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A Note to the Reader

Please note this book is from the 1970s, a time before mobile phones and DNA testing, when social attitudes were very different.


The mills of the law grind slowly,

yet they grind exceedingly fine


Part 1: The Incident

A ‘crime’ is an offense against the state, directly or indirectly affecting the public, to which the state has annexed punishments and penalties, and which it prosecutes in its own name in what is called a ‘criminal proceeding’.

STATE vs. THOMAS

318 Mo. 605

300 S.W. 823


Chapter One
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The mid-afternoon traffic moved sluggishly on the street below. He idly moved his gaze down the grimy city street to the weathered red-brick towers of the Catholic church. It looked out of place, surrounded by sleazy bars, dingy Greek restaurants and bondsmen store-front offices, like a dignified lady encircled by a group of soiled city urchins.

His eyes caught the muted image of himself in the window, refocusing until he found himself staring at the indistinct features of his own reflected face. The day was too bright, permitting only a reflected hint of the strain he knew showed upon his features.

He turned from the window and looked about him in the nearly deserted courtroom. It was quiet. Not a peaceful quiet, but an anxious, nervous silence, like the void of sound found in a hospital’s surgical waiting room, or a mortuary. His clients sat quietly in the prisoners’ box, the smoke from their cigarettes curling slowly toward the high ceiling. Their families occupied a front row in the spectators’ section.

A bored uniformed officer sat at a table reading the sports section of the morning paper. Another uniformed officer stood in front of the jury-room door, his eyes fighting against the oppression of sleep.

Inside the jury room twelve people were weighing the fate of his clients. Earlier in the day the muted noise of angry shouts had seeped through the heavy door, but now things were quiet. The change could mean a number of things; it could mean they were close to a verdict, or it could mean they were sitting around the large table glaring at one another, deadlocked and unyielding. He knew such speculation was foolish.

He turned and again looked out the window. It was September, the beginning of autumn. He found it difficult to adjust his thinking, to acknowledge the passage of time. It seemed as if the whole thing had been only a matter of weeks, but it had started in May, over four months ago.

He had been floating along in peace, living in the quiet backwaters of life far from the turmoil of his youth. Then, suddenly and without warning, a favor to an old friend had swept him back into the roaring torrent.

He was back where he had started, returned to the scene of youthful combats. Suddenly it all seemed to weigh upon him, all the strain, the anxiety and the complete mental concentration. He closed his eyes until the feeling passed.

Nothing had changed. It was still the same old place even though it was a new building. Different judges, new faces on the lawyers, but the flavor, the tenseness was still there. The criminal courts never change, he decided.

Every morning they assembled; the lawyers, their clients, the witnesses. With them were the men and women who made their living from the place; the policemen, the bondsmen, the court clerks. A daily stream of flesh, they gathered and then each group moved off to a courtroom to play out a drama, not for entertainment, but to decide a man’s fate. The process was repeated every morning. Jurors and judges, lawyers and defendants, witnesses and policemen, they all streamed into the criminal courts participating in the American system of justice. It was like a giant mill, the lawyers providing the friction and heat, the judges and juries rendering the raw material, shaping the end product. And yet as they shaped it, he mused to himself, they, all of them, were being honed and ground by the process, no matter what their role.

He knew that the grinding forces of this trial had changed his life, and it had all happened in just a few short months. He shook his head catching a hint of a wry smile playing upon his reflected lips.


Chapter Two

‘Quiet night,’ Kirk said.

‘For a change,’ his partner replied.

The scout car rolled along at fifteen miles an hour hugging the parked cars to allow other motorists to pass them.

It was quiet, with only the hypnotic sound of the slowly turning windshield wipers and the static on the open radio to break the silence. Occasionally the flat voice of the police announcer would break into their consciousness.

Both officers were young and relatively new to police work. They had less than a month together as partners and no more than three years’ combined experience between them.

