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ACCUSATION













 




THOSE OF US BORN IN THE YEARS OF BOUNTY after World War II knew we had a different outlook than earlier generations of Americans. Blinkered by need, they had come of age with narrower commitments—to the glory of God, the glee of acquisition, or the mean little business of survival. But we took seriously the promise of the Declaration of Independence that the birthright of America was not merely life or liberty, but the pursuit of happiness. Personally, as a child, I always assumed that was the point of growing up. So I’d feel better than I did then.

Which leaves us with the awful doomed inquiry of our middle years, the harpy’s voice that whispers in dreams, at sunrise, at those unforeseen instants of drilling isolation: Is this as happy as I will ever be? Do I have the right to just a little more? Or is there nothing better I should hope for?

—MICHAEL FRAIN
 “The Survivor’s Guide,”
 September 7, 1995








September 7, 1995




HARDCORE

Dawn. The air is brackish, although this place is miles from water. The four high-rise towers hulk amid a hardened landscape of brick, of tar and pavement broken by weeds, of crushed Coke cups and candy wrappers, of fly-about newspaper pages. A silvery bedding of broken glass, the remnants of smashed bottles, glitters prettily—one more false promise. It is a time of uncommon quiet. In the night, there are often sounds of life at the extreme: outcries and drunken yells, machines at volume. Sometimes gunfire. The day brings voices, children, the many stand-abouts, the species at large. Now the wind is up, whistling in the fence links and on the bricks. At the prospect of motion, the man walking this way looks up abruptly, but there is only a dog huddled in a gap between the buildings who, out of some animal instinct, has determined, across the distance of a hundred yards, to have no truck with him. A single used tire sits, inexplicably, on the cracked blacktop of the play yard.

The man, Ordell, is almost thirty-six years old. He still maintains some of his penitentiary build, buffed up, he’d say, although he’s been out again four years now. He is dressed simply, black shirt and trousers. No gold. ‘Don’t wear you no gold when you workin,’ he often advises the Unborns, the eight-and nine-and ten-year-old wannabes who trail after him, complimenting his appearance and offering to do him favors, when he arrives here most afternoons. ‘Hardcore,’ they always goin, ‘get you Co-Cola by Ko-rea?’ like he don’t know they aimin to keep the change.

This morning, Ordell Trent, gang name Hardcore, is alone. The building he approaches, the tallest of the four which comprise the Grace Street Projects, has come over the years to be called by everyone ‘the I.V. Tower,’ due supposedly to the Roman numerals, but most suspect the label originated with the familiar mockery of the residents practiced by the police, who refer to the building among themselves as the Ivory Tower. The open structures—windows, porches, connecting walkways—are caged in mesh of heavy gauge. Formerly, from the gangways and balconies refuse was sometimes thrown, bricks were tossed down on enemies as in the Middle Ages, drunks and dopeheads stumbled to their death, and several persons were pushed. Around three or four windows you can see the ragged blackening marks of bygone fires and at street level, on the bricks, in rounded letters, the initials of Ordell’s gang have been inscribed in phosphorescent colors etched in black: “BSD.” Black Saints Disciples. His set—the branch of the gang which Ordell heads—the T—4 Rollers, is often celebrated, too, and some daring members of Gangster Outlaws, a rival organization, have also put their marks here, wallbanging, as it is known. Occasional messages of personal affirmation, quickly sprayed, appear now and then as well. “D’Ron Is Cool.” “Lucifer!”

Inside, Ordell nods to security, Chuck, he named, chump rent-a-cop from Kindle County Housing Authority, huddled in a concrete shelter with a small window of bulletproof glass. Chuck gettin half-a-one—fifty dollars—every month from Ordell, and Chuck, he like to love Hardcore, man, see him, Chuck damn well salute. In the entry, the sole illumination is from a Pepsi machine, with a heavy padlock. Every electrical fixture is gone, stolen to sell, or put out by some Saint who prefers to do business in the dark. Bare wires in twisted bunches snake from the walls. The atmosphere is sodden with the bitter reek of hallway filth and broken plumbing. The paint is old; the pipes, exposed overhead, have grown rust stains and mold. The impression is of a bunker—something built to survive the bomb. The floor is concrete, the walls are cinder block. Everything—everything—is marked with gang signs: the Saints’ halo, the capped ‘4’ which represents the T-4 Rollers, and names—“D-town,” “Mike-o-Mite,” “Baby Face,” “Priest”—written in school markers or, more often, smoked into the plasterboard or paint with a cigarette lighter.

The elevator, one of them, is working again today and Hardcore rides to 17. The first five floors of this building are more or less deserted now, given up by folks who found even $38.50 a month too high a price for a life where beds had to be placed on the floors to avoid the gunfire, where the safest sleeping was in the bathtub. When he lets himself in, Hardcore hears the old woman’s husky breath, clotted by the deteriorations of living, emerging from one of the two back rooms he lets her have.

Ordell has the two front rooms. Where he watches. From up here, he can see the entire operation. Sometimes the police—‘Tic-Tac,’ as the Saints call the Kindle County Municipal Police Force Tactical Unit—the ones who won’t accept Hardcore’s money and a few who do, sit down there and watch. They’re wondering, he knows. How come this nigger so cool, how come it freeze up whenever they on the scene? Because Ordell sees. From here. He got all them tiny gangsters—the youngest gang members—‘peepers,’ as they’re called, rovin, scopin. Any po-lice, any rent-a-cop, any limp DEA, any them mothers truck into them towers, Hardcore gone know. On the street that cuts a perpendicular, there are two three-flats and some tiny gangsters down there on the steps each day, servicing the cars that pull up. They got rock, bottles, crank, sometime pills. Some Top Rank Gangsters, veterans in BSD, they-all slang a couple zones—sell a couple ounces—to they homies every week, be tight, all they need. Not Ordell. He got him houses and ladies, he got a Blazer and a slick BMW 755, shit, he got his gold, but what be fat and all is this thang, what he got goin here—‘DJs,’ so called, to mix the stuff, and ‘scramblers,’ who get paid in drugs to make the connections, ‘mules’ to carry it and move it two times every day from the garages and apartments where it’s stored, and his ‘artillery,’ Honcho, Gorgo, and them, armed motherfuckers so nobody think they can move up on Ordell. Seventy-five people, sometime a hundred, and Hardcore watchin over: Go here, mother, go there, don’t get beat by no snitch, don’t deal with no nare, don’t mess with no rings or gold, see cash, man, do it! That’s what he wants, somethin happenin, man, every day.

Now, slightly past 6:00, his beeper alerts, vibrating at his hip. Hardcore curses aloud when he inspects the readout: Nile. More whining. “Too late for that shit,” he notes to himself. At his voice, the old woman’s rasping breath briefly ceases. Perhaps she is awake now, listening, pressing at her grey hair, snuffling and clearing her throat in hopes he’ll leave. Here in the front room, there is nothing. Two chairs. Old newspapers. The concrete floor holds the sallow glimmer of the early light. The rug was stolen long ago.

This was her apartment, raised her children here, the boy in Rudyard, two boys, Ordell thinks, and some bitch, a silly pipehead selling what she can out on the street. In the pen, the boys come to Jesus and busted out, quit BSD. So Ordell’s set moved in here. The old woman was tough. ‘You-all go on, shoot and kill me, do whatever you-all like, I ain movin out, this here’s my house, I ain givin my house to no bunch of silly-ass hoodlums.’

T-Roc, one of BSD’s two heads, Vice-Lord he called—T-Roc told Hardcore straight up, ‘Do just like she say, man, fade her.’ Hardcore, he put in work for his, done whatever for BSD, be a bar-none Saint and all, but he don’t fall to cappin no old lady. He decided leave her stay.

‘And I ain gone have no dope-peddlin or whorin or any other gangbanger whatnot in here neither,’ she’d said to Ordell.

‘We ain doin nothin,’ he told her.

‘Hmm,’ she said.

Now she sleeps. Just then, 6:15 like they been sayin, he sees the ride, some shitbox Chevy a hundred years old, bend the corner on the street far below. Now, Ordell thinks, now we gone tear some shit up. He has field glasses but he can see well enough. Bug, just folding the flip-phone back into her jacket, approaches the car. Then she retreats a distance, as she’s supposed to do. The cell phone in his pocket makes a throaty sound.

“Yo,” he answers. “’T’s up, cuz?”

“Ten-two,” Lovinia says. They use radio code, mix it up, make them Tic-Tacs crazy. “Ten-two.” Means trouble. Need help. “You hear?” she adds. That Lovinia. Don’t never have no respect.

“Stall out, bitch, I hear. And I don’t see no damn 10–2.” On the broad avenue, on Grace Street, there is nothing, cars, white folks driving by fast. Not even foot trade. “I ain’t seed nothin. You standin still, bitch, and you best be hittin the wall, man.”

“Ain to see, not from where you is, and I ain talkin on this punk-ass telephone neither. Ten. Two.” She’s gone with that.

Setup, he thinks, as he often thinks. Bug—as Lovinia is known—damn Bug be settin him up. Kan-el, T-Roc, one them, maybe them Goobers—as the Saints call the Gangster Outlaws—one them switched her somehow. He ponders Kan-el and T-Roc, Commandant and Vice-Lord of BSD. They on top, man, but they all the time trippin and shit, worryin is Hardcore on this power thang, man, he gone bust his whole set right out the gang or what? And him running eight zones into the jail every week, so BSD down for theirs, catch his black booty he be gone for-ever. Set him up. “Mmm.” He grunts aloud at the thought of it.

But he’s on his way. He has a 9-millimeter pistol stored behind the iron grating of the air return and he tucks it in his belt and lets his black silk shirt hang out of his trousers. In the elevator he continues rumbling with his angry thoughts, speaking to himself and wondering if he should have shouted out for Honcho, some of them. Scared, he thinks, scared is what he is and old enough to know it. All them youngsters always puttin down that shit, ‘Cain’t no nigger fade me,’ shit like that, make him laugh. You always scared. Get used to it is all. Gotta be is gotta be.

He has three sons. Dormane—Hardball he called—got two kids of his own, he inside, doing fifteen no-parole on some fool buy-bust, and Rakleed is on these streets, too, and the little one, Del, still too young to know too much of nothing. They mommas, each of them, behind Ordell’s back, told those boys the same. ‘Don’t you be no dope peddler now, don’t you be slangin and hangin and bangin, I’ll be whompin you backside, you ain never gone be too big for me do you like that.’ That’s what they sayin. In his own time, Ordell gave each of these boys his answer: ‘You got to be somebody. They’s bad shit here. With them bad coppers—bad motherfuckers everywhere here. But, man,’ he said, ‘man, this here what you-all’s—you with the people here, you giving them what these poor niggers need, some nickel’s worth of happiness white folks and all don’t want them havin.’

Walking from the IV Tower, the first stirrings of the day, music and voices, from some windows, wondering is he really gone get himself gauged, Hardcore thinks, as he often does, about his sons. He walks past one of the newer buildings, where the concrete corner has parted, revealing a cheap core of pink foam. In a nearby play area, only one seesaw remains, and on that both seats were long ago shattered by some teen in a random outbreak of destructive will. A milky-eyed drunk is teetering down the block, slept it off somewhere and now looking for home. He has a tatty overcoat and his hat askew, a face of white whiskers, and when he sees Hardcore, he wants to move, get out the way, man, and his legs can’t let him. Funny. Hardcore calls him “Man” as he passes by. They got they needs, he thinks, wishing he’d told his boys that, too. ‘Everybody on these streets, man, these motherfuckers out here is just completely crazy with what they need. This gal she need her check, and this momma be needin to hold her baby, and that old cat need his fix.’ Needing. He sometimes thinks he doesn’t walk on pavement—he is just moving on top of what everybody needs.

He crosses the boulevard, Grace Street, and starts down Lawrence, a block of ruined three-story apartment buildings, stout as battlements, with flat tarred roofs and limestone blocks placed decoratively amid the dark bricks and as a border above the doorways and at the cornices. The windows are gone in some, boarded up. A raised garden area of railroad ties sits under the windows of 338, the dirt desert dry, even the weeds struggling to survive.

“Yo,” Lovinia calls, emerging like a cat from one of her hiding places. This Lovinia, he thinks. God, look-it here at this scrawny bitch, motherfucker are you gone believe it? With this fuzzball stocking cap dragged down over her whole damn head and this grey coat and twill pants. Don’t want nobody comin up on her to know she a bitch is what it is, figure they’ll shoot her ass or molest her ass or somethin. They better not try neither, she ain’t strapped—armed—she know better than that for when Tic-Tac come by, but you bet she got it near here, under the mailbox, or in a hole in one them trees, you mess with her, she gone smoke you ass. Word up. T-Roc, he think Hardcore stone crazy using Bug, but she sharp. She strut up to the cars, she change her whole routine now, she sort of swingin it a lot. ‘What you like, man?’ Make them say. Anybody she take for Tic-Tac, narco, when they say ‘Dope,’ she just go, ‘Oh, man, I ain sellin dope, man, I got somethin sweeter ’n that, man,’ like she thinkin they was here to bone.

Now she points to the white Nova at the curb, a hundred feet away. “I done told her, ‘Lady, you in the wrong place.’”

“Lady? What kind of motherfuckin lady?”

“Tol’ you now, 10–2. He ain come. She come. She be lookin for Or Dell.” Bug smiles then, toward the walk. Lovinia, just a kid and all—fifteen—she love to play.

“Lady,” Hardcore repeats a few more times. Damn. He advances on the car. “Lady, this the wrong place for you.” Leaning into the darkness of the car, he catches some of her soapy smell and the humid sour scent of his own overheated breath. “You best get out here fast.”

“Mr. Trent? I’m June Eddgar.” She extends her hand, and then laboriously leaves the car to stand in the bluish morning light. Old. She be fat, too, big and fat. Some kind of hippie or farmer or some such, and her thighs all mashed together in her jeans. She have a plain face and some long lightish brown kinda hair going to grey, kind of lopsided and knit together like it ain’t really combed. “I thought we could talk a minute.”

“Lady, they ain nothin for you and me to talk about.”

“Well, I thought—I’m Nile’s mother.”

“Told him get hisself here. Didn’t tell him send nobody’s momma.”

“I thought it was better if I came.”

“You better go. Thass all. They’s some powerful shit may go down here. Word, now. Go on.” He steps away, flitting his hand.

“Look, I know them both. I think there’s a misunderstanding.”

“Only misunderstandin is you stayin here stead of leavin out when I say go. Thass the only misunderstanding we got.”

“I really think—”

“Lady, you gone get fucked up bad, you hear? Now jump in you rusty-ass ride.” He throws a hand again in disgust and walks away. Lovinia has stepped toward the street, waving.

“Gorgo,” she calls, signaling overhead.

“Aw, fuck me, motherfuck,” Hardcore says. From the alley across the way, Gorgo has emerged, tearing out on a sturdy black-framed mountain bike. He has a mask on, a blue handkerchief across his face like he some cowboy motherfucker, but looks otherwise like he just goin home to momma, blue pack fixed on his back, red satin jacket, hat turned behind his ear, just a kid, if you don’t notice the gat—the gun—held low by his side. A 9. Got his Tec-9. The semiautomatic weapon, from its sheer weight, seems to drag behind as Gorgo rides. Bug keeps on waving, calling out as Gorgo rushes on, but he doesn’t see her. He never will, Hardcore knows. You can see Gorgo’s eyes at sixty feet now, popped out like some pipehead’s, only with him all it is is panic. I gotta do this, Gorgo’s thinking, got to do this, man. Hardcore knows. His whole self is shrunken down to a little pea of violent will, so there’s no room for anything to tell him no. The gun is up, straight this way, and for one second Ordell sees nothing of it but the small silver o and the frightening black space within it, at the end of the muzzle.

“Gorgo!” she calls again, and Hardcore, who has already dropped to the pavement, catches the hem of her coat and drags at it.

“Get yo fool self down,” he says, and she comes to him, easy as a leaf falling from a tree, just as the first shots bolt the air. Damn guns always be louder than you expect. The reports come at once, five or six volleys, a rampage of sound. Just that quick. Afterwards, it is the same as always, a moment of awful, cowering stillness—the birds gone from the trees, radios knocked silent, folks in the adjoining buildings stretched out flat along the cold floors, desperate not to stir. Caught up, the pointed scent of gunpowder embitters a sudden breath of wind. A block off, in some silly act of jubilation and relief, Gorgo cries out shrilly and his voice trails down the distance like a ribbon.

