from his newspaper. Yes you can. Try again.


I cant. The hallways full of reporters. They got TV, cameras, everything. Theyre right outside the door, all the way to the elevators. In the lobby downstairs, too. The guard shook his head. Its too chancy.

Youll find a way.

There is no way. Somebody will see me. Somebody will wonder, whys he goin in and out? You know how reporters are. Theyre already sayin you got special privileges.

Steere skimmed the front page. Dont worry about the reporters. The snows the big story, not me. It says right here, East Coast Hit by Major Snowstorm. Im not even above the fold today.

I cant do it, I swear. I couldnt get it through the metal detector.

Youve done it before, Frank.

Today is different. Today the jurys out. Everybodys walking around. Watching. Waiting. Its crazy out there. The guard shifted nervously from one new shoe to another. Orthopedic, they were, three hundred bucks a pair. Orthotics, the doc called them. Frank had never been able to afford them before; they werent covered on his lousy HMO. Believe me, its nuts.

Steere turned the page.

Please. The guards lined forehead shone with sweat. I got you the newspaper.

I think Im entitled to a newspaper.

Sure you are. Dont get me wrong. The guard kept shifting his feet. Not that they hurt, he could stand forever in these babies. Walk all day, even at the mall with Madeline. Didnt have to wait in the car like a goddamn dog. The newspaper was no problem, no problem at all, Mr. Steere. But this is a whole nother thing. Maybe I could get you a Coke from the machine.


Steere flipped to the stock quotes and skimmed the columns. Good news. Hampden Technologies is up two points.

I could get ice, too. From the lounge. Take me five minutes, tops.

Uh-oh. Potash is down another point. Steere cracked the wide paper to straighten out a crease. Still holding your potash, Frank?

Yeah.

Do you think thats wise?

Frank Devine swallowed hard. Hed started investing small amounts on Steeres say-so when the trial started. Steere was right each time, and Frank made real money. Steere had picked up a tip on potash last month, and Frank socked all he had plus what he could get from his brother-in-lawseventeen grandon the stock. Consolidating my holdings, he told his Madeline. Big shot, shed said, scowling. Now his seventeen grand was worth thirty and when he cashed out hed buy whatever he needed. Two hundred goddamn pair of shoes. Orthotics, whatever.

Frank? I asked you if you think its wise to hold potash.

I guess its  wise. The guard watched Steere scan the quotes, his eyes going up and down the rows, but he couldnt tell anything from Steeres expression. He never could. Steere was like a freak that way. Do you think its wise, Mr. Steere?


If you guess so.

Im still ahead of the game, the guard said. He wasnt stupid, goddamnit. Hed learned a lot about stocks since the Steere trial started. It closed at thirty yesterday.

What was it this morning? Did it dip?

No, sir. The guard had checked with his brother-in-law, who found out from the computer. Frank didnt know much about computers and felt too old to learn.

Steere kept reading.

Well, uh, should I sell it, Mr. Steere?

I dont know. I guess you should. Steeres eyes stopped at mid-column. Then again, I guess you shouldnt. What do you guess, Frank?

I usually guess what you guess, the guard said, trying to make a joke, though he felt sick inside. It was so quiet he could hear his stomach groan.

Steere turned the page.

Frank shifted his feet.

Steere skimmed the quotes.

Mr. Steere, Frank said, should I hold potash or sell it?

Steeres attention never left the newspaper. I dont know if Id hold it. It failed to make a new high. Made an attempt, but failed.

How bad is that? Franks dentures stuck to his lips. I mean, is that bad? It sounds bad.


It depends.

On what?

On how you feel at strike two.

Frank laughed, but it came out like he was choking.

From behind the paper, Steere said, The phone, slugger. Bring me the fucking phone.



What are you wearing? Steere said into the flip phone. He was kidding, but there was a stiffening between his legs just the same. Hed been in jail almost a year.

Im in a meeting, she said in her professional voice, loud enough for the people around her to hear. She was a star and she knew it. Steere imagined her in the meeting, every inch the career woman, at least on the outside.