John Kirk was twenty-three. Married, his wife was expecting their first child. He had joined the police department because it offered the best salary of any other job open to him. He had spent three years in the army following graduation from high school. Upon discharge he found a hard and unfriendly world waiting with few job prospects. He was well over the minimum five feet eight inches and possessed the other physical requirements. He passed the written test and was admitted to spend three months of training in the police academy. After the academy he had spent a short period assigned to walking a beat. Now he had drawn scout-car duty in the Seventeenth Precinct.

His partner, Charles Maguire, had joined the police department for a different reason. His father was a detective lieutenant and Maguire had wanted to be a policeman for as long as he could remember. He too was an army veteran and had used the benefits from the G.I. Bill to finance two years of college. He had married in school, and now with a one-year-old daughter, studies no longer seemed important. He had joined, saying it was to support his family, but really to fulfill a lifetime desire. Now, with only a short time in, he really liked being a police officer.

Kirk was driving the scout car. They were on the midnight-to-eight shift and had just come on duty.

The Seventeenth Precinct had the highest crime rate of any of the city’s other precincts, and lately, for police officers, it had become the most dangerous. The area had been the focal point of the big riot. Only a year had passed and along some streets yawning empty lots gave silent evidence that many buildings had gone up in flames during that three-day hell.

It was a tough area and its officers were carefully instructed to protect themselves, to take no unnecessary risks. Only young officers, with little time in the department, were assigned here. Older men, with more seniority and more connections, prudently sought other assignments. A pension was only good if you lived to enjoy it.

The two policemen had the only white faces on the street. It was black here. And if you were not black you were in great trouble, unless of course you were an armed policeman, and even then there was danger.

John Kirk was a large man. He had the type of physical build that meant a lifelong fight against fat. It was a battle he was already beginning to lose. In high school his size and weight had made him a valuable player as defensive tackle. And in his work as a policeman his bulk was not a hindrance. Size helped in most situations, even in giving traffic tickets. Drivers usually did not argue with him.

Maguire was smaller; a muscular man, but lean. He spent many hours staying in shape with running and handball at the YMCA. Both men were aggressive. Inspector Cummings, the precinct commander, had cautioned them more than once to be more careful.

There was something special about the job, something about the power represented by the uniform and the badge that pleased both men. Although neither was the type to tell the other, both of them experienced a great sense of personal fulfillment. Being a policeman was to them the main ingredient of life; like a pie without sugar, existence would be tasteless without it.

The excitement filled a need for adventure. All of it pleased them; robberies and witnesses, gamblers and whores, accidents and even the injured; it was a meaty slice of life. And they moved through it all with a feeling of invulnerability, doing their job.

‘Rain should keep the bad guys in tonight,’ Kirk said.

‘Yeah,’ Maguire muttered as he carefully watched a doorway ahead. He thought he had seen movement.

‘Slow just a bit. I think I see something ahead. That doorway, just past the record shop,’ Maguire said.

Kirk did not reply, but the car rolled slower. They slid by a deteriorated section of stores. Some were boarded up. A dingy saloon, a used-clothing store and a record shop occupied the end of the buildings. Maguire watched the entrance to the clothing store.

‘See her?’ Maguire asked.

‘Yeah,’ Kirk said as he shifted his foot to the brake.

Maguire eased his revolver out of his holster and held it just below the window, out of sight. With his other hand he took the flashlight from the seat and snapped the beam at the doorway.

The light caught a wigged prostitute huddling inside the dryness of the store entrance.

‘Just a whore,’ Kirk said as he brought the car to a halt

‘Come here,’ Maguire yelled out the window. The soft rain fell silently.

‘Goddamn it, I’ll get wet,’ the girl shouted back.

‘Get your ass over here, quick,’ Maguire snarled.

The girl paused and then covered her wig with a newspaper. She tottered uncertainly on her very high heels as she made her way to the police car.

‘What are you doing here?’ Maguire demanded.

‘Nothin’, just waiting for a friend,’ the prostitute replied.

Maguire kept the light on the girl’s face. She squinted against the eye-blinding beam. Her face was heavily made up. White rouge, a new affectation of the black prostitute, covered her large lips. Garish green eye-shadow covered all the skin between her eyes and her brows. Thick powder caked on her cheeks.