Breathe, Ordell thinks, breathe now, nigger. He’s amped: his heart is hard with panic. You okay. He talks to himself. You not hurt, stay cool, stay movin. Then he sees the blood spread darkly on the sidewalk.

He has been shot twice before, once when he was sixteen, that was some serious shit, sort of giving face to some dude, and the mother pulled out a .38 and boom, just like it was but a little more downtalk. Now he cool. He’s checked his body twice, felt everything. He damn well knowed he was gone get hisself popped and he didn’t. But Lovinia has hold of her knee, and she is moaning.

“Happenin, Bug?”

She’s crying. Tears well across her smooth face and curl in silvery traces about her mouth.

“It hurt, Hardcore. Man, it hurt real bad.”

“We gone help you, girlfriend.” He crawls closer to her. She is lying on her side, with her knee drawn up halfway. Her hands are covered with blood and it has turned most of the right leg of her twills brown; this close, he can detect the strange animal smell of it. He isn’t going to get her to move, he can see that. How’d she go get shot in the damn leg of all places? Ricochet, or some such. Dudes shot in the leg died, too. He’d seen that. Severed femoral artery. Leg might be broke. There was no use shoutin out for any of his people, tiny gangsters or them. Soon as the guns rang out, they sprung.

“That Gorgo. I’m gone fuck that motherfucker up bad.” Gorgo is long gone—between the buildings, up an alley, down one more gangway. Somewhere along, the Tec-9 went into the backpack. Now he’s just some skinny kid out on his ride. Up above, somewhere, a window screams as it’s opened.

“I hope all you goddamn gangbangers be dead, what I hope.” The woman’s voice carries clearly in the thin morning. “I hope you dead. Look at what you-all done.”

“Call the ’mergency, bitch,” he shouts.

“I already done that. Po-lice comin. They gone take yo sorry ass down to the jail where it belong, Hardcore.”

At his name, he wheels and the window is slammed to, that fast, before he can see. Lovinia is still moaning.

“Gone help you, homegirl,” he repeats. The white lady, he sees now, Nile’s momma, she layin there, too. They’s just blood, blood, all over her head. Half her brownish hair gone and she ain’t moving none. Smoked, he thinks. He’s seen dead before and knows it for sure.

Bug is all gone to pieces. Some is like that. Them po-lices, Tic-Tacs, they done her like they do, took her, handcuffed her arm over her head all day, walk by her smacking them nightsticks in they palms, she be tight, like it don’t bother her none. But now she cryin like a baby, she like something what got broke. She wasn’t gonna hold. Nile neither. Specially Nile. His daddy gone be goin on now, in his shit. When them Tic-Tacs start in with questions, wasn’t nobody gone ride this beef. Gone be all fucked up.

“Po-lice comin,” he tells Bug. He’s going to have to figure something. That damn woman know his name. Tic-Tac be knocking on his door. Call the attorney. Call Attorney Aires, he thinks. Gone have to look after hisself. How it always be.

He stands. The white Nova is messed up. The windows, except the one which was open, are shot through, jagged pieces gone and the remainder a map of silver crazes; the tires on the side that faced Gorgo’s onslaught are flattened, causing the car to list. Through one of the steel window supports, there is a single bullet hole, the white paint burned grey about it. Damn him anyway, Hardcore thinks. Damn Nile, fuck everything up.

“Best gimme that shit, girlfriend. You got trouble enough.”

She opens her mouth, but cries out as she turns herself to reach.

“Here?” he asks and slips his finger quickly between her tooth and gum to pull out the little foil packet. Goddamn, what he gone catch from her mouth anyway? “This here just some damn drive-by,” he tells her. “You hear? Outlaws ridin down. Po-lice gone be askin. Thass what you say. Same as we done said. Just Goobers ridin down on you.” He touches her cheek. She wasn’t never gone stand up to Tic-Tac. “Posse out,” he says. Bye-bye.

“P.O.,” she repeats.

He hates it most when he has to run.








September 12, 1995




SONNY

Her Honor, Judge Sonia Klonsky, enters her chambers, burdened with packages and the teeming, solitary feelings of the lunch hour, and finds two police officers in the outer office usually occupied by her minute clerk, Marietta Raines. Both large men, the cops linger over a yellow legal pad, drafting an affidavit to support an arrest warrant. The white one, Lubitsch, is a self-conscious prototype, a body builder who has turned himself into a human landscape, with mountainous shoulders and a neck like a tree stump. He has removed his sport jacket and seated himself at Marietta’s desk. As he writes, his partner, Wells, makes sounds over Lubitsch’s shoulder to show whether or not he agrees.

Passing by, the judge glances at the face sheet of the warrant which they have already completed for her approval. From the two brown paper sacks she carries, the aromas of a household arise, bread and produce and cardboard, items gathered as she rushed store to store among the little Italian shops that persist on these depleted streets near the Kindle County Central Courthouse. Lunch is the most important hour of the day for Sonny, the only time she is without direct responsibilities to others. She must retrieve Nikki from day care by 5:00, and then begin the hours of feeding, bathing, talking, mothering—her truest labor, in Sonny’s mind. Now, with the bags still in her arms, she remains vaguely conscious of six summer nectarines she picked by hand whose cool flawless skin and sensuous cleft woke her unpredictably—comically—to some semblance of longing.

The warrant is for one DeLeel Love, residing at Apartment 9G, 5327 Grace Street, DuSable. On Saturday, September 10, according to the warrant, “Defendant did commit the offense of deviate sexual assault against one Zunita Collins, aged twelve, a minor, in that he engaged in the unconsented and offensive touching of said Zunita Collins’s breasts, buttocks, and vagina.” Wells points to the defendant’s name.

“Guess he’s just Love all the time,” he says. A stout man, Wells smiles too broadly. He has dark, venous gums and snaggle teeth. Lubitsch continues writing, which means he has heard the remark before.

The last time Wells was in here, a month or two ago, he talked to Sonny at length about his son who was competing in the Special Olympics. But the crime—the projects—has brought something rougher to the surface. There are some cops who remind Sonny of her Uncle Moosh, in whose home she lived for extended periods throughout her childhood, men who seem to be the calm center of the world, quietly and confidently sorting good from bad with the cheerful conviction that it is somehow worth the effort. But neither Wells nor Lubitsch is like that. For them you can see that each case, each crime is personal, riling contentious feelings.

In this, of course, they are more like Sonny than she would prefer. In her prior job as a prosecutor, an advocate, it seemed natural to feel this intense connection to every case, to the world’s need to punish, to be for the victims and their right to receive whatever poor amends they could. Coming to the bench, she welcomed the prospect of more distance, but instead, she frequently finds herself not merely touched by cases but, in ways that puzzle her, still deeply involved. Occasionally, she is gripped by the anguish of the victims. But most often—too often for comfort—it is the accused, the defendants, poor and always somehow wretched, who remind her in the most secret and fragmentary ways of herself.

The judge lifts a hand to the cops, letting them resume work on their warrant. They are amiable regulars here, particularly welcome because few other persons around this courthouse seem to fully trust her. Most of the clerks, the deputies, the PAs and judges regard Sonny as a foreigner, a former federal prosecutor who was one of a half dozen lawyers of established integrity recruited to the state court bench by a Reform Commission created in the wake of the latest bribery scandal, which enveloped four different courtrooms. Sonny suspects that after only two years on the bench, she is regarded by her colleagues as unqualified to be sitting on felonies, a plum—and demanding—assignment. Certainly she is unwanted here amid people who have been entrusted with each other’s secrets for years.

In the interior office of the chambers, the deputy sheriff assigned to the courtroom, Annie Chung, is arranging the array of multicolored paperwork that resulted from the tumultuous status call which Sonny holds each Tuesday morning. At the sight of the judge, Annie rises to relieve her of her packages, taking an instant to peer discreetly into one. Annie has begun night classes at college. She dreams of law school and, Sonny is sure, envisions herself someday in the flowing black raiment of a judge, on the bench, empowered and obeyed. To these hopes there is a heartsore quality, since Annie a few months ago married a sleek, wealthy boy from Hong Kong, far more traditional than she is. At times Sonny sees Annie staring at the wedding and engagement rings on her left hand, admiring them in the light, but with the startled, immobilized air of some discontent she cannot yet name.

“Reporters called,” Annie says.

“What about?”

“You god a new case, up for initial appearance at 2:00. Ordell Trent. A.K.A. Hardcore.” She has a distinct Chinese accent that softens the r’s to the point that they are indistinct. Aw-dell. Hahd-caw. “Murder in the First Degree.”

“You caught that one, Judge?” Lubitsch has come to absorb the light in the doorway. “We had that goof in the station this morning. Big-time Saint. That’s the one I was tellin you about?” He is speaking to Wells. “Where we got to get over to General? Judge, that case’s a doozy.”


Sonny shakes her head. Her dark hair is abundant and, as has been the case since college, is worn free to her shoulders. There is now more than a little grey, which in this job is thought to add distinction.

“Fred, come on. Don’t backdoor me. I’ll hear it from the PA in court.”

“Yeah, okay,” he says, “but it’s a doozy.”

“It’s a doozy,” Sonny says and restrains, in the name of amity, a motion to Annie to close the door. She has taken her chair behind an enormous mahogany desk, which, with its tiered edges, reminds her of a steamship. From the tall old mullioned windows behind her, a grand view of the back reaches of DuSable city recedes. On her desk is a Lucite gavel, three feet long, given to her by her colleagues when she left the United States Attorney’s Office. In jest, they had it inscribed Ms. Justice Klonsky. There are also pictures of two children, her daughter, Nikki, almost six, and Sam, a knock-kneed boy past twelve, whom she helped raise during the years she was married to his father. Sonny left that man, Charlie, almost three years ago.

“It was on the radio last week,” says Annie. “Those damn gangbangers or somethin. Some kind of drive-by shooting? And this lady god in the way. A white lady.”

“White?” says Sonny. “Where in the world did this happen?”

Annie reads from the complaint in the court file, prepared by the PAs in Felony Review: 6:30 a.m. September 7. Grace Street again.

“What was she doing at Grace Street?” Sonny asks.

“Maybe she’s with Probation? Children’s Services? Somethin like that.”

“At that hour?” Sonny motions for the complaint. Reminded, she calls out to the officers to be sure they notified Children’s Services about Zunita Collins.

“Already got her,” Lubitsch answers.

“Got who?” asks Marietta, coming through the door. Returning from lunch, she is still wearing sunglasses and carries a package of her own. Without a word, the two cops rise at once to make way. Marietta Raines is proprietary about every aspect of this courtroom, where she has been the clerk—and procedural ruler—for almost two decades. She throws her purse and packages inside her desk and immediately reads the pages the officers have drawn for the judge’s approval.

“Lord!” says Marietta, shaking her head over Zunita Collins. “I don’t wanna hear about nobody had a better weekend than me.” In a heavy-footed way, Marietta moves into the inner chambers, feigning to remain oblique to the dark look the judge has passed her. With barely a rearward glance, Marietta throws the inner door closed on the two cops still howling over her remark. She has on a long bunchy cotton skirt, summer wear that will outlast the season in this overheated building. Despite their nine months together, Sonny is still not certain whether the woolly Afro Marietta wears is a wig. Rather than further confront her clerk—always a challenge—the judge returns to the murder complaint Annie handed her, the one naming the gangbanger Hardcore.

“Oh my God,” says Sonny. “My God. ‘June Eddgar’? I know June Eddgar. She’s the one who was killed? My God. Her son’s a probation officer, isn’t he? Nile Eddgar? Remember when he was in here I told you I knew his family?”

Marietta, already familiar with the murder case, nods and with a flawless memory recalls the matter on which Nile appeared last May. Nile, as Sonny remembers that appearance, was tall and poorly groomed; he wore a funky goatee and was far too fidgety to meet her eye. He gave no sign he might have any memory of her from so long ago.

“Oh God,” Sonny says again. “June Eddgar. Do I have to disqualify myself?”

“What for?” asks Marietta. “She your girlfriend or somethin? How’d you know her in the first place, Judge? You-all from the same neighborhood?”

“No, no, it was in California. We lived in the same apartment building with the Eddgars. My boyfriend and I. He used to babysit for Nile. This is years ago. Twenty, at least. More. God, what a weird coincidence.” She shivers somewhat. It always takes her an instant to recognize what has gripped her so fiercely. Death. Dying. A dozen years ago, she had cancer of the breast, and anything that whispers about her own mortality can seize her with panic. “Nile’s father’s here, isn’t he? In the state legislature? Is that right?”

“State senator.” Marietta, who is beholden to her councilman for her job, goes to all the dinners, knows every party figure. “District 39. Far Kindle, Greenwood Counties. Some kind of college professor seem like. And he got some funny name.”

“Loyell Eddgar,” says Sonny, and all three women laugh. Names, around here, are a never-ending subject. African names, Hispanic names, gang names. Aliases by the dozen. “People just call him Eddgar. At least they used to. I think he was teaching at Easton at one point. That’s how he ended up back here. He’d gone there before. When I knew him—in California?—he was a Maoist. God, those were crazy times,” adds Sonny and for a moment is held by the turmoil, the conflict of those years. It seems so far away and yet, like so much of life, underlies everything she is doing, like the soil from which all that’s planted blooms. And now he’s a state senator. ‘Wow,’ is what she wants to say. Lexicon of that bygone era. Wow. There have been some changes in her lifetime.

“I think June and he split up a long time ago,” Sonny adds. “As far as I knew, she didn’t even live around here.” The details have not really stuck. Her mind is porous when it comes to gossip. She will often make terrible gaffes.

“And which boyfriend is it you was living with?” asks Marietta. “The one who writes the column now?”

Yet another dark look passes from the judge to her clerk, a plump brown woman of middle years who, as ever, makes a determined effort to pay no mind. Within the chambers, when there are no outsiders, there is an odd intimacy among the three women, especially when the conversation turns away from the law to home, men, children—the female realm with its mysterious equality. Yet Marietta knows no proper bounds. The way she puts it! As if Sonny had submitted a curriculum vitae of her love life. 1969–70: Seth Weissman a.k.a. Michael Frain. 1970–72: various gentlemen of the Philippines. 1972–75: long dry spell. 1977–1992: Charles Brace. In truth this is information that Marietta has cobbled together with her own insistent curiosity, which Sonny always feels somewhat powerless to turn aside. Marietta has a husband of sorts, Raymen, but they have their troubles. For Marietta, therefore, this is the question of her life: What happens to love?

“What guy who writes the column?” Annie asks.

“Now haven’t you heard that? Judge here used to live with that fella—what’s his name, Judge?”

“Marietta, that was in the dark ages. I was a child.”

But the usual look of appreciation for Sonny’s accomplishments has already come across Annie’s tiny face.

“He’s in the Tribune,” Marietta says. “How’d you call it, what he writes, Judge?”

“Lifestyle, I suppose. The sixties survivor point of view.”

“Right. You know how funny people can be in what they do.”

“I think the column is called ‘The Survivor’s Guide.’ Michael Frain,” says Sonny. “He writes under the name of Michael Frain. He’s syndicated,” she adds and then feels that she’s fallen into Marietta’s trap and is actually boasting about this boy who came and went from her life before Noah set to sea.

“Oh, I read that,” says Annie. “He make me laugh. He was your boyfriend?”

“Momentarily. But his name isn’t really Michael Frain. It’s Seth Weissman. Michael Frain is a pen name. The whole thing is somewhat confusing. We knew somebody named Michael Frain at that point. He lived in the building, too.”

“With Nile Eddgar and them?”

“Right. Nile and Eddgar and June in one apartment. Seth and me in another. And then Michael Frain. Other people, too, obviously.”

“Sounds like some commune,” says Marietta, and Sonny cannot contain herself, she laughs aloud. Sometimes Marietta might just as well say it: You white folks are strictly crazy. Yet there was some aspect of happy communalism in those years—young, before the walls were up, the boundaries drawn. Seth’s best friend, who was in law school, was always in their apartment, Hobie something, a big, funny guy, black, a wild character.

Annie has looked up from the files and studies the judge, trying to comprehend all of this—the names, the relations. She has delicate looks, her eyes smallish against a broad flange of cheek. Sonny repeats herself.