You still have that bra, the black one with the lace?

I cant talk now, really. The gangs all here. Movers and shakers, even a city editor. Right, Marc? she called out. Call me back when you have your schedule. Gotta go. In the background Steere heard hearty masculine laughter.

Wait. I need you to do something. Get to the file and destroy it.

What? Why?

Richter knows.

Thats interesting, she said, her tone even. Steere knew she wouldnt get rattled, whether an editor or a row of priests sat in front of her. She was the only woman he knew who kept her wits about her, and that was why Steere wanted her. Well, one of the reasons.


Richter knows I killed him intentionally, nothing else. Drop everything. Get the file. Today.

In a blizzard? she asked lightly. Id rethink that. Maybe next week. You choose the restaurant. My secretary will make the reservations.

Not next week. Now. Im not taking any chances.

But we may need that information.

Dont fuck me. Do it. Steere punched the END button, edgy and still hard.



Next Steere punched in the number of a man he introduced as his driver, Bobby Bogosian. The title was left over from the days Bobby drove Steere around in a dented brown Eldorado with the cash that would launch an empire stuffed in his pocket. Steere would go from rowhouse to rowhouse in the citys poorest sections, offering the elderly $30,000cash money, on the spot, no stringsfor their homes. He could rent the houses for many times that and he made money if only 10 percent of the pensioners took the deal. Plenty more did.

Steere would tell them he was solving a problem for them as he sat in their cramped living rooms with the curtains drawn. Their couches were worn and saggy, with thick roped fringe at the bottom, and Steere sat on more springs than he could count. Still, he felt neither contempt nor affection for these couples, no matter how toothless, poorly dressed, or just plain stupid they were. They reminded him of his foster parents, and instead of running away from them, he played the role of their perfect son.


In house after house, Steere smiled and showed the face of a bright, earnest young man trying to make his way in the world. He leaned forward on his knees as he spoke, dressed in a department-store suit and tie, and honeyed his voice. Theyd call him a go-getter, a self-starter. Steere would remind them of the kind of young man they thought didnt exist anymore and who really didnt, except in an imagination spun with nostalgia, as substantial as cotton candy.

As Steere spoke, the old couples would relax in their ratty armchairs and confide in him, their eyes glassy with fear. In these city neighborhoods, whites were afraid of blacks and blacks were afraid of whites. Blacks and whites were afraid of Hispanics, Jamaicans, and Vietnamese. Everybody was afraid of drugs and gangs, and whatever their fear, Steere played on it. Because he understood their problems, they believed he could solve them. On the spot, heres the cash, no strings. Bobby Bogosian would stand silently behind the couch until the homeowner took Steeres ballpoint in a bony hand and affixed a shaky signature to the dotted line.

Yo. Bogosian answered the beep quick as a Doberman at heel. What up?

Where are you?


Center City.

My lawyer, Marta Richter, just left the courthouse. Keep an eye on her, Steere said, without further explanation. He never told Bogosian more than he needed to know and didnt want to know more about Bogosian than he had to. Steere didnt even know where Bogosian lived and heard only through the grapevine that Bobbys probation officer had taken off his ankle cuff.

Got it, Bobby said.

Shes gonna be busy until the jury gets back. Make sure she doesnt do anything or go anywhere.

Anything else?

Nothing major. I need her until the trials over.

What about after?

Then I dont need her anymore. Understood?

Sure.

Steere pressed the END button with satisfaction. He felt back in control. He had unleashed Bogosian, and the man would do the job. The best thing about Bogosian was that he didnt think. Steere pushed his button and the man took off like a missile sensing heat. Locking on target, exploding like a natural force.

Steere tucked the flip phone into his pocket, closed his eyes, and sat still on the hard bench. Hed learned the stillness as a kid when he got whacked for moving, and it stood him in good stead. Steere imagined himself as he always did, like a pole at the top of the world, the pivot for the globe whirling dizzy beneath. He remained motionless as the walls of his cell spun off and flew into the ether. Around him it grew dark, cool, soundless. He listened in the silence, waiting for the rhythm of his breathing. The beat of his heart, the bubbling of his blood. Then Steere slipped inside his own mind.