‘I asked you what you are doing?’ Maguire said.

‘I’m not doin’ anything,’ the girl said. ‘Jesus, I’m getting wet. Can I sit in the car?’

Kirk laughed. ‘Sounds like she wants to do a little business with us.’

‘Not tonight,’ Maguire smiled. ‘It’s pretty late to be hustling your ass, isn’t it?’ he asked.

‘I’m not,’ she said.

‘Come on, don’t kid us. You’re hustling.’

The girl did not reply. She just frowned as if she disapproved of the suggestion.

‘Get moving, girly, or we’ll run you in,’ Maguire snapped, his voice hard.

‘I’ve done nothing.’

‘You going to give me an argument,’ Maguire said, pretending to open the door.

‘No,’ she squealed, jumping back. ‘I’ll get going. Please.’

‘Then git,’ Maguire said.

For a moment the prostitute hesitated. She looked around and then seemingly made up her mind. She began walking south, away from the police car.

‘If we see you again tonight, you’ll get a trip downtown,’ Maguire called out the car window.

‘Tough way to make a buck,’ Kirk said as he watched her in the rear-view mirror. She was walking away, her head turned to see if they were going to come after her,

‘Oh, oh,’ Maguire said. ‘I see something over there. There, across the street,’ Kirk shifted his gaze. Both men became alert. The street was a hotbed of black militants, it was only a block away from Brother Bondo’s headquarters. It was a very dangerous area for police officers.

‘Where? I don’t see anything,’ Kirk said.

Maguire snapped on the flashlight and aimed it across the street. A man was caught by the beam momentarily. He quickly disappeared between two houses.

‘See him?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Let’s go.’

The scout’s tires screamed as Kirk hit the gas pedal, swinging the car around in an arc and braking at the point where they had last seen the figure of the man. Both police officers got out of the scout car. They drew their pistols. Kirk took the flashlight and led the way as they walked through the narrow passageway between the dark, silent houses. Kirk kept the light pointed at the far corner of the houses.

‘Come out of there,’ Kirk yelled.

There was no response.

Kirk turned the corner and flashed the light about quickly. A man was standing at the top of an old wooden rear porch. His face was taut with fear.

Kirk took another step, but tripped. As he fell he reached out instinctively with his hand and his pistol discharged. The flashlight fell on the ground before him.

‘On the porch,’ he yelled to Maguire coming up fast behind him.

Maguire could not see that it was Kirk’s gun that had gone off. He had heard only the shot and saw his partner fall. He stepped quickly around the corner and fired at the black shape barely discernible at the top of the porch. Two quick shots. One tore into the man’s arm, through it, and into the chest, ripping through the lungs and heart. The other slug missed the target entirely.

The man fell into a heap on the old boards of the porch.

Kirk retrieved the flashlight and turned to Maguire. ‘Jesus, did he have a gun? I didn’t see.’

‘Are you all right?’ the surprised Maguire asked.

‘Yeah, I fell and my gun went off.’

‘Oh Christ, I thought he had shot you,’ Maguire said slowly.

Kirk leaped up the steps and flashed the light on the man. Blood soaked his chest and there was no sign of life. He quickly searched the man’s pockets. There was no knife or gun. The man was an elderly Negro, dressed in working man’s clothes.

‘Better radio in,’ Kirk said to Maguire.

‘Is he dead?’ Maguire asked,

‘I can’t tell. Get going.’

Lights began to snap on in the houses.

Scout cars responded to the call. An ambulance was dispatched. Because of the dangerous area, even the tactical special force cars came streaming in. A large sullen crowd began to collect.

The police cleared out as quickly as they could. It was a bad place for policemen and ripe for an incident. Even the detectives withdrew after only a brief investigation. It was no situation to question many witnesses. The scene was cleared to avoid the possibility of provoking a riot.

The dead man was later identified as James Robinson. He had lived at the address where the shooting had taken place. He had worked as a night dishwasher in a downtown restaurant. He had not heard the officers’ call because he had been deaf since birth.