“Michael wasn’t my boyfriend. My boyfriend’s name was Seth. He’s the one who writes the column. But the pen name he uses is Michael Frain.”

Marietta, with a big-city look of mistrust, finally speaks the lingering question. “So what happened to Michael Frain?”

“I haven’t the foggiest,” says Sonny. “God’s Truth. Seth and I were past tense by then.” Not that she hasn’t wondered. A sudden stab of curiosity sometimes reaches her when she sees the name, the picture at the heading of the column. How did Seth become Michael? Where did Michael go? The questions, even now, make her uneasy.

This talk of Seth, of newspapers, brings Sonny’s mind again to June Eddgar and the murder. There will be reporters in the courtroom. A white lady murdered in a drive-by. Mother of a probation officer. A prominent politician’s ex. Lubitsch is right. It’s a doozy.

“I’d love to keep this case,” she says to Marietta. It’s not really the attention that excites her. Since all new judges face a yes-no retention vote six years after appointment, the accepted wisdom is to avoid publicity, so that the voters will have no reason to reject you. It’s more the past that seems somehow alluring. The unexcavated remains of her own existence. Something back there, perhaps merely her youth, inspires curiosity, the vaguest thrill to think of the distances she’s moved.

“Keep it,” Marietta answers. “Chief Judge don’t like you to transfer cases anyway.” The judges—lawyers, pols, bureaucrats by training—are often schemers, inclined to dump demanding or controversial cases on colleagues with less clout. As a result, the Chief, Brendan Tuohey, has erected strict rules. The mere thought of Tuohey and his edicts makes Sonny uneasy. Raised without a father at home, she inevitably finds men of a certain age formidable. And Tuohey, a crafty pol whose probity has long been open to question, has never cared for Sonny or the Reform Commission that forced her into his domain. To her face, he is unfailingly polite, even courtly, but Sandy Stern, Sonny’s old friend and occasional mentor, has gone so far as to suggest that Tuohey placed her in the Criminal Division, in spite of her limited judicial experience—a year in the matrimonial division, a few months in the criminal branch courts—in the hope she would fail.

“Well, I have to put something on the record. About knowing June. When’s this case up for the bond hearing? Now?”

It’s nearly 2:00. There will be no bail, of course. The gang defendants are invariably on probation or parole, and bond, under the law, is not permitted. Sonny asks about Hardcore’s probation status and Annie sets off to the outer office to get the answer from Marietta’s computer console. Marietta continues racking the files from the morning call on a stainless-steel cart for transport back to the clerk’s office.

“Hardcore has himself a probation officer.” Lubitsch, having thrown open the door a bit too forcefully, is on the threshold, with Annie beside him. Beaming, virtually luminous with secret knowledge, the policeman engages in a stage pause until Sonny beckons with a hand.

“Nile Eddgar,” says Lubitsch. “He’s Hardcore’s probation officer.”

In the corridor outside, between the chambers and the courtrooms, somebody important enough to be disdainful of the peace happens by whistling.

“This gangbanger killed his probation officer’s mother in a drive-by?” Sonny asks. “That’s a coincidence?”

“That’s no coincidence. And no drive-by. Maybe the Saints want to make it look that way. This was a contract killing.”

The portent of this is bad: A street gang taking deliberate aim on a  probation officer’s family. A new battlefront opened in the war on the streets.

“Want to know the rest?” asks Lubitsch, still glowing.

“I’ll hear it in court, Fred. I’m going to do your warrant after my motions.”

“Whatever you say, Judge,” he answers, but cannot restrain one more disbelieving toss of his head. He says yet again, “It’s a doozy.”

Sonny grabs the black robe from the coat tree behind her desk and zips it halfway. With a certain processional formality, Marietta and Annie hasten before her down the hall into the courtroom. A double doozy. Everyone will want a piece of this case. The Mayor will be on TV, sticking up for law enforcement. An atmosphere of brooding anger will penetrate the courtroom. Sonny, who has not yet endured the storm of a controversial case, becomes conscious somewhere at her center of the troubled qualms of fear.

In the corridor, Marietta’s fine alto arrives, so round with pride you would think it’s her own name she is singing out. “The Honorable Sonia Klonsky,” she can be heard crying, “judge presiding.”

 

Two p.m. bond call. Black men in manacles. The Chief Judge, Brendan Tuohey, sets bail according to a pre-established scale on all cases on which the grand jury returns an indictment. But under state law when a defendant is arrested on the basis of a prosecutor’s complaint, he is entitled to a bond hearing before the assigned trial judge. Sonny regards it as one of her saddest duties to deliver the crushing news most of these young men receive, that their liberty, like some item checked at the door, is lost and unlikely soon to be retrieved.

April, Eliot said, is the cruelest month. But if he was looking for the cruelest place, he should have come here, to the Superior Court of Kindle County. A kind of barbarity seems to blow in with the defendants from the bad neighborhoods and mean streets, a grim devastation, a slaughterhouse reek. Here are freely traded the secrets no one wants to hear. At one point last month, there were four different trials ongoing involving mothers or fathers who had murdered their children. This morning Sonny arraigned six gang members who surrounded a recalcitrant twelve-year-old in a housing project stairwell and beat him with a pipe until the brain matter was literally oozing from his skull. These tales of astonishing brutality, of stabbings and rapes, of shootings and stickups, of the inevitable ‘crime of the day,’ so heinous that, like certain forms of pornography, it seems beyond normal imagining—these are routine, routine, routine, and their meanness is matched only by the system of which she is standard-bearer and emblem, whose clandestine rationale too often seems to Sonny to be to capture, judge, and warehouse the very poor. Every month or so, preparing for a status call, she will go back to the lockup, looking for Annie or the transport deputy, and confront, through the bars, the day’s load of prisoners, twelve or fourteen young men. You would expect them to rise up and revolt, but most are quiet, shifting about, smoking their cigarettes. If they dare to look her way at all it is without defiance or, often, hope. They have been humiliated. Tamed.

On the bench, though, sorrow is seldom the predominant emotion. In this atmosphere of loathing and fear she labors on, trying to impose reason where, generally speaking, impulse and emotion have held sway. Murder is the marquee business of this courtroom—gangbangers killing gangbangers; men killing men. They use guns mostly—also knives, bats, razor blades, automobiles, crowbars, and, in one celebrated case, an anvil. The young people kill each other for reasons that are often incomprehensible: because somebody was signifying on the wrong corner; because a jacket was torn. In nine months, she has mastered all the terminology: “ride-by” (shooting on the move); “drive-up” (firing from a stop); “drive-through” (the car is the weapon); “chase-aways” (the enemy flees). The older folks also live in a world from which anger and desperation emanate, as tangible as heat. Yes, men still kill each other over dice games, drugs, and, naturally, who was coveting whose girl. What can you say about a loaded gun in the hand of a spurned and drunken man? On the streets, unrequited love and death go together almost as often as in Shakespeare.

Now the courtroom lingers in the somnolent air of the afternoon. This morning, during the weekly status call, the courtroom and corridor teemed with all the urgent antagonists, the defense lawyers, the cops and prosecutors, the aggravated citizen witnesses, the deputies sullenly transporting the defendants, and those defendants’ beleaguered, woebegone women. But now there is a melancholy stillness. Outside the open doors at the rear of the courtroom, a custodian mops the halls in the yellowing light.

Marietta hammers the gavel sharply, and the lawyers and reporters and sheriff’s deputies slowly gather themselves to their feet, as Sonny climbs up the four stairs beside the bench, a clean-lined oak affair of faux-Bauhaus design. The senior judges sit in stately palaces in the main building on the third and fourth floors, vast chambers that bespeak the same architectural strategies as cathedrals—the individual dwarfed by the majesty of marble columns and gilt-framed portraiture, by the rococo gewgaws of carved walnut and ceilings vaulting two and a half stories above. These courtrooms in the Central Courthouse Annex were built in the eighties, when D.C. poured what money there was into law enforcement. The room strikes a clanging note of late-century efficiency—bang for the buck. For Sonny, the courtroom feels as intimate as her living room, but like certain children, its glory is not obvious to outsiders. It is a pie-shaped room, broadening back from the bench, rickety public construction, the plasterboard gouged in places, the meal-colored carpet already tearing away in hairy chunks. The jury box and witness stand repeat the stark lines of the bench. Weirdest is the track lighting, reminiscent of a motel lounge, which is positioned over the major players—judge, witness, attorneys—leaving dim spots throughout the windowless courtroom where the lawyers, the bailiff, the clerks tend to retreat in relaxed instants, like actors offstage.

In the wake of the shooting death of a matrimonial court judge several years ago, these courtrooms have been built with a wall of bulletproof glass in front of the spectators’ sections. The sound of justice being done is piped back there by way of microphones which seem to pick up the heavy breath of everyone—defendants, lawyers, Sonny herself—in the intervals between words. She looks out there every day, toward the friends, the relatives edging forward on their seats to catch some sight, some news about their loved one in jail overalls. In warning to them, Marietta has taped a hand-lettered sign to their side of the glass:


NO EATING

NO DRINKING

NO VISITING

IN THE LOCKUP

OR THE COURTROOM



Now the dozen reporters who are present resume the leather barrel chairs in the jury box, where they have placed themselves to ensure that they can hear. The amplification system to the region beyond the glass often conks out, and the angled walls make the acoustics unpredictable. The journalists are mostly the hangdog beat reporters, but two of the pretty faces of local TV are present. Stanley Rosenberg, the little ferret from Channel 5, in a $500 blazer—and ratty blue jeans that the camera will not see—scurries to a seat next to a sketch artist he has brought along. In this courthouse, where the judges are elected, the press is inevitably accommodated, especially in the afternoon, when the reporters are all on deadline. Marietta calls first the case about the murder of June Eddgar.

“People versus Ordell Trent!” From the lockup, the defendant, a.k.a. Hardcore, is brought into the courtroom in his blue jumpsuit, handcuffs, and ankle chains. With mild alarm, Sonny recognizes the lawyer who comes to stand beside him, Jackson Aires. Aires has fought these wars so long he comes up firing out of instinct—one of those guys who talk the trash he knows his clients want to hear, albeit in a somewhat inanimate fashion, with no real body language to his lament. A worn-out-looking black man of mid-tone complexion, with a pomp of age-whitened African hair, Aires wears an old burgundy sport coat and scuffed bucks. With reporters here, he will put on a hell of a show, demanding bail for his client.

The lawyers state their names and Sonny makes her record: she knew the Eddgar family twenty-five years ago but has had no contact with any of them since, save Nile Eddgar, who may have appeared as a probation officer in this courtroom once. Tommy Molto, deputy supervisor in Homicide, a smallish dumpy-looking lifer who rose close to the top of the PA’s office a few administrations back, only to slide back down in the shadow of some disremembered scandal, has appeared for the state, filling in on the initial appearance.

“Mr. Aires, or Mr. Molto, if either of you feels the slightest reservation, I’ll be happy to return this case to the Chief Judge for reassignment.”

Aires just shakes his head. “No problem, Judge.” Molto repeats the same words. She knew the Prosecuting Attorney’s Office would have no objection. They have 106 cases in this courtroom. They will have between 98 and 112 cases on her docket every day of the year. They are not about to question her impartiality. Not on the record. The only cavil she will hear, if there is one, will come in the corridors, through the grapevine.

Sonny recites the charges in the complaint. Hardcore looks on alertly. The defendants are usually fazed or anxious, lost to arcana of the courtroom. But Hardcore, burly, dark, with thick eyes, maintains himself with dignity. He knows what is occurring. Innocently, as if she did not know she was sounding a battle alarum, Sonny asks, “Mr. Aires, do you have a motion?” Long-limbed, still lithe-appearing, Jackson Aires uncrosses his arms and edges closer to his microphone that angles up from the oak podium before the bench. To Jackson Aires the criminal law really has no categories, only colors, white and black. He can play the game, talk your talk, cite the precedents, but with no evident belief they control, or even contribute to, the result. To him, every rule, every procedure is simply one more device to delay, by other means, the emancipation of the slaves. Now he looks disconsolately at the rug.

“No motion, Judge.”

There is a decided change, a pulse in the atmosphere. The two lawyers look up at her like collared hounds, hoping for understanding. They wish to say no more in front of the reporters, many of whom nonetheless seem to have gleaned the significance of Aires’s remark. Stanley Rosenberg, Sonny notes, has slipped over two seats toward Stew Dubinsky from the Tribune. Stanley’s smooth coiffure holds a spot of courtroom light as he bobs his head, absorbing Dubinsky’s interpretation.

“Perhaps counsel should approach,” says Sonny. She waves away Suzanne, the court reporter, and meets the lawyers, remaining on the lowest step beside the bench. “What’s the deal?” she whispers. “I take it the defendant has made an arrangement with the people?”

Aires looks to Molto. Molto says, “That’s correct, Judge. We’ve worked something out. If the court approves.” His Adam’s apple does a turn beneath the second chin. He is badly pockmarked. “We’re still checking the details. Judge,” Molto whispers. “There’s a lot to investigate. But if the defendant’s story holds, we’ve agreed to twenty years, Judge.”

“On the shooter?” She has raised her voice more than she would like. With day-for-day good time, Hardcore will be out of the penitentiary in a decade. “On this case? With a sheet? He’s only doing ten inside?”

“He’s not the trigger, Judge. And he’s giving us someone else. He was just the broker, Mr. Aires’s client. There was someone else who got him to do it.”

“The Mayor?”

The two lawyers both laugh, a peculiar outbreak of sound in the courtroom where everyone else is silent in hopes of getting an idea of what is transpiring beside the bench. When she became a judge, Sonny found she had grown much funnier. In the interval, she ponders what Molto is saying. Hardcore has flipped, turned state’s evidence, which the gangbangers seldom do. It’s an interesting development.

“Look,” she says, “when you can talk about the case, you call me. This is going to require some discussion.” Sonny is visited by her recurring suspicion: they are setting her up. Somebody is—the cops, the prosecutors, the Chief Judge Brendan Tuohey. They are hoping she’ll make a noteworthy mistake, so they can run her out of the building. She gathers her robes, ready again to ascend, then thinks to ask if Molto plans to indict Hardcore and his co-defendant together. Molto nods. It will be her case. She will preside at trial, if the threat of Hardcore’s testimony does not persuade whoever engineered the murder to plead guilty. Molto speaks up to detain her.

“Judge,” he says. His voice has dropped to the very edge of audibility. Even his lips are self-consciously stiffened to defeat the most intrepid of the reporters. “Judge. Just so you know. It’s Nile Eddgar. It’s no problem for the people. But so you know. Given what you said.”

An empty second passes among the three.

“Wait.” She’s come down the last stair. “Wait. I’m playing catch-up. Let’s not be cryptic, Tommy. You’re telling me Mr. Aires’s client, whatever, Hardcore, that he’s going to testify that his probation officer, Nile Eddgar, conspired with him to plan this killing of Mr. Eddgar’s mother?”

Molto looks at length across his shoulder to the reporters before he answers. “More or less,” he says. The two lawyers face her without expression, awaiting whatever will come next. Sonny labors an instant with the turmoil. “We haven’t picked him up yet,” Molto says. “We’ll probably get a warrant tomorrow.” It’s a secret, he’s telling her. She nods two or three times, numbed.

 

After the call, she finds Wells and Lubitsch loitering in the inner office. They’ve placed the draft on her desk, but Lubitsch winds his head back around toward the courtroom as soon as she appears.

“Average American family, right?” he asks her. “Apple pie, hot dogs, and Chevrolet, right?” This gloating, the usual cop smugness—us and them—is rankling to Sonny. Only yesterday, Fred Lubitsch would have called Nile a player on his side. With a bare inspection, she signs the warrant and lets the officers go.

Marietta slinks in about an hour later, having wheeled the morning files across to the main building. She is curious, naturally, about the goings-on at sidebar and utters a startled, dyspeptic groan upon learning of Molto’s news about Nile, but shows little other emotion. Marietta has been around.


“Should I take myself off the case now?” Sonny asks.

“Cause you knew these folks twenty-five years ago? Hell, who they gonna give the case to, Judge? Everybody else sitting in the Criminal Division knows Nile Eddgar better than you now. You’re the junior here, Judge. The other judges? They’ve all had Nile before them a bunch of times, worked with him, believed his testimony under oath. We’ve only had him in here but once. And plenty of these judges know the father, too. He ran for controller a couple years back, didn’t he? He was at all the dinners. ’Sides, Judge. A case like this? Nobody’s gonna be happy to see it turn up on their calendar.”