He considered the situation. Hed made a mistake with Marta, but had recovered and was back on plan. Hed just sent out protections and was hiding his distance, as Sun-Tzu would have put it. Be near but appear far, the Chinese general wrote. Sun-Tzu, an expert in military strategy, was one of the few men Steere admired, and when Steere read Sun-Tzus book, he realized he was already doing the things Sun-Tzu had written. Steere had already bought the key properties in the city when he read in Sun-Tzu: Occupy first what they care about. And he had vanquished all his enemies except the mayor when he read: Both sides stalk each other over several years to contend for victory in a single day. That quote had stayed with him, and Steere had built his strategy for defeating the mayor around it.

Steere smiled inwardly. Sun-Tzu talked about the nature of victory, and Steere understood the nature of victory as if he had written the book himself. He understood that victory required more than aggression, more than conflict. Victory required violence. The clean, deadly violence of financial destruction and domination, like the detonation of a distant bomb with an explosion watched on videotape, and the intimate, hot violence of murder. Shooting a struggling man on a sticky night, while his heels kicked futilely against the asphalt. Killing him while you stood close enough to whisper in his ear, smell the stink on the back of his neck, and feel the heat from his skin. Making him take the bullet while he wept for his life.


Steere hadnt known if he could really do it or how he would feel after the fact. He had been surprised in both respects. Murder had come more easily than he expected, and after it was done he didnt feel thrilled or aroused. On the contrary, after killing the man Steere thought, That was a snap. And if he had been curious about the extent of his powers, Steere had learned they extended even further than hed thought. He had murdered and would go free, so there was no limit to what he could do. No boundary imposed by self, man, or law. Steere had become invincible.

Sun-Tzu said, Undefeatability lies with ourselves; defeatability lies with the enemy. Steere knew instinctively that his new enemy, Marta Richter, could never achieve victory over him, even though she was free to move and he was confined to a prison cell. She knew how to win a courtroom battle, waged according to evidentiary rules and legal precedent, using words as weapons and lawyers as soldiers. It was no contest. Not even a fair fight. A box cutter against a Glock.

Because Elliot Steere knew how to win a war.
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Heart pounding, Marta pushed her way through the reporters clogging the courthouses hallway and lobby, only to find that outside the Criminal Justice Center they were as thick as the driving snow. They mobbed her as soon as she pushed her way through the courthouses revolving door. No comment, she shouted, blinking against the snowflakes and blinding TV lights.

Gonzo print reporters ran alongside Marta in the snow, grasping steno pads and hand-held dicta-phones, wearing baseball caps against the storm. Marta, will they find him innocent? Marta, how long will they be out? Will Steere sell his properties to the city if hes convicted?

No comment! Marta snapped, charging to the street.

Aw, come on, Marta! TV reporters in orange-face makeup hurried in front of her, scurrying under colorful golf umbrellas held by interns. Their cameramen and technicians aimed videocams and TV lights as they ran backward in front of her, a practiced art. Marta, will the deliberations be suspended because of the storm? Ms. Richter, will Steere be found innocent? Whats next for you, Marta? Got a book in the works?


Marta didnt stop to kiss up or propagandize. Didnt even break stride. Let them print what they wanted; her spinning days were over and she didnt have any time to lose. She elbowed her way out of the throng, and they didnt follow because the assistant district attorney, Tom Moran, emerged from the courthouse.

The gag orders still in place, Marta heard Moran say, and felt her gut twist. The D.A. had been right all along. Steere was a cold-blooded murderer. Now Marta had to prove it. But how? The bravado shed shown in the interview room had vanished, scattered by frigid blasts of snow and reality. What was she going to do? Get back to the office. Get her bearings. Go!