Pursuant to the routine set out in the police procedure manual, officers Kirk and Maguire surrendered their badges and guns, pending the outcome of a departmental investigation.

Both officers gave statements to their superiors. Both officers claimed that Robinson had attacked them. Kirk had worked this detail out with Maguire before the other police showed up. It would save Maguire’s reputation. However, Maguire was greatly troubled. He wanted to tell the truth, but in desperation he had followed Kirk’s advice.

Both officers hoped that it would be quickly forgotten.

*

J. Franklin Moses deserved his success. It had come in his declining years, but he enjoyed it nevertheless. He was rich. Yet it had been a long and hard road. Several times during the years he had thought that his career was all over, but his natural ability to bounce back from disaster had paid off. He had three sons. Two worked with him and the third was an elected State Representative.

A short, stout man, with a thick neck that bore several rings of flesh, J. Franklin Moses nevertheless dressed himself in the latest styles; styles for young men. He justified his rather bizarre appearance on the grounds that it helped business. Nobody wanted to do business with an undertaker who looked like one, nor would they trust a man who did not look successful.

His office was dominated by an extra-long curved mahogany desk. Two silver angels stood guard at each end of the desk. The carpeting was plush to begin with, but the thick pad beneath it gave the effect of walking across a thin mattress. The silver fiberglass drapes, hung across the office windows, gave the room an altar-like feeling. The rest of the furniture was first-class, carefully selected by the owner.

Customers were reluctant to quarrel over the price of a funeral when sitting in the plush surroundings. It seemed an insult to talk of mere dollars to the gray-haired, angelic-looking fat man behind the big desk. J. Franklin Moses had his chair specially made, a combination of a judge’s high-back lounge and a throne. It had the effect it had been designed for.

‘Papa.’ His son. Junior, stuck his head in the open office door. ‘Curtis called from the morgue. He’s got that guy the cops shot. The family didn’t know what to do and Curtis says he steered them to us.’

‘Probably lying to insure his ten per cent,’ Moses Senior replied.

‘Maybe. Anyway, he wants us to pick up the body,’

‘Well, boy, that’s our line of work, isn’t it? Send Charlie down with the wagon. What are you bothering me for?’

‘Well, we only got the “Sleeping Nile” room left and I didn’t know if you wanted that funeral here.’

J. Franklin Moses snorted. ‘Honest to God, I fear for this establishment after I’m gone. Damn it, if they dies, we buries them.’

‘I know, Papa, I know. But this is liable to turn into one of them martyr funerals. Outside the Nile room, we are full up. Could be a big crowd. You know, with Brother Bondo and his commandos, the Panthers and the Black Watch. Jesus! we might have half the town here.’

‘So?’

‘So, the other funerals, the families will be mad as hell.’

The old man frowned. ‘Junior, those big funerals are the best advertisement we can get. If we haven’t got enough room, we’ll ship out some of the other stiffs down the street to a competitor.’

His son, who looked more like an undertaker, with a long somber face, did not look happy with his father’s decision. ‘But they wanted us to bury them. You know, it seems to me that…’

‘Damn!’ the old man exploded. ‘I’m still running this place. And it’s goddamn good thing, too. Get yourself out to the garage and send Charlie to get that body.’

‘Oh, okay.’ His son spoke quietly, still troubled.

‘One day you might learn what the funeral business is all about,’ his father called after him.

J. Franklin Moses took a long black cigar from the humidor on the desk. Irritably, he bit off the end and spat it angrily into the open fireplace behind him. He was almost seventy and in a short while he knew he would become a customer in his own place. He worried constantly that his business might decline after he left. Somehow, his sons did not seem to have the acute business sense that he possessed.

It had been tough. In the beginning he had buried them for ten dollars. That was before the Negro began getting steady jobs and having regular incomes. He had done nine months in prison prior to the outbreak of World War II for switching caskets. He sold them a bronze casket, but later retrieved it and reburied the deceased in a cheap pine box. It had not been an unusual practice in the trade at that time, but he had been caught.