Race. That’s what she means. The great unmentionable. That’s what the case will be about. Black against white. On the street. On the witness stand. In the jury room as well. With the press holding up its magnifying glass throughout. Her colleagues will be convinced that politics, not scruples, led her to dump it. There will be narrow looks in the corridors, colder shoulders. Tuohey, surely, will call.

“I’d like to hear it. Really. Who wouldn’t be intrigued to see what’s happened to people decades later? But it feels so—close.” She pauses, waging battle with her own fierce propriety. Is she afraid of something, she wonders suddenly.

“Hell, Judge,” says Marietta. “This here’s bound to be a jury trial anyway. Defense lawyer’s gonna wag his finger and say how this gangster can’t be believed, when he’s puttin all the blame on someone else. We-all seen that a thousand times. Won’t be anything for you to decide, except the sentence. Why don’t you wait and see, Judge? See what the parties say? Spell it out for them. Like you done today. If it don’t bother none of them, no reason it oughta bother you.”

She’s still wavering, but the truth is that Nile won’t want her on this case. She saw too much of his family, especially his father. Eddgar in those years was dangerous, cunning, a zealot who some claimed had even sponsored murders. Like father, like son. That’s the thought Nile will be afraid of. With a wave, Sonny closes the discussion.

“We’ll do it your way, Marietta. See what the defendant says. It was twenty-five years ago.”

“Sure,” says Marietta, and then seemingly takes a second to review in her own mind the twisted, long-attenuated connections Sonny has explained. She turns, then turns back with a vague smile, fixed on a predictable thought. “So your boyfriend went off and got rich and famous and you was young and dumb and let him go?”


“I suppose.” Sonny laughs. Marietta has long intimated that Sonny has poor instincts for romance, hinting frequently the judge has not properly renewed her social life.

“And you don’t never hear from him or nothing?”

“Not in twenty-five years. We had a strange parting.” She smiles a bit, consoling Marietta, if not herself, then catches sight of the clock. “Shit!” She is late for Nikki.

“Shit,” she says again and flies about the chamber stuffing papers she must study overnight into her briefcase. She runs down the hall, cursing herself, and feeling a lurking foreboding, as if this lapse with Nikki is symptomatic of a larger error. Dashing across the windowed gangway that connects the Annex to the main courthouse, she wonders again if she is doing something wrong, capitulating to whatever it is—the titillating yen for foregone things and the hope of being master over what once was daunting—that comes with thoughts of the Eddgars and that period in her life. So often in this job there is never a correct decision. Far more frequently than she imagined when she was a law student, or even a practitioner, she chooses, as a judge, the alternative that seems, not right, but simply less wrong. And in some ways, this sense of being maladjusted, in the wrong place, has been a hallmark of her life. She often feels, like those people who believe in astrology, that her life has been driven by mysterious celestial forces. In earlier years, she came and went from things with alarming briskness, leaving men with little warning, passing through three different graduate programs and half a dozen jobs before she landed in law school.

Even now, she is not certain the bench is really right for her. It was an honor, and a convenient exit from the U.S. Attorney’s Office, where she had begun to repeat herself. At the most pragmatic level, becoming a judge met the desperate need of a single mother to control her working hours and, almost as important, kept her in the law. She had tired of the battle hymn of practice, the race going always to the aggressive and the shrewd. It had brought out the Sonny she least liked, the child always secretly wounded, and, as she explained to herself in the most secret way, had forced her to accept the world according to men. After Nikki—after Charlie—she wanted to have a working life that depended not on slick maneuvering and sly positions, but which was anchored instead by kindness, which had some feeling connection to what surged through her when she held her child, the emotions she knew, knew were truly the best, the rightest things in life. But is the serious-looking dark-haired woman of fading looks, the Sonny she envisions up on the bench, this person scolding and sentencing the vicious and the woe-torn, is that her?

She is alone now, racing along in the strange night world of the central courthouse, with its empty corridors and isolated, purposeful habitués: bail bondsmen, police officers. Her high heels resound along the marble. At this hour, arrests are processed here from across the city. A broad young Hispanic woman in a bold ill-fitting print camps with a far-off look on one of the granite benches positioned just outside the bank of metal detectors. She embraces a child of three or four, who faces her, asleep, black ringlets dampened to one side of her face. They are always here: mothers, babies, families exhausted by trouble, waiting in the wasted hope their men will be bailed, acquitted, somehow freed.

Racing by, Sonny smiles in fleeting communion. Stirred by this momentary connection, she finds urgent visions of Nikki beckoning to her again. She foresees the humbling scene which is waiting, Nikki a straggler at Jackie’s, and Sonny apologizing, vowing nevermore, even as Jackie insists it’s not a problem. It is the sight of Nikki herself that will be worst: already in her coat and backpack, wiping her nose on her coat sleeve, gripping Sonny’s hand by the fingers and urging her to suspend apologies and to leave; that little life, ragged with the toil of her own day and the worry of a prolonged separation. Within Sonny, there is always the same recriminating thought: How many times did Zora do this to her? How many thousand? It is startling to find how near at hand the pain remains, still fully memorized, how clear the recollection of the occasions when her mother was gone. Gone to meetings. Gone to organize. Gone to touch someone else with all those grand important yearnings: for freedom. For dignity.

So this is who she is, Her Honor, Judge Sonia Klonsky. The sheer momentum of her passions has her dashing a few steps down the street toward her car. The night has entered that moment of magic dwindling light when the sky almost clamors with drama and perspective drains, so that the buildings, figures, trees, the small circling birds, the Center City looming beyond, seem to stand on top of one another in the reduced proportions of a diorama. Neon promises glow cheaply in the storefronts of the tatty bond emporia across the street: “Bail. Fast. E-Z terms.” Gripped by the heartsore cycles of her life, any life, the vexing complications of this case, and the perpetual anguish that seeps like a pollutant into the air around the courthouse, she rushes on. She rushes with high feeling and a sudden silvery fragment of happiness lacing her heart. She is thinking of her child.








September 14, 1995




SETH

When the electronic bolt is disengaged admitting them to the guard desk at the Kindle County Jail, Seth Weissman finds that Hobie Tuttle and he are not the sole civilians. A delivery man from Domino’s, a skinny guy everyone calls Kirk, is also there with lunch.

“Yo,” he tells the three correctional officers and shoves off, counting his tip. The bolt is shot again, a potent sound of slamming metal, stark as a rifle shot, and Kirk departs. On the door a sheet of bulletproof glass has been mounted, but it is the bars beneath which occupy Seth’s attention. They are squared off and thick with rust-resistant paint, a depleted shade of beige which is the color of everything here—the walls, the floor, even the reinforced-steel guard desk.

“Warden’s got to clear any press interviews, man.” A guard waves his fingers, tainted with pizza grease, over the form Hobie has been filling out.

“Nobody doin any interviews, man,” says Hobie.

“Says right here, ‘Michael Frain. Profession: Journalist.’” The guard looks from the form to Seth twice, as if to assess whether the description fits.

“No, no, here’s what I’m sayin now,” says Hobie. “This young fella, your inmate, Nile Eddgar, he asked Mr. Frain here to help him find counsel and he chose me. Okay? So he’s part of the attorney visit.”

After another go-round the captain is summoned, an erect black man who looks longingly at the pizza but shows the discipline to first finish his business with them. Hobie holds forth with characteristic bluster, and the captain, wary of messing with the press or simply hungry, lets them go. They pass from one brick guardhouse to another. Their wallets are checked in a small tin locker, and another solemn correctional officer pats them down.

Then they are inside, enclosed in a small admitting area. The barred door with its lock, thick as a book, clangs home irrevocably behind them. Hobie takes in the sick look on Seth’s face.

“Number 47 said to Number 3,” he quips, amused. He is quoting “Jailhouse Rock.” Number 47/said to number 3/You’re the cutest jailbird/I ever did see. On the way over from the airport, Hobie did a complete head-trip. ‘If we get on those catwalks, man, stay on the rail, don’t go near the cells, those mean dudes will grab your tie, man, just for a hoot, they’ll knot it around the bars and watch you strangle yourself screamin “Help!” You’ll keep ’em laughin for a week.’ He roared at the thought. Although they are 1,000 miles from Hobie’s home in D.C., this is still his world.

Another guard points them along a path through the yard. The jail hulks about them, seven red-brick structures, remnants of the institutional era in American architecture. These buildings could be factories or, these days, schools, especially with the heavy chain link that cages each window. They are set down amid acres of asphalt, the sole greenery the weeds and lichens worn but still persisting in the gaps between the path’s paving bricks. At the perimeter, stout walls with freshened mortar joints are topped by nasty whorls of razor wire.


“You think he’s okay in here?” Seth asks.

“Might be. Might not be. We’re gone know in a minute.”

“Oh my,” says Seth, “aren’t you the hard case? You know, it won’t dent your armor, Hobie, if you show just a little concern about your client.”

“Lookee here,” Hobie says, repeating one of his father’s favorite expressions. After twenty-five years in which Hobie, a native mimic, has, at times, taken on the speech patterns of everybody from Timothy Leary to Louis Farrakhan, he now most often sounds like his father, Gurney Tuttle. He has stopped dead, his large briefcase swinging by his side. “Here. You call me up in D.C.—you happen to interrupt my personal life at a truly crucial moment—”

“I.e., watching reruns of Dallas.”

“Hey, you wanna play the Dozens, or you gonna listen up? I’m tellin you how this was. I was with a really excellent lady, and you hype me up, man. I felt like I was being licked by a goddamn puppy. ‘Black brother, you gotta do this, you gotta help this little old Mouseketeer, remember Nile? You’re the best I know and so you gotta do it for me.’ I mean, am I accurate, so far?”

“Close enough.”

“Okay. So I’m here.” Bearded, Hobie, in his elegant suit, lectures Seth with a finger raised. “But I follow the lady’s advice. You remember Colette? ‘Who said you should be happy? Do your work.’ That’s me, man. I work. I get paid. I don’t fall in love with them. Some go out the courtroom door, some don’t. I accept all collect calls from the penitentiary. But that’s the end of my sympathy gig. Now, you’ve gone and made it your lifetime hobby to feel sorry for this young man, that’s your thing. But don’t be layin that on me.”

“Hey, he’s not my hobby. I’ve stayed in touch with him, that’s all. He’s always needed a little help. And besides, how would you feel? Guy reaches me from a pay phone. His mother’s dead, the cops are hunting him for something he didn’t do, and he can’t call his own father for help, since he happens to be one of the twentieth century’s leading assholes. That’s pretty rugged.”

“Hey, brother.” Hobie sweeps his hand. “There eight million stories in the naked city. You’ve had it rugged. Lucy’s had it rugged. You-all I feel sorry for. Folks in this place—most times it turns out they made their own trouble.”

A guard, sent across to escort them to Department 7, where Nile is housed, has been watching their approach along the mottled bricks.


“Which one of you’s the reporter?” he asks. “Come to interview me, man? Shit, somebody ought to. I’m not kidding. I been doing this twenty-three years, going on twenty-four. I seen some unbelievable shit.”

The guard, a lanky man, laughs robustly at himself and falls in with them. He seems far too affable for the job. He is chewing a toothpick, which comes out of his mouth at the starting point of each stream of declarations. In the meantime, whooping voices tumble toward them from the fenced area of the jail play yard, where the inmates, hundreds of them, in their blue jumpsuits and slip-ons are shooting hoops or jiving with one another in milling clusters. There are three different courts, games at each net. In two side areas, a number of men are spotting around the weight benches. Seth surveys the population. They are long and short; some are fat; some bristle with prison muscles. A few of the inmates are staring with sullen contempt, while others hang on the chain links and call after them. “Hey, lawyer, lawyer, man, you gotta take my case, man, man, I’m innocent, man, I didn’t do nothin.” One thing: they are black. At a far remove, beneath one net, the Latinos are at play, and after some searching, Seth finally takes note of a covey of white guys, most of them with shaved scalps and visible tattoos. But here in Kindle County Municipal Jail, decades after the great Southern migrations, the sad facts speak for themselves.

It is easy therefore to spot Nile, at the far side of the yard. He looks fatter than when Seth saw him last, three years ago. On someone of his age, Nile’s potbelly seems a confession of weakness. His dun hair is long and matted, and he is smoking a cigarette. He rocks on his soles as he talks with three or four young black men. As always, nothing in Nile’s aspect is as you might expect. Where is the grim, broken mood that would be natural, whether he was wrongly accused or enduring the internal upheaval that would follow arranging the murder of his own mother? The tall young man looks, if anything, at home. But that is Nile. Mr. Inappropriate. And besides, as Seth himself knows, of all the great emotions, the least predictable in its effects is grief.

The guard, Eddie, has to call Nile twice. One of the khaki-suited officers opens the locked gate to allow him to emerge.

“Hey,” Nile says. He is awkward. He prepares to throw an arm around Seth, then thinks better of it. Seth reintroduces him to Hobie. It’s been decades. “Great,” Nile says. “Great.” He rattles Hobie’s hand with ungainly enthusiasm. Even for Seth, it is hard to know where to start. Condolences? Outrage over the circumstances?


“So how are you?” Seth asks. “You handling all of this? How’s this been?”

“Hey, he’s havin a great time,” Eddie answers, “this here is Fun City,” and laughs with continuing appreciation for his own humor.

Descriptions appear beyond Nile. Up close, he looks himself, painfully uncertain. Behind his eyes, his spirit always seemed to be skittering about on the ice of suppressed terror. Now he shrugs.

“I worked in here,” he says. “I meet most of my clients here the first time. I know the drill.”

Eddie has walked them into Department 7. The cinder-block walls and staircases are painted thickly in red gloss. Here the steel doors open with a key, admitting them to the barred foyer, where a number of guards are congregated, two of them women. Beyond a wall of bars lie the tiers, the catwalks, the region of steel where the men are housed. There are dour scents of steamed food and disinfectant. A radio plays; a cell door bangs far above and the metal floors overhead resound with movement. A single window at the far end, half a block away, is the niggardly source of the little natural light. Seth, from here, can see the nearest cells, strung with clotheslines. Postcards and family photos are taped inside the bars, above the little shelves they call the bunks. On one a man with smooth dark limbs lies in his briefs, immobilized by the sorrow of confinement.

As they enter, a prisoner, whose jumpsuit is tied about his waist, revealing an imposing physique, comes to the bars, remonstrating with the guards in an intense ghetto squeal. Seth does not understand much. The man’s hair is grown wild, uncombed, untreated, rising up in nubby spears, flecked with nits of lint.

“Get your ass back, Tuflac,” someone says to him. “We done told you three times already.”

Eddie holds a hand aloft like an amiable host and directs Nile, Hobie, and Seth into a cafeteria which doubles as a visiting area. There are four or five other prisoners meeting with outsiders at various tables spread around the room. One man in a tie is clearly an attorney. The rest are family, girlfriends, making the odd visit on a weekday afternoon.

“Okay, now we need to talk,” says Hobie. He points Seth away. “Got to be just Nile and me to protect the privilege.”

Inclined to protest, Seth can name no reason, except that he has come halfway across the country from Seattle to facilitate this meeting. He is relegated to one of the small tables bolted to the floor, while Hobie, somewhat triumphantly, directs Nile to the farthest corner. The cafeteria is compact, with glazed brick walls, spotlessly maintained, except for the stains and gang signs tooled into the white laminate tabletops. By terms of the jailhouse, this place is almost cheerful. Daylight, soothing as warm milk, emerges from a bank of barred windows, and three or four vending machines provide a touch of color. At the table nearest Seth, a slick Hispanic man is visiting with his girlfriend or his wife. With teased-up masses of dead-black hair, she has dressed to give him an eyeful—a tight red sleeveless top, cut daringly, and black jeans that make a taut casing for her healthy female bulk. Her eyes are painted so heavily they bring to mind Kabuki. She is up often to get coffee, cigarettes, a Coke. Coming and going, she and her man grab as much of each other as they can, a quick, relentless passing over of hands. They are flouting the rules, but the three or four guards in khaki looking on from their positions of retreat around the room remain impassive. Pleasure, so brief, can be forgiven.

Eddie, with time on his hands too, has approached Seth. “So what-all is it you write?” he asks.

Seth rolls out his standard patter on the column: syndicated nationally, printed here in the Tribune.