Marta hurried to the corner to catch a cab, pushing the sleeve of her trench coat aside to check her watch. Three-fifteen. How much time did she have? Until noon tomorrow? She reached the corner of Market Street, where the traffic was heaviest, and tried to hail a cab. Snow flew in her eyes. The storm was worse than shed thought.

Snow fell in thick wet flakes, blanketing everything in sight. Office buildings, subway canopies, and parked cars were already frosted white, their outlines indistinct. Icicles like pointy daggers jabbed from the power lines. The stoplight in front of City Hall was frozen red, confounding the already congested traffic. The sky was overcast. Soon it would be dark.


Marta wheeled around at a loud screeching behind her. A shopkeeper was pulling a corrugated security gate over a glass storefront. The other stores were already closed, their lights out. Commuters flooded the sidewalk to the subway stairs, leaving work early. Philadelphia was shutting down, freezing solid. What was she going to do? She had only one night and it was in the middle of a fucking blizzard.

Marta waved harder in the gray shadow of City Hall. Traffic accelerated as it turned the corner around the Victorian building and jockeyed for the fast lane to the parkways out of the city. Cars spewed clouds of steamy exhaust, and a minivan angling for the lead sprayed snow on Martas pumps. She spotted a cab and waved at it, but it drove by, occupied. Marta was struck by a memory appearing from nowhere.

Hey! Shes standing at a curb. Waving. Cars speed by. Wind blows her hair. Its cold by the road. Winter in Maine. Hey, mister. Please stop!

BEEP! blared a bus, almost upon her. Marta, startled, jumped back to the curb as its massive wheels churned by, dropping caked snow from its treads. BEEP!

You okay, miss? asked a voice Marta only half heard as she spotted another cab halfway up the street. The cabs roof light glowed yellow. It was empty!


Marta dodged passersby and dashed to the cab, her briefcase and bag under her arm. Snow wet her face and eyes but she blinked it away. The cab crawled toward her up the street, its headlights shining dimly through the snow. Marta waved like a fool. As the two converged she thought she saw a shadowy figure in the backseat. Damn. The windows were too dark for her to see inside. Marta reached the yellow cab and pounded on the back window.

Hey, hey! she shouted, battering the pane with her fist. I need this cab! An old man in the backseat recoiled from the window in astonishment, and Marta became vaguely aware that she was acting crazy, feeling crazy. Bollixed up by what she had to do and how little time she had to do it in. Marta tore open the back door of the cab. I need a ride uptown! Its an emergency!

No! the old man wailed. He sunk deep into the backseat, his eyes widening behind his glasses. The cab fishtailed to a stop.

Yo, lady! the driver shouted, twisting angrily around. On his dashboard was a deodorizer shaped like a kings crown. What do you think youre doin?

This is an emergency, Marta said. I need a ride uptown.

Get out of my cab! I already got a fare!

Let me share the ride. Ill pay you fifty dollars.

Are you crazy? bellowed the cabdriver.

Make it a hundred! We got a deal? Marta thrust a foot into the back of the cab, but the old man edged away in terror and the driver fended her off with a hairy hand.


Stop that! Get out of my cab!

Two hundred! Well ride together, you drop me off. Uptown for two hundred dollars!

GET OUT, LADY! Youre a fuckin PSYCHO!

No, wait! Marta yelled, but the cab lurched ahead and the door banged shut, knocking her bag and briefcase to the snowy street. Marta fished them out of the snow and brushed them off. Fuck! She needed to get to the office somehow. Maybe she could call the cab service. Marta tore into her purse for her cell phone and punched its tiny ON button. Nothing. The battery had run out. Marta was about to hurl the phone across Market Street when she saw another cab coming her way. Was it empty?

She tucked her stuff under her arm and ran for it.



Across the street, a large man in a black leather duster was watching. He was hatless despite the freezing temperatures, leaning against the fake Greek facade of Hechts department store. Marta didnt notice him. She wouldnt have recognized him even if she had, for Bobby Bogosian wasnt someone Elliot Steere would ever introduce to her.
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