Now he had a showplace. Nine viewing rooms, a casket showroom, the embalming room, called the ‘laboratory’, all contained in the two floors of the beautifully carpeted former mansion. His fleet of automobiles consisted of ten Cadillacs. He smiled to himself as he slowly sucked in the smoke from the expensive cigar.

*

The late James Robinson was black too. But in addition to the handicap of skin, he had been deaf since birth. He had never been in a Cadillac while alive. Now his remains would enjoy a ride denied to him during life.

The law required an autopsy to be performed in every case where death resulted from unnatural causes. The pathologist dissected the form; weighing the organs and slicing thin cultures for further study. When completed, the doctor restored what was left into the pod of the body, hurriedly suturing the openings so that the jumble of organs would not fall out. Then the hasty package was ready for delivery to a funeral director.

In the case of James Robinson, the bullet that had torn into the lungs of the deceased was extracted and handed to the homicide officer who stood by for the purpose of receiving the evidence. The detective made a note, marking his prize and the date, time and place received.

The bullet and the officer would return to police headquarters. The sutured corpse was ready for delivery to the establishment of J. Franklin Moses.

Curtis Samuels, the morgue attendant, according to their arrangement, would receive ten per cent of the funeral cost, which usually meant a hundred dollars to him per body — this being for his assistance in recommending Moses’s funeral home. He would personally hand over the corpse to Charlie, Moses’s pick-up man, at the back entrance of the morgue.

Charlie, in turn, took the remains to the basement ‘laboratory’ of his employer. Here, the embalmer, called a cosmetologist, went into action. Blood was exchanged for the preserving embalming fluid. The cosmetologist had his work cut out. Certain things had to be sewn over again, and then wax carefully smoothed over to erase any hint of the ugly scar. Cotton was skillfully embedded into the hollow cheeks to give James Robinson a healthy look that had escaped him during life. Paint, powder and ingenuity blended to produce a form designed to deny the fact of deaths. Like a good commander, Mr. Moses duly noted and kept track of all this activity. From long experience, he knew he had to keep his eye on every detail so there could be no slipups.

The telephone on his desk buzzed.

‘Mr. Moses,’ his receptionist said, ‘Mr. Bondo would like to speak to you.’

‘Put him on, put him on,’ Moses said, his interest quickening.

‘J. Franklin,’ the high-pitched voice said.

‘Yes. It’s so good to hear from you, Brother Bondo.’

‘Thank you, Brother. I wanted you to know that we will be taking part in the Robinson funeral.’

‘How nice.’

‘I’ll supply the usual thing, you know. We’ll have an honor guard of the commandos to stand by the coffin during visiting hours.’

‘Very good.’

‘Oh yes, my drill team will be at the graveside too.’

‘That’s always a comfort.’

‘Brother Moses, I don’t want any of them white pig cops to be nosin’ around, you understand?’

‘Well now, Brother, I agree with you, of course. But that’s sort of out of my hands, isn’t it? I mean I’ll do everything I can, but that’s all I can do.’

There was silence on the other end of the telephone.

‘Don’t want any of those white pigs around our fallen brother,’ the high whine rose higher.

‘I agree. I most certainly agree. We’ll do our best.’ Moses decided that a matter of business must be discussed. ‘Was the late departed a member of your organization?’

‘No, I didn’t know him. But any brother who is murdered by the police automatically becomes one of us, you understand?’

‘Most certainly, most certainly. By the way, I haven’t talked to the family yet. How are they fixed? I mean, who’s going to pay for the funeral?’

‘Man, I don’t concern myself with those things. That’s your business. I’m in the fight for justice. You should bury him free.’

‘Oh, I would, Brother, I most certainly would. Only I’ve got payments to make, people to pay, you understand?’

‘Yeah. But give it your best. We are going to make a big thing out of this. We’ll have Reverend Taylor do the burying at his church.’

‘A fine man, the Reverend,’ Moses said soothingly. ‘Has the family decided on him?’

‘We decided. Look, that black man was murdered. We mean to get justice. Reverend Taylor has the biggest and most militant congregation in town, and he is one of us, if you understand what I mean?’