“Oh yeah, yeah,” says Eddie, but it’s clear he’s never heard of Michael Frain and is mildly disappointed. They both momentarily contemplate this dead end. Casting about for a subject, Seth asks if Nile’s encountered any trouble in here.

“Don’t seem like. Had him in seg when he come in yesterday, but he asked for general population. Now, if he was over there in Department 2? I call that the Gladiator Wing, y’know, all these cats, nineteen years old, always rumblin and scufflin. But he’s all right here. Seems like he’s okay with them BSDs. They won’t let nobody kick his ass, take his food.”

“BSDs?”

“Black Saints Disciples, man. We get kind of familiar in here, you know?” Eddie, freely given to hilarity, laughs once more at his own remark, then rolls his toothpick around his fingertips before going on. “You know, PO, coppers, shit, guards—you can be okay with these birds if they know where you comin from. When I started out, I worked on stateside, down in Rudyard? Lot of those officers, they just got a thing with the inmates. Their women come see ’em, guard like to come up, pinch her butt, smile like he got new teeth, and her man sittin on the other side of the glass can’t do shit. Now you get you a shank in the back that way. Me? Take no shit, give no shit, man, that’s my motto. I got myself in here, I’d be okay, same as Nile. Some them BSDs or GOs—Gangster Outlaws?—they’d cover me. Them gangs pretty much run the show in here anyway. You hear what I’m sayin?”

Seth shakes his head once. He doesn’t want to say a thing to slow Eddie down. Seth’s decided that the guard was right to start. A column about Eddie and the jail might be a terrific piece.

“Here,” says Eddie, lifting onto a chair one leg, decorated along the seam with a line of brown piping. He leans over confidentially now that he has found his subject. “First thing they teach you, first day of training: Institution can only be run with the cooperation of the inmates. These days, we got a problem in here, we find whoever’s ranking with the Saints, the Outlaws, we get it straightened out. See? What we want is a peaceful place. You hear? Nobody gettin cut in the shower, no gangbangers making war in the yard, no kind of three inmates waitin to cut off some guard’s nuts, like they done down at Rudyard. That’s what we want.”

“And what do they want?” A man who asks questions for a living, Seth knows from the way Eddie’s perpetual verbal momentum suddenly loiters they have reached the good part.

“Them?” Eddie laughs again, more subdued. “Now you ain’t gonna write this, right?”

Seth lifts both hands to show he has no paper, no pen—as if it is the furthest thought from his mind. Eddie reverses the chair and takes a seat, his long arms crossed over the back. He has a moon face and a fine smile, in spite of a single missing incisor. His hairline, buzzed short, cuts a scalloped frontier across the back half of his head.

“What these gangsters want is not to have nobody all over them gettin their shit in here.”

“Shit?”

“Contraband, let’s say. Don’t you look at me like that. I’m not sayin anything ain’t the truth. Everybody round here will tell you that. See, these gangbangers need that shit. Man, these kids in here, jail, it’s like graduation for some of them: this is where the big boys go. Hey, you think I’m kiddin you? I’m not kiddin.” Eddie looks back toward Hobie, as if he has some hopes he might be nearby and able to agree. But Hobie and Nile are still engaged. Hobie’s briefcase, a smooth pouch of umber-colored Italian leather, is on the table, and Hobie, as usual, is doing the talking. Beside them, each has a small paper cup of coffee, breathing steam. Eddie goes on.

“So when they on the outside, half these young men already thinkin, What-all this damn gang gonna do for me when I get in there? Gotta be anybody dis you, beat you down, man, gotta be all your gangbanger brothers down for you, kickin ass and shit. Gotta be. Now half these young men, more than half, they in here for narcotics and quite a number come in strung out. Gang’s got to provide, see? Some others, you know, they like to get them a little buzz, break up the boredom. Either way, the dope’s the gang. Like them ads on TV say: Membership got its privileges. Gives them money. Discipline. Gangs gotta get their shit in here.”

“We were searched pretty thoroughly coming in.”

“Hell yeah, you better bet we gonna search you, cause this here is a penal institution, man, we ain’t gonna help nobody break the law. Sheriff’s got to run for re-election you know. Mayor do too. But these gangbangers find a way. Shit comes in here, same as the money to pay for it. I mean, that’s how it is. Everybody knows that. Kind of works, let’s say, to mutual advantage.” Eddie smiles again, but on reflection he seems concerned that he may have shown excessive candor, particularly with a reporter. He jams the toothpick, long held between his fingers, back into his mouth and drifts off to his duties.

Kindle County, Seth thinks. Always something dirty doin. Always amazing him. Will he ever escape this place? No. He’s wondered that for thirty years and now he knows the answer: No. This is where his dreams are set. In the gloomy winter light, thick as shellac. In the air of childhood, tinted with the oily-smelling smoke and ash of burnt coal. No escaping. He and Lucy have lived everywhere: Seattle, Pawtucket, Boston, Miami, and Seattle again for the last eleven years. But now that his life is up for grabs, now that this lugubrious mid-life mourning period, too prolonged to be called a crisis, has him thinking of fresh starts, he answered yes when the flight attendant asked, “Going home?”

About ten minutes later, Hobie and Nile are done. Nile seems more pensive. Hobie says he’ll see him tomorrow and Seth embraces Nile quickly, before he’s returned to Eddie’s custody. The guard waves goodbye, still laughing.

“Okay, Froggy,” says Hobie. “Pluck your magic twanger. Let’s blow.”

“So?” asks Seth, as soon as they are on their way back across the yard.

“‘So,’ what?”

“So what do you think. You going to get him off?”

“Wouldn’t really know. I left my crystal ball at home.”

“Yeah, but how does the case look?”

“Beats me. I didn’t talk to him about it.”


“Christ, what the hell did you talk about then for forty minutes? O.J.?”

“What I talked to this young fellow, my client, about is none of your business. But what I discuss with every client first time I meet em is my fee.”

“Your fee!”

“Hell yes, my fee. I asked you, first thing—didn’t I ask you, ‘Can he afford a lawyer?’ And you told me, ‘No problem.’ Hell yeah, I talked to him about my fee. I pay alimony to three mean women.”

“How much?”

“That’s none of your goddamn business, either. I told him what I get, which is one hell of a lot, and he says he can handle it. That’s jazz to me. I don’t ask em where-all it’s coming from. Long as he ain’t stickin up my mother. All I care is check comes upfront and clears.”

“Jesus,” says Seth. “What are you doing out of your coffin in daylight?”

“You wanna hear stories about gettin beat? I’ll tell you stories. I had one sumbitch handcuffed his woman to the radiator, just to prove he’d be back with the money soon as we finished in court. And you know what I ended up with? Bill for the fuckin hacksaw.”

Seth laughs out loud. Hobie’s bullshit is still the best. Reality so seldom intrudes.

“Upfront,” Hobie repeats. “In hand. Period. You find him another lawyer that won’t do him like that, that lawyer isn’t worth having, because he doesn’t know shit.”

“Nobody said anything about another lawyer. I told you, he wants somebody who isn’t from around here, so he’s sure they won’t be beholden to Eddgar. I promised him he can be damn certain of that with you.”

Hobie pauses for reflection, a huge pile of a person, the color of dark oak. As he has grown older, little dark flecks of melanin have appeared around the deep wells of his eyes, and his hairline, while not as sadly reduced as Seth’s own, has undergone a mature retreat. Softly styled and salted with errant kinks of grey, his hair combines with the beard and the fine suit to lend a subdued edge to his volatile persona.

“See now, this is what I don’t savvy,” Hobie says. “Eddgar’s no kind of pissed with Nile. He says Nile bolted right after the shooting and is refusing to talk to him.”

“Where do you get that? Dubinsky?”


“Eddgar. Called me in D.C. last night. The warden told him I was counsel.”

“Jesus Christ. Why didn’t you say you talked to Eddgar?”

“Listen here,” says Hobie. He stops again in the midst of his rumbling forward movement. “You know, you have got the wrong picture. You got the wrong idea. You know what you are here? You’re like the matchmaker. What’s that word? The shotgun?”

“In Yiddish? The shadkin?”

“That’s it. You’re the shadkin. Now, the shadkin don’t get in bed with the bride and the groom. You want me to represent this young man? Okay, I’m gonna do it. But I can’t be discussion every detail with you. I got privileges to protect. You better get straight on that right now. This isn’t high school. So don’t keep askin me what my client’s told me. And don’t you talk to Nile about this case anymore either. This is a trial,” he says, “this is war. You gotta think four steps ahead. Fourteen. Those prosecutors lay a subpoena on you, I don’t want you to have squat you can testify about. This is murder, man. Serious shit.” Hobie loves this, Seth knows, the superior knowledge, the strutting around, the gravity of his mission. At least it isn’t murder one. The state charged conspiracy to commit second degree. No death penalty. Seth checked himself.

“Well, what did Eddgar want anyhow?”

“Listen to you,” says Hobie. “What did I just carry on about?” Yard time is over and the place has regained a sullen air. The inmates are all locked down for the afternoon count, but one or two still call after them from windows high above. “Hey, slick. You lookin good.”

“Eddgar’s gonna throw Nile’s bail,” Hobie says finally. “That’s what he called about. Says he’s willing to put up the family manse—$300,000 worth. I gotta go see him this afternoon. How’s that hit you?”

It doesn’t sound like Eddgar is what Seth thinks.

“Confused me, too,” admits Hobie. “Even Nile was pretty much astounded.”

“Maybe Eddgar’s developed a conscience. Maybe he’s bugged by the ironies of the situation. I mean, have you thought about this? Nile’s in jail for murder and Eddgar’s been walking the streets for twenty-five years. It’s incredible.”

“Could be it runs in the blood,” says Hobie.

“Oh, that’s cute,” says Seth. “You’re the one who’s supposed to think Nile’s innocent.”

“No, man, no way is that my job. My job is to get him off. Period. I don’t know what happened. And if I can avoid it, I don’t ask, either. They gotta unburden themselves, or spin a tale, well bless them, then I have to listen. But the game here, man, is can the state prove them guilty? That’s all. Whether they did it, or some dude named Maurice did it, you know, I don’t worry my little mind.”

“He’s innocent.”

“No, he told you he’s innocent. There’s a whole world of difference.”

Half a continent away, Nile, on the pay phone, had issued a nasal denial. ‘It’s bullshit. They say I paid this guy $10,000 to set this up and it’s bullshit, all of it, the $10,000, all of it, it never happened.’ The fierce desperation of this declaration had been too daunting for Seth to probe, unsure if Nile—or, Seth’s darkest fear, the denials—might fall apart. He encourages Hobie now, much as he has bolstered himself in the last few days.

“He’s too feckless, Hobie. He’s never had the first clue.”

“Listen, Jack, you better take yourself a reality pill. No decent prosecutor’s gonna go puttin on a piece-of-shit gangbanger to call a white boy a killer without plenty of corroboration. Not even considering that Nile’s daddy’s a politician in the same damn party as the PA, somebody they’d want to cut any break they could. Get yourself ready, man, cause the state’s gonna bring some evidence to that courtroom.”

Seth is listening. This is the first he’s heard of how Hobie really looks at it. When they were cruising in from the airport, it was old times and new times, the state of the world with Lucy, the latest on Hobie’s kids. Now that they’re here in the scariest place on earth, Hobie is giving him the logic: Nile’s guilty. That’s what he’s saying. The prosecutors wouldn’t have brought the case if they had a choice.

“Well, he’s gotta have a chance, doesn’t he?”

“Seth, man.” Hobie stops to face him, his dark eyes bloodshot and direct. It is the rare moment between them, fully sincere. “I’m gonna go full-out. Okay?”

“What about Sonny? Doesn’t it help to have a judge who knows him? And you?”

“I don’t know her anymore. You don’t even know her anymore. And I don’t know what she thinks about Nile and whether that’s any good for him a’tall. Besides,” Hobie mutters, “she may damn well take herself off this case.”

“You mean she might not be the judge?”


“Maybe not. And even if she decides to keep it, could be I make a motion to disqualify her.”

“No,” says Seth. “Really?”

“Whoa,” says Hobie. “Look at you. Damn, I knew you were gonna be like psy-chotic, waitin till you see that lady up on the bench. Tell me that ain’t so. You’re transparent, man. You musta been a store window in a prior life.”

Seth laughs. A strange coincidence, he says. Life is full of them.

“All the fucked-up luck,” says Hobie. “Honestly,” he says, and after further reflection adds, “Shit.” He fishes his mouth around as if he might spit. “See, man, you never change. You’re still like cr-azy with that whole California scene we went through. Nile. Sonny. Eddgar. You won’t ever let go of it. You gotta write about it. You gotta think about it. Then you gotta write about it some more. I oughta call you Proust. Honest and truly.”

“Everybody’s got a youth, Hobie.”

“Yeah, well listen here, Proust. You stay away from her till I get this all scoped out. I don’t care what damn curiosity you got. I don’t want to be decidin it’s best for Nile that she preside and have you spook her off this case, cause she sees she’s gone be holdin class reunion in her courtroom. Time being, you do like me, man, just lay low, till I can figure out what a good lawyer’s supposed to.”

“Which is what?”

“How the hell to take advantage of the situation.”

They have come close to the admitting area, where they started. The bolts are disengaged and they progress toward the uncloistered light. The lieutenant makes it a point to greet Hobie on the way back through. The black thing. There’s a handshake and a riff about the pizza. Then Hobie and Seth are outside, moving toward the last guard shack and the iron gates, meant, apparently, to repel motorized invasion.

“Proust,” says Hobie again, archly shaking his head to rub it in a little more. “I’m gone go find you some tea cakes, I swear to God. Help you hold on to all this shit you can’t forget.”

“Hey, I held on to you, too, so just lighten up.” It took some doing. They both know that.

“Oh, yes you did!” says Hobie emphatically, and in his grand comical way grabs Seth suddenly and kisses him on the forehead. Then Hobie throws a burly arm about him and pulls Seth along the walk, celebrating the relief of the free air outside the jailhouse. He laughs hugely and repeats himself. “Oh, yes you did.”
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PEOPLE MY AGE ARE HUNG UP ON THE SIXTIES. Everybody knows that and regards it as sort of a problem with us: the generation who won’t throw out their bell-bottoms. Whenever something by the Beatles comes on the car radio, my son begins to moan for fear I’m going to sing along. ‘But look,’ I sometimes want to say, ‘all these people said they were going to change things, and things changed: The war. The cruel formalities that disadvantaged minorities or women. People stopped behaving like they’d all been knocked out of the same stamping plant.’ These days I say I’m going to stop dropping my underwear on the bathroom floor, and I can’t even change that. So naturally I think something special happened in the sixties. Didn’t it? Or was it just because I was at that age, between things, when everything was still possible, that time, which in retrospect, doesn’t seem to last long?

—MICHAEL FRAIN
 “The Survivor’s Guide,”
 September 4, 1992

MANY YEARS AGO, I LIVED WITH A WOMAN who left graduate school in Philosophy right after she read a remark of Nietzsche’s. He’d said: “Every great philosophy [is] the personal confession of its originator, a type of involuntary and unaware memoirs.” In light of that observation, I guess my friend decided she was, literally, in the wrong department.

Nietzsche—and, as ever, the woman—were brought to mind recently when I went to a gathering in Washington in which some of the D.C. smarty-pants types, the pundits and pols, were analyzing the primaries and repeating as gospel the adage Tip O’Neill used to like, “All politics are local.” But to me that saying has always seemed to be off by an order of magnitude. It’s Nietzsche who was on the button. I suspect he’d say, “All politics are personal.”

—“The Survivor’s Guide,”
 March 20, 1992
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SONNY

My mother was a revolutionary. At least that’s what she called herself, although ‘visionary’ was probably a better word. Guns and bombs and political maneuvering, the cruel mechanics of the war for power, had little hold on her imagination. It was the utopia beyond that inspired her, the promised land where humankind was free of the maiming effects of a hard, material fate. I stood in awe of her whirlwind energies and, in an act of faith of my own, have always kept her soaring hopes at heart. But she and I were never wholly at peace with one another. She was impulsive, a little bit off-kilter—beyond me, in all senses.

With Zora and our differences in mind, I have arrived at the courthouse late. It has been one of those mornings. Nikki would not dress. She lay down when I said stand up, took off her blouse as soon as I had it buttoned, demanded, for no reason detectable to rational inquiry, to wear blue. And when I finally resorted to scolding, she wept, naturally, clutched my hem, and delivered her familiar entreaty: She does not want to go to school. Not today. She wants to stay home. With me. Oh, the agony of Mondays, of parting, of asking Nikki to believe, against the evidence, that she remains for me the center of the world. Someday, I always promise, it will be as she asks. I’ll call Marietta with orders to continue every case. But not, of course, today. Today there is duty and compulsion. Nile Eddgar’s trial starts. I must go off to my other world, play dress-up and make-believe. And so I begin the week in familiar torment, telling myself I am not my mother, that I am somehow on the road to conquering what remains of her in me.

For both our sakes, I allowed Nikki to skip the car pool and dropped her at school myself. That left me twenty minutes behind our frantic morning schedule. ‘Great thing about this job,’ one of the old-timers told me when I was sworn in. ‘They can’t start without you.’ Yet I have always regarded a full courtroom waiting for a missing judge as a token of arrogance. I rush through the back door of the courtroom onto the bench, not quite prepared for the scene that greets me. It feels as if both the lights and the heat have been turned up. Beyond the bulletproof divider, the gallery is thick with court buffs and other citizen-onlookers: sickos, retirees, court watchers, and the thoughtfully curious drawn in primal wonder to the act of murder. Within the well of the room, extra deputies in uniform mill idly at the periphery, while the many reporters crowd the limited space available. The jury box must remain empty, awaiting the prospective venire, which will be summoned shortly. Instead, Annie has created a makeshift press gallery, positioning folding chairs on the near side of the yellowish oak panels of the jury box. The best seats, in the front row, have been occupied by three sketch artists, who have laid their pastels at their feet.

As soon as she catches sight of me, Marietta cries out her “Hear ye’s,” bringing court to order. The room is caught up in the commotion of hundreds of persons shifting to their feet, papers rattling, conversations adjourned in a final buzz.

“People versus Nile Eddgar,” Marietta cries out, when we all are seated. “For trial.” To my surprise, my stomach rebounds with the words. Two of the artists begin work immediately, eyes revolving between their pads and me. On the one earlier occasion I saw a rendering of Judge Sonny on TV—during a heated divorce case—I was disturbed by the severe look the artist gave me, my even-featured face grave with shadow. Surely I’m better-looking and lighter-hearted than that?

Meanwhile, the participants stalk slowly toward the oak podium at the focus of the room: Gina Devore from the State Defender’s Office, a sprite in Ann Taylor, accompanied by a burly black man who must be the lawyer from D.C. she said would appear for trial. From the other table advances Tommy Molto, the Homicide supervisor, who has elected to try this case, a rarity for him these days. He too has a companion, Rudy Singh, a slender, inexpressibly beautiful young man with a delicate way and a musical Indian accent, who was assigned to this courtroom only last week to handle more routine matters. Finally, behind all of them, somewhat shyly, stands Nile Eddgar. He is more than six feet, far taller than I remember his father, and looms over both Molto and Gina. When he was last here, for arraignment, his hair was ponytailed and not especially clean. Since then, he’s shaved and had a dramatic haircut too, albeit not a particularly becoming one. He looks as if he simply bargained to let the barber cut off half. Charged up by winter static, his brownish hair Christmas-trees about his ears, resembling some hapless Dutch boy’s. Nonetheless, as the resident emblem of authority, I’m pleased Nile has made these concessions to respectability, even if off the bench I’d regard the same gestures as silly or conventional.

Back in the lockup, keys are jangling and voices are raised. The transport deputies have been searching desperately for the prisoner, and a peal of relieved laughter sails into the courtroom when they realize he is not in custody but on bail. The lawyers state their name for the record.

“Your Honor,” says Gina, “may I introduce Mr. Tuttle from Washington, D.C.” Her motion to substitute counsel and Tuttle’s appearance form ascend, handed up from Gina to Marietta to me: H. Tariq Tuttle. At arraignment, I allowed the State Defender to stay on the case while Nile attempted to find his own attorney. An out-of-towner is welcome, since that will avoid the sticky conflict issues that might arise if Nile was the probation officer for other clients of his lawyer. I note aloud that Tuttle has a local attorney number, meaning he’s admitted to practice in this state.

“Took the bar here, Your Honor, before I moved out to D.C.”

“Welcome back, then.” I allow the motion, and Gina, tiny and energetic, disembarks at once for the half a dozen other courtrooms where she has cases up. “Mr. Tuttle,” I say, “help me with your first name, so I don’t mangle it when I introduce you to the jury. Tariq?”

The question startles him. He stares up briefly, then pronounces the name. “It’s just on the license, Judge, I don’t go by that much anymore. The second syllable’s like ‘reek.’ As in odor.”

He smiles at himself. The message is unmistakable: Don’t worry, I’m not that way. He’s magnificently groomed, a large man of substantial weight, his bulk gracefully draped in a splendid suit of a greenish Italian wool. He is all soft contours, a half-head of Afro hair, roundly sculpted, and a beard trimmed close to a broad cheeky face. He shows the slick courtroom poise of a big-city criminal defense lawyer. This is a man who has stood at many podia, making jokes at his own expense. For the moment, ingratiating himself, he is radiant as the sun. But the worm will surely turn. Between a judge, laboring to rule properly, and the defense lawyer, always criticizing her for the sake of appeal, there is a natural rivalry. The process starts at once.

“If the court please, I have a motion.” From beneath his arm, Tuttle slowly removes a newspaper, as if revealing a concealed weapon.

“Before you start, Mr. Tuttle, let me spread one matter of record again.” I begin an oration about my past relations with the Eddgar family, but Tuttle shakes his head amiably.

“We’re grateful for your sensitivity, Your Honor, but there’s no problem. Mr. Eddgar acknowledges his past acquaintance with the court, without objection. As, of course, do I.”

“You do?” I ask. I have never been good at hiding my emotions. Instead, since taking this job, I have practiced letting them emerge with a certain confidence, as if I figure it was worth getting to forty-seven to know what I do about myself. Even so, I often find myself undone, as I am now, by the dumb impulsive things that escape me. I am still ruing my lack of control when, unexpectedly, I see what I have missed. Despite my resolve to show presence of mind, I find my mouth has actually fallen open.

It’s Hobie. Hobie!

“Forgive me, Mr. Tuttle. It’s been some time.”

“Contact lenses, Judge,” he says. “The name. The beard.”

“The belly,” I hear from near the jury box, a lowered voice that nonetheless carries distinctly in the angled contours of the room. A few of the reporters join in collegial laughter, but it is brought to an immediate conclusion by a single astonishing clack of Annie’s gavel on the block she stations on the lower tiers of the bench. You could probably do case studies about what happens when you give a person subjected to a lifetime of ethnic suppression a gavel and a uniform. Annie maintains relentless decorum. She does not permit reading, talking, chewing gum. Even the young gangbangers who come to catch a glimpse of their homies are forced to remove their hats. Now she scalds the offending reporter with a look so furious that he’s dropped his face into his hands in shame. Hobie, too, has turned, arms raised imploringly, shaking his head until the man dares to look up again and I recognize Seth Weissman. He scoots himself half-upright on the chair arms, faces me, and mouths, “I’m sorry.” I find my jaw slackened again.

It isn’t really seeing Seth that’s shocking. He’s come to mind often enough with thoughts about the case that I’m vaguely prepared for his presence. It’s his appearance that stuns me. My first impulse is that he’s been sick. But that, I recognize, is my dismal inner urge to pull everyone down to my level. His injury is benign: he’s gone bald, a smooth pink dome that nevertheless strikes a note of bathos on a man who used to wear his dishwater hair behind the shoulder. Otherwise, he appears only incrementally reduced by time, thicker in the middle, and still a little too tall for his slender limbs. He has a long, male face, nose-dominated, now more fleshy at the jaw. Gravity has done its work. He has lost color. The same things I would say about myself.

“Mr. Molto,” I ask, when I regain myself, “does the court’s prior acquaintance with defense counsel have any impact on your position regarding my presiding?”

Molto stands with small nail-bitten hands folded before him, exhibiting his customary impatience. We have been over the issue now half a dozen times.

“None,” he says distinctly.

In the meantime, my eyes cheat back to Seth in the jury box. What’s he do-ing here? I’ve finally wondered. But the answer seems obvious. A column. About coincidence. And serendipity. He will write about the strange whims of fate, how the figures from his past have reappeared with everyone written into odd new roles, as bizarrely misplaced as the characters in a dream.

“Your Honor,” says Tuttle. “My motion? I take it Your Honor saw this morning’s Tribune?” The news I get generally comes to me on NPR on the three mornings I drive the kindergarten car pool. Sometimes late at night, in moments of supreme indulgence, after Nikki is bedded down, I’ll take a glass of wine in the bathtub and turn the pages of the Tribune or the national edition of The New York Times. Most evenings, though, I am too burned out for more than rattled reflections on the day that’s passed and the hundreds of tasks undone at home and in court, counted, instead of sheep, as I drift off.

Now as I open the paper that’s been handed up, I confront a headline stretching across the top of the front page. STATE: POL’S SON MEANT TO KILL HIM, NOT MOM. Trial Starts Today, the kicker reads. The byline is Stew Dubinsky’s. Exclusive to the Trib. I scan: “Sources close to the investigation…murder conspiracy trial of Nile Eddgar starting today…Prosecuting Attorney’s Office plans to offer evidence that the intended victim of the plot was not the Kindle County Superior Court probation officer’s mother, June Eddgar, who was gunned down by gang members on September 7, but his father, State Senator Loyell Eddgar…mistake in identity is believed to have occurred when Mrs. Eddgar borrowed her former husband’s car that morning.”

By now, I’ve piled a hand on my forehead. God, the calculations that accumulate. Eddgar! I find this news unsettling, most of all perhaps, because in a single stroke it feels far more likely that the strange young man before me may actually be guilty. At last, I nod to Hobie to proceed.

“Your Honor,” he begins in a resonant courtroom bass; he grips the podium with both hands. The impression is of some opera star about to hit a booming note. “Your Honor, I have been trying cases for twenty-some years now. And I have seen devilish conduct by prosecutors in that time. I have been sandbagged and backdoored and tricked. But to have leaked this kind of incendiary detail to the press on the day we are trying to pick a jury, knowing that this news concerning a prominent citizen is bound to become a page 1 headline and irreparably prejudice the venire against my client—” Hobie does not finish. He smacks his hand against an extra copy of the paper, which he has held up for illustration, and tosses his large head about in embittered disbelief. He goes on to paint a vivid tableau of dozens of citizens in the jury room in the main building, forming firm impressions of the case even as we speak. Most of them, he predicts, with time on their hands and a peculiar interest in what’s occurring in the courthouse today, will have read this one-sided account of the state’s evidence in the very papers which, ironically, are provided to them free. His rhetoric is overheated, but I have little doubt he’s correct and that most of the potential jurors will have seen this story.

“Your Honor, really,” he concludes, “how can this man get a fair trial? I must, I have to, I have no choice but to move to dismiss this indictment.” He punctuates his request with a grunt of continuing outrage.

Molto, chubby in his inexpensive charcoal suit, his wiry, thinning hair barely combed, appears somewhat dumbfounded when I call on him for a response.

“Judge Klonsky,” he says, “I received no notice of this motion. I came here to pick a jury. I have witnesses subpoenaed. This is the kind of last-minute—”

I decide to save Tommy from himself. “Mr. Molto, let’s start from scratch. Is this report fundamentally accurate? Is the state going to contend that it was Nile Eddgar’s father who was the actual, intended victim of this crime?”

Tommy takes a deep breath. He looks forlornly to Rudy Singh, who has taken a seat several feet behind Tommy at the prosecution table, where a diminishing circle of light appears on the oak-toned laminate. Eventually, Molto allows his shoulder to drop.

“Basically, that’s it,” he says. In the courtroom, there is a stir, particularly among the reporters, contending with the fact Dubinsky got it right.

“So I take it, then, that the senior Mr. Eddgar, the defendant’s father, Senator Eddgar, will be a witness here?”

Molto grimaces. I’m asking too many questions, as usual.

“We expect him to testify for the people,” says Molto. Now there’s a real riffle in the press seats. Hard news: PROMINENT DAD TO IMPLICATE KILLER SON. Nearby I hear a bracelet jingling, Annie or Marietta, readjusting, caught unawares.

“And as the intended victim, he, too—Senator Eddgar—is without objection to this court presiding? In spite of our prior acquaintance? Have you taken that up with him?”

“Judge, it’s not a problem.” ‘Period,’ he seemingly would like to add. Clearly, Tommy has his orders. The mullahs in the PA’s office have met and concluded that Tommy should try the case and I should preside. Slowly, I am beginning to recognize that Molto is not especially content with either prospect. I turn my copy of the Trib in Tommy’s direction.

“Now looking at that headline, Mr. Molto, I can’t pretend to be pleased. You know better, the state knows better, than to try a lawsuit in the newspapers, especially when you’re aware that the prospective jurors have not yet been admonished about viewing media accounts of this case. Now—”


“Judge, as an officer to the court: I didn’t speak to any reporters and I have no knowledge of anyone on our side speaking to reporters, I promise you that.”

“Mr. Molto, I’m pleased to have your representation. And I accept it, of course. But you and I are both grown-ups, and we know that someone intent on leaking is not going to send up a flare or call you for permission first.”

The reporters find this very amusing. There are a dozen ways this could have happened. Some cop on the case wanted to poison the well, or perhaps it was one of Tommy’s superiors. Either way, the police reports appeared in Stew’s mailbox in a plain envelope. We’ll never know from whom. Behind the reporter’s shield law, Dubinsky’s source will remain fathomless.

“Judge, the defense had this information,” says Tommy. “They had the statements of the witnesses. Our theory is obvious.”

The book on Tommy is that he cannot stand down when he should not bother firing, and I lose my patience with him now.

“Look, Mr. Molto, are you suggesting that the defendant would find it helpful to try to pick a jury on the same day the state’s theory of the case is detailed on the front page of the Tribune?” Molto is mocked by another rollicking burst of spectator laughter, ringing loudest from the press section. “Res ipsa loquitur, Mr. Molto. Remember that phrase from law school? The thing speaks for itself. Doesn’t it? Again, I’m sure it wasn’t you. But you should remind everyone on your side what their obligations are and let them know that if there’s a repetition, there will be a hearing.” Sallow, still, Molto frowns unconsciously at my rebuke. “For today, I suggest we deal with the situation that confronts us. Do you agree with Mr. Tuttle that I should dismiss the indictment?”

Rudy Singh has come back to stand by Tommy. He whispers urgently, telling him, no doubt, to give up. Fight a different fight.

“No,” Tommy says lamely.

“Then what’s my alternative, Mr. Molto?”

“Judge, I don’t know. We came here this morning prepared to try this case. I think you should do what we always do. Bring the prospective jurors up. Voir dire them. Ask them if they’ve read the paper, and the ones who have, ask if they can put it out of their minds.”

Hobie, of course, will have none of this. The problem, he points out, is that it forces the defendant to accept all the risks of juror prejudice created by the state’s misconduct in leaking. Instead, Hobie insists again that the indictment must be dismissed. As a young man, he was grandiose and that part of his character clearly has not changed. No defendant subjected to pre-trial publicity—not O. J. Simpson or John Hinckley, who shot the President of the United States on national TV—has ever gotten such relief.

“What if we continue the case?” I finally ask. This is what I have been waiting for Molto to suggest. “In a couple of weeks this story will be forgotten and whatever benefit the state has gotten by virtue of the leak will be dissipated.”

“Your Honor,” says Tuttle, “leaving aside the personal inconvenience—I’ve come from D.C., gotten myself settled here—but leaving that aside, Judge, my client has a right to a speedy trial. He wants that speedy trial, and it shouldn’t be delayed because of the prosecutors’ misconduct.”

Smooth, clever, Hobie knows he has the advantage and presses it. Molto, true to courthouse legend, seems determined not to give me—or himself—any help. He again urges questioning the jury pool right now. Singh, with his sleek black hair, stands behind Tommy, with one hand on Molto’s jacket sleeve, not completely certain about whether he wants to stand ground with Molto or retreat.