‘Oh, I do.’

‘Well, do your best. When do you want the honor guard there?’

‘Tomorrow morning. We will open for visitors at nine-thirty. Have your boys here then.’

‘We will be there. Don’t worry.’

J. Franklin Moses hung up the phone. He was pleased that the funeral would be a big one, attracting large crowds. However, he wondered who would be able to pay for it. An old, deaf dishwasher was not likely to have money. He smiled confidently to himself. He knew that somehow he would find a way to make a good profit.

*

‘Well, what do you think, Harry?’ Commissioner Hayes asked.

The rotund chief of detectives looked up from the sheaf of reports he held in his hand. ‘Something funny about all this.’

The commissioner frowned. ‘Both men have good records. Of course, they are relatively inexperienced. And one of them is Chuck Maguire’s boy. That counts for something.’

Chief Farrell smiled. ‘Chuck is a good man, that’s certain.’

‘The deceased was a dishwasher, no money connection. I mean, we can rule out any racket connection or shakedown by the officers,’ the commissioner said.

‘Still, there is something wrong here,’ the chief replied. ‘The old man had no weapon, no knife, no gun. He was home. There was no reason to attack the officers.’

‘Maybe he panicked. He was deaf, you know.’

‘True.’

‘Maybe he didn’t know who they were, just a couple of men coming up at him at night. He couldn’t hear them identify themselves. He might have thought they were robbers. That could be the reason he went for them.’

‘Perhaps,’ the chief said. He paused and leafed through the reports until he extracted one. ‘Here’s the thing that bothers me.’ He handed the typed report to the commissioner.

‘I’ve had half of our Negro detectives working on this since it happened. I couldn’t risk a white team in that area.’

‘I agree.’

‘That’s the report of Jackson and Metcalf, both good detectives. They interviewed the family and neighbors.’

‘Anybody see anything?’ the commissioner asked.

‘Not really. A couple of men living across the street claim they saw the officers knock the old man down and then carry him back between the houses. They say they heard shots right afterwards.’

‘My God!’

‘Both of these guys are members of Brother Bondo’s militant group. Hell, the people who live downstairs say the two of them weren’t even at home when it happened. My boys did a thorough job, believe me.’

‘That kind of story could give us real trouble. I’ll bet the people downstairs will change their story. That’s a tough neighborhood and Bondo’s people could throw a scare into them.’

‘Maybe. Anyway, the rest of the people say they heard nothing. A few heard the shots. They are pretty close-mouthed in that area, as you well know.’

‘Yes.’

Chief Farrell, who looked more like a happy store keeper than a detective, frowned. ‘That report I gave you paints a pretty good profile of the deceased. The poor old guy was a very passive man, no trouble with anyone. I suppose his handicap may have made him timid… I’m inclined to believe the family. He wasn’t the kind to attack anyone, cops or robbers.’

‘So,’ the commissioner said, ‘there’s always a first time for everything. As I said, he may have panicked,’

‘Possibly.’

‘Well, goddamn it, Harry, have you turned up anything to show that he did not? Just don’t sit there frowning. You’re the detective, for Christ’s sake. If you’ve got a case, make it. I’ll back you up.’

Chief Farrell’s face eased softly and a slow grin crept across his features. ‘Everything I’ve got, I’ve given to you. True, I got a hunch that this thing isn’t kosher, but that’s all it is, just a feeling.’

‘Those hunches of yours are a legend, Harry. You really worry me.’

‘Thanks, but that wasn’t my purpose.’

The commissioner nodded. They were about the same age, both of them only a few years from forced retirement. They had been young policemen together and had moved along through a series of assignments that had eventually led them to their present positions. The commissioner knew that most of the police department believed that the chief of detectives had been gifted with a ‘sixth sense.’ The commissioner, not being superstitious, realized that this sometimes amazing gift was really the result of great experience plus a fine and inquiring mind. Together, they added up to a power that younger officers considered bordering on the mystical.

‘Anything you can do to clear up this “feeling” of yours, Harry?’

‘I’m working on it. I’m going to talk to both officers again today. I’ll start from there.’

‘See the morning newspapers?’ the commissioner asked.

‘Yep.’

‘They covered it straight. They picked up the officers’ statements as gospel. So far, so good.’

Chief Farrell frowned again. ‘That’s just the daily papers. The Sentinel will have a different sort of coverage when it comes out on Thursday.’ Farrell referred to the Negro weekly publication that had a large readership and took a hard editorial line opposing the police whenever it concerned a Negro citizen.

‘By Thursday, I hope most of this will have blown away.’

‘I doubt it,’ Farrell said. ‘Intelligence is already getting feedback from the black community. Brother Bondo and his boys are going to turn the poor old man into a martyr.’

‘They usually do. What’s so different about this?’

‘Most of Bondo’s so-called martyrs have records as long as your arm. Also, most of them are shot coming or going from a robbery, burglary, or some other crime. This guy is different. He had no record. He was a poor old deaf-mute who never gave anyone trouble. He wasn’t committing a crime of any kind. He was on his own back porch when he was shot. Hell, he was just coming in from work. No, this guy is different from the others, and Bondo knows it. We will have a lot of trouble over this, believe me.’

The commissioner reached into the inside of his coat and extracted a long black cigar. He toyed with it for a moment, as if undecided about smoking it. ‘If nothing more turns up, if there are not witnesses, no real witnesses, to refute the officers’ statements, then we are okay. They can picket and protest all they like.’

‘Summer is coming,’ the chief said quietly,

‘I know, I know,’ the commissioner snapped. ‘What the hell do you suggest I do, Harry, turn the two patrolmen over to the black militants for human sacrifice?’

Farrell laughed. ‘Well, that is something we haven’t tried. No. I don’t think anything like that at all, you know that. If I felt good about this case, if I had no doubts in my mind, I might suggest a tough line. But this thing bothers me.’

‘Christ, we’re a couple of cops. Look, I know the potential for another riot. The goddamned streets are teeming with militants and hoods just looking for an excuse. Anything could touch it off. That’s the facts of life, Harry. We have to live with it All we can do is execute the law in the best, most equal, way we can. If we are going to have a goddamned riot, then we are going to have it.’

Farrell looked intently at the commissioner. ‘Let me make myself clear. We have a tinder box out there on the street. It could explode at any time. It could be caused by something real or any insignificant incident. Murder or traffic ticket, no one can predict what or when it might go off, right?’

‘I agree.’

‘So, we have to be careful, that’s all I’m saying. Be very careful about this one, Commissioner. I’ve got one of my hunches. If we take a very hard line in defense of the officers and it turns out they are a couple of bums who shot down an innocent man, then we have big trouble. It really is a matter of credibility.’

Commissioner Hayes continued to finger the cigar, still unlit. ‘I’m not going to throw those two young officers to the wolves.’

‘You don’t have to. Just run with a cool motor. I should have this thing cleared up, one way or the other, in a couple of days. Until then, don’t make any definite statements.’

‘It will look as if we think that something is wrong. It could fan the flames. I think I should reinstate the two men and get it over with.’

Farrell stood up. ‘Well, I’ve put in my two cents. You’re the boss.’

Commissioner Hayes looked up at Farrell. ‘I’ll just avoid things until tomorrow morning. No press interviews, that sort of thing. If you can come up with something by that time, fine. But if you don’t, I’m going to reinstate both men and absolve them of any wrongdoing.’

‘Fair enough, I can’t talk you into a little more time, can I?’

‘No.’

Farrell walked across the long office to the door. ‘I hope I am wrong,’ he said.

‘I hope to God you are,’ the commissioner said softly.


Chapter Three

It had been a bad night for Ramilda Brown. She felt half sick as she waited in the courtroom, in the prisoners’ box, with the other women. Most of them were prostitutes like herself. The odor of cheap perfume and sweat blended with the stale smell of newly dried clothing.

She had had no sleep and her wig had been ruined by the rain. Now the blonde strands hung limply about her brown neck. Her bra, specially made to give thrust to her large breasts, seemed to cut into her back muscles. She hoped the judge would be quick.