“Gentlemen,” I say eventually, “something’s got to give. I’m not going to continue the case over the objections of both parties. I’m not going to dismiss the indictment. And I’m not going to allow the prosecution to make an uncombated opening statement in the newspapers and force the defendant to pick a jury out of a pool exposed to that.” I stare them down, all three men—Tommy, Hobie, Singh with his large doe eyes—all looking up to me with evident bemusement. Silence, the spectacular silence of two hundred persons rendered mute, veils the courtroom.

Finally, Hobie asks for a moment and strolls off with his client. As Nile listens, the dark dot left by the earring he has removed for the sake of a good impression appears distinctly when he nervously sweeps back his hair. Returning to the podium, Hobie uses his bulk to move Tommy aside.

“There is one alternative which we can offer that would let us get started,” Hobie announces. “My client and I are willing to proceed with trial to the court alone.”

A current of something—shock, dismay—lights me up. This time, finally, I catch myself and maintain a collected expression.

“Mr. Molto?” I manage. “What’s your position on a bench trial?”


“Your Honor,” Hobie interjects, “they don’t have a right to a position. If you won’t do it, the defendant can’t make you, we realize that, but this is none of the state’s affair.”

“You’re certainly correct, Mr. Tuttle. But given the disclosures the court has made, I really would not exercise my discretion to accept a bench trial if the state for any reason felt that was not a wise course. Mr. Molto?”

“Judge, all I know is I got up this morning ready to try this case. I agree with Mr. Tuttle. We don’t have the right to a position. And if I had a position, and if Your Honor was willing to get on with openings and the witnesses, I’d be very happy.” Listening to Tommy insist again on moving ahead, I finally catch the drift. The prosecutors have a problem with their case. They’ve gummed things back together for right now, but it’s going to go from bad to worse with time. Probably one of their witnesses has had a change of heart. Hardcore, perhaps? Someone important.

But does that mean I have to say yes to a bench trial? The older judges always tell you not to rush. They have a dozen sayings: ‘There’s no stopwatch on the court reporter’s transcript.’ ‘The court of appeals won’t reverse for delay of game.’ I find myself staring down into the open pages of my bench book. It’s an oversized volume, with a red clothbound spine, heavy stock pages lined in green, feathered edges, and a cover clad in rough black Moroccan leather. On the spine, my name has been impressed in gold. In the quaintest of courthouse customs, the book was presented to me when I took the bench, a judge’s diary, the place for private notes about each trial. The pages before me are blank, as undetermined as I am.

Decide, I tell myself, as I so often do. In this job, deliberation is respected. Indecision is not. My work, in the end, is simply that, deciding, saying yes or no. But it’s hard labor for the natively ambivalent. There’s no other job I know of that more reliably reveals the shortcomings of a personality than being a judge. The pettish grow even more short-tempered; the silently injured can become power-mad or abusive. For someone who can spend a tortured moment before the closet, picking a dress, this work can be maddening. I’m supposed to let the conclusions roll forth as if they were natural and predetermined, as if it were as easy as naming my favorite color (blue). But I wait now, as I often do, silently hoping that some alternative, some forceful thought or feeling, will expose itself. The years roll on and life seems like this more and more, that choices don’t really exist in the way I thought they would when I was a child and expected the regal power of adulthood to provide clarity and insight. Instead, choice and need seem indistinguishable. In the end, I find myself clutched by the resentment, which I still think of as peculiarly female, of being so often the victim of circumstance and time.

“Mr. Eddgar,” I say and call him forward. I explain to Nile what it means to have a bench trial, that I alone will decide whether or not he is guilty, and ask if he’s willing to give up his right to a jury.

“That’s what we want,” he replies. Perhaps because it’s the first sound of Nile’s voice since the start of these proceedings, the remark takes me aback. What does that mean? ‘What we want’? He’s going to get it, notwithstanding.

“Trial shall be to the court. What are your thoughts on scheduling, gentlemen?” After discussion, Hobie and Molto decide they’re better off spending the balance of the morning on stipulations, hoping to agree about certain facts now that there’s no need to educate—or fool—a jury. “If you care to make opening statements, I will hear them immediately after my bond call at 2 p.m.” I point to Marietta, seated below me on the first tier of the bench, and tell her to call a recess.

 

The courtroom springs to life with an urgent buzz. A bench trial! The court buffs and cops and reporters mingle, exchanging speculations as they head into the corridor. I converse with Marietta about discharging the seventy-five citizens who’ve been summoned as prospective jurors. Then I gather the bench book and the court file. A day at a time, I tell myself. Weary already, I sink down the stairs.

“Judge? Can I talk to you?”

When I look back it’s Seth Weissman, hunched somewhat timorously beside the front corner of the bench. A little squeeze of something tightens my heart, but I’m struck principally by the way he’s addressed me. It must have been less peculiar to be a judge back in the Age of Manners, or even thirty years ago, when the lines of authority were more absolute. These days the attendant reverence can seem downright inane. People who were grown-ups when I was a child stand a few feet below me and, at their most casual, address me as ‘Judge.’ To hear it from the first man outside my family who ever said “I love you” raises the implausibility of these customs to dizzying heights.


“Seth,” I say. “How are you?”

Something—a sense of the momentousness of time—swims through his expression.

“Bald,” he answers, summoning in one word the boy I knew: funny, vulnerable, always willing to accept a helping hand.

I try a straight face that doesn’t last. “Is my line ‘I hadn’t noticed’?”

“I’d settle for ‘It’s nice to see you.’”

“It is, Seth.”

“Good,” he says, then hangs midair. “I just wanted to apologize,” he says. “You know, the acoustics were kind of startling.”

I dispense a forgiving backhand wave. He asks how I am.

“Busy. Crazy with my life like everybody else. But okay. And you, Seth? I can only imagine how proud you are of your success.”

He worms around, an aw-shucks routine meant to suggest it’s all beyond him. More than ten years ago I first saw a column by Michael Frain. I was sure the name was a coincidence. The Michael I knew could never have become a master of the quick shot or the snappy bon mot. Then a year later I saw a picture, which was unmistakably Seth’s. What in the world? I thought. How did this happen? Questions whose answers I still want to know.

At times since, I’ve looked at the somewhat whimsical photo (conveniently cropped just above the brow) and the accompanying columns, wondering about this man with whom I parted company with the usual tangled feelings but no deepening regrets. I liked Seth. I lost him. There were half a dozen others about whom the same might be said, even, if I’m feeling mellow, Charlie. Sometimes—especially when something he writes has struck me funny—I have recalled distinctly the droll delivery of Seth’s somewhat monotonous Midwestern voice, in which the glottal I’s rasp in a minor speech impediment. At other moments, he can disappoint me. Always the sucker for easy laughs, he is sometimes too quick to flay targets already tattered by public scorn, and he occasionally displays certain ungenerous retrograde political opinions, a former leftist too eager to show he’s wised up. At his best, though, he can be quick and penetrating, putting down a line or two that seems to sum up all the world’s sadness. Even so, these commonplaces often perplex me. What could have brought that on? I’ll wonder. Or even worse, I’ll imagine all of it was there in the sweet, funny boy who whirled through my life, and that I overlooked it because I was so busy seeking within myself. Was it? How did I miss it? Where was it hidden? Those questions also linger.


“You were always funny,” I tell him. “I didn’t realize you were wise.”

“You can create a lot of illusions in eight hundred words.”

“Oh, you’re very good, Seth. Everybody likes what you write. My minute clerk acts as if I used to hang out with Mick Jagger.”

“Wait till she hears me sing.”

I actually laugh. “Still a smart guy,” I say and he seems pleased to find his character so well remembered.

“I’ve always told Lucy, that’s what I want on my gravestone: ‘Now what, smartass?’”

With that, the rear door bangs open and Marietta bulls a few steps into the courtroom. She’s headed for the bench with a sheaf of draft orders when she catches sight of us and goes completely still. She turns heel abruptly, leaving the courtroom as it was, empty and hushed.

“So I take it I can look forward to a column about all of this?” I ask. My index finger circles toward the courtroom.

“‘The Big Chill Meets Perry Mason’?” He laughs at the notion. “Maybe. It’s an amazing curiosity, isn’t it? Coincidence. Whatever you’d call it. Everybody together? I had to see it.”

“I take it from the way you were giving Hobie the business, you’re still close with him?”

He laughs about that, too. That’s how Seth heard about the case, I suspect, from Hobie, but now that I’m asking questions about the defense lawyer I realize I’ve probably already let this conversation go further than I should. I offer my hand and tell Seth I’m on my way.

“Is it crazy for me to say let’s have a cup of coffee?” he asks.

“Not crazy. But probably inappropriate.”

“We don’t have to talk about the case.”

“We can’t talk about the case. That’s why I’m going to bid you farewell. The case will end. We’ll talk then.”

“Is there a rule here or something? I’m just asking.”

“You could call it a rule. My practice is to make sure that nobody has anything to worry about. I have lawyers in front of me all the time who I know well, but generally, while a trial’s ongoing, I don’t pass the time with them—or their close friends.”

“Sonny, really, I don’t have a clue about this case. Honestly. Hobie’s got me in an isolation booth.”

We both turn abruptly again. Marietta has walked into the empty courtroom once more, using the front entrance this time and arriving purposefully on the other side of the bench. She’s a caution: a lot of busy officiousness, shuffling files and humming to herself. Nonetheless, her full, dark eyes slide over this way with foxy calculation and I meet them with a look that sends her back out like mercury.

“Really, Seth, it’s wonderful to see you. You seem well. And I look forward to sitting down with you as soon as this case is over, to hear about everything you’ve been up to.”

“How about you?”

I thought we covered this ground already, but I answer that I’m fine.

“Married?”

I hum a bit, not sure when I should simply quit. “I seem to have passed through that phase.”

“Kids? Do you have kids?”

“A daughter who just turned six.”

Six! He’s impressed.

“Late start,” I answer. “What about you, Seth? From the column, I think I’ve counted what, two children?”

A knotted expression tightens his long face as I continue slipping farther away. He tells me that his older child, his daughter, is a college senior. At Easton, he says, his alma mater, an admission that brings forth the same wondering, self-conscious grin.

“Great school,” he adds. “Astonishing tuition, but a great education. That’s another reason I’m here. I get to see a little more of her.”

I nod again and say something polite. How wonderful. I pull open the door.

“It’s just,” he says and stops. He’s stepped nearer.

“What?”

“How many people do you get close to in a life?” he asks. “I feel really badly I lost track of you.”

“We’ll make amends, Seth. Just not now.”

“Sure.”

I offer my hand again. He takes it, with a bewildered, defeated look, and holds on just a bit longer than he should before letting go.

 

A bench trial is still a trial. When it’s over the defendant is just as guilty—or not guilty—his prison sentence can be as long. When I was practicing I always felt the same high anxiety at the moment of decision which I did confronting a jury’s verdict. But a bench trial is usually conducted without the same atmosphere of flamboyance or chicanery. Frequently, the bench trial is the refuge of the lawyer with a technical defense, an argument too intricate, or offensive, for lay people to freely accept. With a judge as the decision-maker, instead of rubes off the street, the proceedings are usually more understated, even sometimes legalistic.

Nonetheless, there’s an alert air in the courtroom this afternoon. The spectators’ section remains cheek to jowl, but there’s more room in the well of the court, since the journalists have repositioned themselves in the jury box. All sixteen seats are occupied by reporters and sketch artists, while a number of latecomers have helped themselves to chairs from the counsel tables, which Annie has discreetly positioned in the corners of the courtroom, against the glass partition to the spectators’ gallery. In the front row, Stew Dubinsky is getting it from two colleagues, who are clearly ribbing him. I can imagine what that’s about: Stewie gets more leaks than a plumber. Beside Stew, Seth Weissman sits in his rumpled blazer. The man with a national byline, Seth is clearly a center of attention. In spite of the call to order, one of the TV guys has slunk along the jury rail to shake his hand and pass a word which entertains them both.

Marietta cries out the case name and the three lawyers step forward. Nile lingers closer to the defense table, where two square leather document cases and a banker’s box are piled.

“All set?” I ask.

Everyone answers ready for trial. Joint motions to exclude witnesses from the courtroom are granted. I take a breath.

“Opening statements?”

“Your Honor,” Hobie says, “I’d like to reserve my opening until after the prosecution has put on their evidence.” His motion, a matter of right, is allowed. In one of those untutored gestures of power which I was astounded to find came so naturally to me, I lift my hand to Molto.

“May it please the court,” says Tommy, and waits for the courtroom to settle. The other participants now are seated and Tommy has the floor to himself. In the intense light over the podium, his scalp shines amid his sparse hair, held fast by spray.

“Judge, since Mr. Tuttle is going to pass up opening for the moment, I can make this brief. I know you’ll want to hear the evidence yourself. So let me just outline what the People will be proving.

“The state will show that the defendant, Nile Eddgar”—Nile has looked up at his name and now uncomfortably meets the prosecutor’s glance, as Molto turns. It strikes me that Nile’s eyes are the same penetrating marine shade as his father’s, but his are fear-beset and seldom still. “We will show that Nile Eddgar was not only a participant in a conspiracy to murder but, in fact, the prime mover. It is a conspiracy that went tragically awry, but a conspiracy to murder nonetheless. What the evidence will show is that Nile Eddgar asked his co-indictee, his co-defendant, Ordell Trent, to murder Nile’s father, Dr. Loyell Eddgar. Mr. Trent is a member of the Black Saints Disciples, Judge. He is a gang member. He is a drug dealer. He is a repeat felon. And he was Nile Eddgar’s friend.”

“Ob-jection,” says Hobie. I am pleased to see him take the trouble to rise, a gesture of respect the PAs often overlook when there is no jury present. His yellow pad is open before him on the light oval of the counsel table. Behind him, Nile, making his own notes, has looked up, startled. “Guilt by association?” Hobie asks.

“Sustained,” I say mildly. A small point. Hobie is merely trying to break Tommy’s rhythm. Even Molto recognizes this and accepts the ruling indifferently.

“Nile Eddgar and Mr. Trent, whose gang name is Hardcore, first became acquainted,” Molto says, “because Mr. Eddgar—Nile, as I’ll call the defendant to distinguish him from his father—Nile was Mr. Trent’s probation officer. He was—and I’m sure it’s not disputed—Nile Eddgar was a probation officer in this very courthouse. And somehow, and you will hear this from Mr. Trent, he, Hardcore, and Nile developed a personal relationship, a friendship of kinds. And as a result of this close acquaintance, it eventually came to pass that Hardcore also came to know Nile’s father, the state senator from the 39th District, Dr. Loyell Eddgar. Dr. Eddgar, who is an ordained minister and a college professor, as well as an elected representative, will testify for the state.”

Perhaps he’s a Scout leader, too, and also helps old ladies cross the street? I grin privately at Tommy’s pacan to his witness.

“Dr. Eddgar’s acquaintance, Senator Eddgar’s acquaintance with Hardcore is complicated and it will be described in the testimony. But suffice it to say, Judge, there were political aspects to it. Senator Eddgar will tell you frankly that politics were involved. At any rate, because Mr. Trent had also met Senator Eddgar, the senator was a frequent subject of discussion between Nile and Mr. Trent, and it came out over time that Nile Eddgar, the defendant, resented his father. He hated his father, Judge.

“Now, the evidence will show, Judge, that one day in September, the week of Labor Day, Nile Eddgar urged Senator Eddgar to meet with Hardcore. Nile told his father Hardcore had something important to discuss with him. And Senator Eddgar agreed to meet. What he did not know was that his son, Nile Eddgar, had promised to pay Hardcore  $25,000 if Hardcore would arrange to murder his father. He did not know that Nile Eddgar had made a $10,000 down payment.” Tommy with his notes on yellow sheets looks up at me for the first time. “The People, Judge, will offer in evidence cash, currency that Ordell Trent received from Nile Eddgar on which Nile Eddgar’s fingerprints have been identified.”

News. Movement in the jury box. In the bench book, I make my first note: “Prints?” The harsh sibilance of whispers continues throughout the courtroom, and is brought to an immediate conclusion by another walloping smack of Annie’s gavel. She scans the space with a menacing look. Tommy, in the meantime, has paused and wiggles his shoulders about, appreciatively absorbing the impact he has made.

“Indeed, Judge, Mr. Trent’s testimony about this will be corroborated not only by fingerprint evidence but by telephone records showing a long pattern of communication between Nile Eddgar and him, including a page to Mr. Trent twenty minutes before this murder took place.

“And you will hear the details of this murder plan, not only from Ordell Trent, from Hardcore, but from a young female gang member, a juvenile named Lovinia Campbell. Ms. Campbell, Judge, is fifteen years old, and you, Judge, you will hear evidence that Hardcore told her that at Nile Eddgar’s request—”

Hobie has again taken his feet. “Objection.”

“Grounds?”

“That is most emphatically not what the evidence will show. Mr. Molto’s engaged in argument.”

“Overruled. I wouldn’t know if it’s argument or not. Mr. Molto, I’m sure you recall your obligation to merely describe the evidence.” I smile, a gesture which Tommy finds momentarily confusing. Hobie resumes his seat, satisfied that he has tagged the issue.

“Ms. Campbell will tell you that Hardcore described the plan to her. A plan in which the evidence will show”—he turns briefly toward Hobie—“Nile Eddgar’s name was in fact mentioned. The plan, Judge, was for Ms. Campbell, a member of Hardcore’s narcotics operation, to meet Senator Eddgar. She would be there when Senator Eddgar drove up to the agreed spot. As the car approached, she would make a cell phone call giving a code word. And then she would greet Senator Eddgar. She would tell him she was going to get Hardcore. And she would exit that area. And as Senator Eddgar waited in his white Chevy Nova, a rider on a bicycle would come around the corner and sweep Senator Eddgar’s car with gunfire from an automatic weapon. Ms. Campbell would then approach the car, ostensibly to aid Senator Eddgar, to see if he was alive, and in reaching over the body, Ms. Campbell, according to the plan, would plant a packet of drugs in Senator Eddgar’s hand. And the story afterwards would be that Senator Eddgar was a white drug buyer, that his visits to the area were for drug reasons, not political reasons, and that he was killed randomly, in a drive-by shooting by a rival gang.” Tommy waits again to let the details, the horror, the cleverness of these calculations sink in. He knows it sounds right. The bicycle has become the murder wagon of today—maneuverable where cop cars cannot go, easily ditched behind a bush, and not identified by license plates.

“That was the plan, Judge. It did not work out. Senator Eddgar was not able to make it that morning. Other commitments in the statehouse had come up. And unfortunately, Judge, Mrs. Eddgar was here. She lives in Marston, Wisconsin, Judge. Lived. But although Dr. Eddgar and she divorced many years ago they remained close and she was here visiting him and her son. She came to the Tri-Cities often to do that, Judge, she was often in the county, and on this morning Senator Eddgar, when he was called away to his other business, he and the decedent, he and Mrs. Eddgar agreed that she would drive down to Grace Street. As I said, Judge, Senator Eddgar’s acquaintance with Mr. Trent had political aspects and he did not want to offend Mr. Trent by missing this meeting. He could not reach him by phone and so June Eddgar agreed to go down and apologize in person for the senator.

“And so she went, Judge,” says Tommy, “and so she died. The evidence will show that when June Eddgar arrived in the area, when they realized that it was her in the car, not her husband, everyone—Lovinia Campbell and Ordell Trent—they tried to get her to leave quickly, but it was too late, Judge, to stop this plan that Nile Eddgar had put in motion. The zip bike came and it arrived too fast for the rider to see Ms. Campbell’s signals to stop. Ms. Campbell was shot herself, Judge. And June Eddgar was killed. And I’m sure, Judge—it really isn’t disputed—that Mr. Tuttle will tell you that Nile Eddgar didn’t intend to kill Mrs. Eddgar. Indeed, Judge, we’ll offer a statement he made to the community service officer who came to inform him of his mother’s death, in which Nile Eddgar all but admitted he intended to kill his father instead.”

“Objection!” Hobie booms. Both arms are raised. “‘All but admitted’? Your Honor, that’s argument, clearly argument. Defendant did no such thing.”


I strike Molto’s comment.

“Sorry, Judge,” he says before I can reprimand him further. Molto’s tiny, darting eyes shy away, knowing he was caught. “The point, Judge, is we acknowledge that the defendant has lost his mother, Judge, which undoubtedly has caused him some anguish and some grief. But that, as you know, is no excuse in the eyes of the law.”

With this, my attention falls again to Nile. I felt a momentary kinship with him this morning as I arrived on the bench, thinking about my mother and a childhood lived in the shadow of political commitments. But I’m struck now by a more distant perspective: Nile is simply odd. For the moment, he is occupied with his notepad. Defense lawyers often try to find a focus point like this for their clients, knowing that they are best off showing no reactions at all to the proceedings. But my sense of Nile is that he’s beyond the grasp of any plan or discipline. There is an abiding ungainliness about him. He’s potbellied, and when he walks, he moves from the balls of his feet, in a loafing, dopey Alley Oop gait. Indeed, for someone who made his living in these courtrooms, he appears remarkably baffled. When he stood before me this morning, his head bobbed about like a barnyard hen’s, and he is clearly uncomfortable in his go-to-court clothes. His tie knot is too large and askew, and his shirt collar will not stay in place. Yet Nile is my riddle to solve. What did he do? What did he intend? The most basic tasks in judging, they seem in this case frightening and enormous. Molto is winding up.

“What the evidence will show is that Nile Eddgar planned to murder, took substantial steps in furtherance of that plan, and that a murder resulted. That is the People’s evidence, Judge. And once you have heard it, we expect you to find the People have proved beyond a reasonable doubt that the defendant Nile Eddgar is guilty as charged of conspiracy to commit murder.” Tommy nods to me politely, convinced he has done a good job, which he has.

Meanwhile, in the jury box, another conspiracy is afoot. Several of the journalists are huddled, trying in hasty whispers to reach their usual consensus about the parts of Molto’s presentation which are newsworthy. By striking this accord they ensure that no editor can complain that his reporter was scooped or missed the mark in her story. I can imagine what they’re asking one another: What do you think about this stuff about the father and the gang guy having some political deal? What about the fingerprints on the money? I wonder myself. I make a few more notes.

“Again, Mr. Tuttle, the defendant will reserve?”


Hobie nods from his chair, then stands and nods again. We agree to begin the evidence tomorrow. Molto promises to have a witness to fill a couple of morning hours before my Tuesday motion call commences. With that agreed, Annie smacks the gavel once again. The first day of the trial of Nile Eddgar is over.

 

“See you got to renewing acquaintances,” Marietta says as I pass through her small office outside my chambers. The space here is subsumed by her desk, shiny mahogany and nearly as large as mine, which angles into the room to allow for a small matching filing cabinet. Beside the blotter, pictures of her children and grandkids repose in a Lucite frame, under a brass lamp. A fake philodendron, bedded on woolly hummocks of sphagnum moss, rests on one corner of the desk, next to a tiny plastic Christmas tree, one foot high, mold-formed with icicles and candy canes, which has been added in the last week. On her blotter, Marietta has propped a tiny portable TV, on which the screen, no larger than a compact, moves with color. She listens to the soaps throughout the day when she is here, literally with one ear, a black wire running from the set and disappearing amid the dense dark curls on her left side. We have not spoken since she burst into the courtroom this morning, but the calculating sidewards glance she briefly permits in my direction is enough to establish the subject.

“Really, Marietta,” I say. “All that running in and out—what was that supposed to be about?”

“I just needed some files, Judge,” she answers. “I meant to tell you I seen him out there, only how you arrived so late, Judge, there wasn’t any chance.” With mention of my tardiness, Marietta’s full brown eyes again rise adroitly, retaking the advantage. “Looks like you got to old times anyway.”

“It wasn’t old times, Marietta. It was very brief. He apologized for heckling Tuttle and I explained that I can’t really talk with him now.”

She’s astounded. “You-all gotta talk,” she says.

“Marietta, he’s close to Hobie. They’ve been best friends since childhood.”

“Lord, Judge. ‘Knows the defense lawyer.’ There’s no rule like that. Judge, that happens all the time. Everybody in this building knows everybody else. They’re all cousins and husbands and girlfriends and boyfriends.” Being technical, she’s right, of course. But in this case I’m already walking on eggshells. And ethics are hardly what Marietta has in mind. I see how this is. Marietta’s constructed the entire drama in her head. It’s just like the sudsy fare on her TV. Some Rhett Butler rides back onto the scene explaining he’s been a prisoner for the last twenty-five years.

“Marietta, you’ve got the wrong picture. He’s married. He’s been married forever. I know his wife, too, by the way. She was also in California.”

Shaking her head emphatically, Marietta insists I’m wrong.

“Marietta, I read the column every day. He talks about his wife all the time. He mentioned Lucy to me this morning.”

“Nn-uh,” says Marietta. “People or one of them—I think he’s getting divorced, I read.”

“I’m sure it was The Star, Marietta. Maybe The Enquirer. Right after the articles about the two-headed baby or George Bush contracting AIDS.”

Stung, Marietta pouches her lips and returns her eyes to the TV. Feeling both provoked and rueful, I creep across the threshold into my chambers.

“You gone end up with a cop,” she says in a low voice behind me.

“What?”

“You heard me. I see it comin. I’ve been around this courthouse twenty-five years, Judge. I’ve seen half a dozen gals just like you, can’t be bothered no way, and every time it’s some cop, just don’t take no for an answer.” She begins her list. Jan Fagin, from the State Appellate Defenders, and Marcie Lowe, the PA. I feel like screaming. Some people, many people, manage cordial relationships with their staff that don’t include advice to the lovelorn. Whatever happened to boundaries? But I’m far past the point where I can cut this off with Marietta. I have spent too many hours eagerly soaking up the tales of Raymen’s latest infidelity to restrict our intimacies now.

Even as I am ready to rebuke Marietta, some image of Lubitsch rears up, one of those dark mountainous men, like Charlie, who I always thought in former years was my destiny, and I’m paralyzed by fear, the very stuff of superstition, that this will prove to be one of those dumb, chance remarks that in some way, as yet unknown to science, becomes fate. When I discovered boys, or vice versa, when my acne passed and late in high school I found myself suddenly attractive to males, one of the things that shocked me was that I liked so much to be embraced, surrounded. The men I envisioned were all dark and large. Even if they were, in fact, somewhat fair and bony, like Seth, that was how I saw them—one more reason I was doomed by Charlie.

“Marietta, you’re pushing my buttons.”

“I’m just sayin, Judge.”

“That’s enough saying for the moment. All right?”

Her jaw rotates in discontent, but she nods in a way. We’ve had this row a hundred times. Contentious by nature, I cut to the quick: Does she think a woman needs a man to have a meaningful life? Arguing this point, we stand across the chasms of social class. The feminist verities I regard as fixed as the rules of physics do not seem to apply on Marietta’s side of the divide. As she lectures me, Marietta’s round forms—the full circular do, her soft figure—plump up with disdain. ‘Oh, I heard all of that, Judge. But are you really sayin you’d mind if some fella just loved every inch of your skin?’

It’s more complicated than that, I always answer. I escaped from my marriage with no lasting disdain for men. In fact, before Nikki was born and I became so often soothed by the succor of other mothers—their helping hands, their reassurance—I had secret moments when I suspected I was one of those women who is more comfortable with males, with their badinage and rivalries. Even now, I wonder if it wasn’t some of that which carried me into the law and the roughhouse of trial practice.

Yet, in some ways, I haven’t begun to think of myself as divorced. Not that I feel the remotest connection to Charlie. But I cannot willingly take up the striving and the anxiety that sometimes go with being unattached. Riding the bus into the Center City, I observe with almost scientific distance the younger females who are single and still so focused on the details: the eyeliner and the base just right, the hair combed and piled and sprayed with sculptural precision, the hem, the seams, these women who you know look through the stores for clothes for at least an hour a day and are still in every sense presenting themselves. It’s such a relief to be uninvolved with that, not because you’ve sworn some oath, to which you cling in the unreasoning way of religious faith, that a woman shouldn’t let herself be judged on that basis (a credo which, after all, hasn’t persuaded these young women), but because you’re at another stage, another place, a different plane, where your connections are known, fixed, where you’re not, like these girls, some atom waiting to be part of a molecule. Done with Charlie, I’m nonetheless unwilling to go back to that, like some upsetting grudge that has finally been forgotten.

Besides, I’ve found the idea of being a single mother and dating mutually exclusive. Assuming I had time to meet a man, when would I see him? The evenings and the weekends are all I have with Nikki. My few halfhearted efforts have generally been guilt-racked and uncomfortable. Living without sex, which never seemed an especially inviting or necessary prospect, is frankly far easier than I imagined. I am moved to old-fashioned thoughts—that abstinence must be easier for women than men. Still, at moments, especially on the bus, when I am often at close quarters with strangers, there are instants of longing that have the profound purity of music.

“Let’s talk about tomorrow, Marietta. What have you been doing with the call?”

She checks the computer screen. If we start early, at 9 a.m., we’ll get a couple of hours of testimony before I have to go on to the midweek status call. Although I hear bail motions and other emergencies each day, routine matters—sentencings, progress calls, arraignments, guilty pleas—are scheduled on Tuesdays, in the morning or afternoons, so that trials can proceed on other days without constant interruptions.

“I think Molto’s got a custody comin over,” she adds. “That little girl—one who was supposed to put the drugs or something.”

“Tommy made a good opening,” I tell her. Marietta makes a face. “Tommy’s not your style?”

“He’s one of those trippin-over-his-own-feet-type guys. Like this morning. What good did all that do him?” The leak to the Trib, she means, not just a low stunt, but a stupid one, since I was so unlikely to let him get away with it. Clearly, Marietta does not believe for a second Tommy was not Dubinsky’s source. “Besides,” she adds, then thinks better of whatever she was going to say. Marietta, who intervenes cheerfully in my personal life without invitation, is too much of a pro to express herself on pending cases. I invite her to go on, but even at that, she seems to take a moment to choose her words.

“Judge, he’s sayin the boy was tryin to kill his father. Wasn’t it the father, Judge, who posted Nile’s bail? Wasn’t that in the court file? We had a long bail report and then there wasn’t any motion filed, cause the father put up his house. Remember?” I hadn’t until now. “What kind of sense does that make, Judge?” asks Marietta. “Have his son try to kill him, then pay to get him out? Most folks think awhile ’fore they do that. That boy killed his momma and the father had him on bail in twenty-four hours. Why’d he be doing that?”

Because he doesn’t think Nile’s guilty. That’s the logical answer, I suppose, but I keep that to myself and respond, more circumspectly, that perhaps we’ll hear about this from the defense.

“What’d you make of Hobie, by the way?” I ask. “Smooth, huh?”

“Oh, he’s hot stuff, that one. Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. Now, how’d this go, Judge? You know him, too?”

“Him, too.” I shake my head once in bleak wonder.

“Rich boy, idn’t he?”

“Hobie? Richer than I was.” That’s rich in America: someone who has more money than you. His father, if I recollect, owned a pharmacy.

“I can tell,” says Marietta, “I can tell every damn time. Feet don’t even touch the ground. He’s marchin round that courtroom. ‘How you doin, girl?’ Like he gave a good goddamn how I ever done. Just hopin nobody notice what kind of good time he’s havin when he gets up in court, talkin like he’s white.” She nods to cement that judgment. I think what I always think: God, they can be hard on each other. “And you ain’t seen him in years either, Judge?”

“No, you know how that is, Marietta. Once you give up the guy, you tend to lose his friends, too.”

A second passes. “And why exactly was it you give the guy up, Judge? He do you bad? Must have been somethin like that if you haven’t been talkin for twenty-five years.” Her eyes train on the glowing screen, but we both know we have arrived once more at Marietta’s favorite subject. Wary of hurting her again, I toss my head vaguely. “Wasn’t the other way, was it?” she asks.

“No, Marietta. Not really.” Was it? For a second I am faint with fear, until the past again returns to focus. “No, the main thing, Marietta, is that Seth more or less dropped out of sight. And I went into the Peace Corps. The last I heard from him, there was something about being kidnapped.”

“Kidnapped!” This declaration startles Annie, who has just entered the outer office. The keys on her broad black belt clink as she steals a few steps ahead, surveying the situation. “Yeah, ‘kidnapped,’” says Marietta, and humpfs to herself. “Judge, I hear better’n that every Friday night.”


“It wasn’t like that, Marietta. It’s a crazy story. And I never knew much of it.” I look somewhat helplessly toward each of them, feeling suddenly vulnerable to the strange are of my life. The two women, both dependent on my moods, watch me carefully. Time, I think. My God, time.

“We were young,” I say.
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