She cursed her luck. First it was the rain. The Johns stayed home when it rained, at least most of them. So she had spent a miserable evening huddled in doorways hoping to see a cruising customer. But all she had caught was a prowling scout car, although they did not run her in.

It had been bad; she had not turned a trick all evening. Max, when he checked on her, was angry. So she had been a little desperate when she saw the lone white man stopped in his car for the red signal light at Pingree Street. He looked like a John, all dressed up in his fancy tweed sports coat. Nothing about his late model Chevy indicated that he might be a cop.

Ordinarily, she let the customer make the first move. With her good body, it was usually no effort. But the rain and lack of business had made her throw away her usual caution.

But he was a cop, a vice-squad man. He arrested her and took her in. From the precinct she was herded with a lot of other women to the central headquarters. There had been no place to lie down, so she had sat on the tile floor until her turn came to be tested for venereal disease by the board of health people. The examination, as usual, had been at six o’clock in the morning.

She had made her breakfast on the strong coffee and overcooked toast provided in the jail. Now she stood in the prisoners’ box at the ‘Early Sessions’ court. She had been here a number of times before. It was an occupational hazard for ladies in her profession.

She absently watched the procession of drunks go before the judge.

The courtroom was full, overflowing with lawyers, friends of the defendants and policemen.

The judge, a youngish man who wore his hair long, much in the style of a senator or actor, peeped over his glasses, a prop he used to look older and more stem. His clerk stood below him at his desk, a bunch of court files in his hand.

Sitting in the witness chair, next to the judge, was an elderly probation officer. He had earlier interviewed the drunks and would suggest a sentence to the judge after each brief case had been heard.

Each case took only a moment or two.

‘John Able,’ the clerk intoned as the line shuffled forward. ‘You are charged with being drunk and disorderly in a public place. How do you plead? Guilty or not guilty?’

The thin man, dressed in dirty, soiled work-clothes, blinked at the clerk. He was unshaven. ‘I’m guilty,’ he said quietly.

The judge inclined his head as the probation officer spoke to him in a low voice. Then the judge looked down at the man before him. ‘This is the third time you’ve been in here this year. You need a little time to dry out. Thirty days.’

The man nodded and the big, uniformed officer behind him, grabbed his arm and pointed him at the courtroom door where another uniformed officer waited to put him back in the ‘bull pen’, a cell in the hallway adjoining the courtroom.

The rest of the men in the line of drunks were disposed of quickly. Most were derelicts who seemed relieved to get jail time. For thirty or sixty days these men would be safe from the others in a world where such men preyed upon each other. They would have a bed to sleep in and food to eat. For most it was a reprieve from death. A few even asked the judge for jail time, knowing that their lives depended on a rest from their hazy, alcoholic world.

A uniformed court officer took a stack of files from the clerk. He walked over to the prisoners’ box at the side of the courtroom. He was a muscular man in his early forties. Ramilda Brown noticed his dark curly hair and light blue eyes; eyes that seemed cheerful and not menacing. She found him attractive.

‘All right, girls,’ he said in a low voice, so as not to disturb the rest of the courtroom, ‘as I call your names, form a line where the other officer is standing up there in front of the judge.’ He began to read from the names on the files. ‘Brown, Jablinski, Maher…’

Ramilda Brown began to push her way toward the small swinging gate, the only exit from the wood-railed enclosure. She had some difficulty pushing past the other women who were nearer the opening than herself. Finally she made it. She walked up and took her place, forming the beginning of a line almost in front of the judge. Behind her she could hear the soft voice of the officer intoning the roll of the rest of the women to be tried.

She glanced out at the crowd again, as she had all morning. She hoped to catch sight of Max, but he was nowhere to be seen in the crush of humanity pushed together in the spectator section. She was apprehensive. If Max did not show up, she would have no money to pay the fine she expected. She looked again to see if she could see him.

The faces betrayed varying emotions. The women spectators universally regarded Ramilda and the other girls with disdain, as creatures who were traitors to their sex. The men were different. Most of the police officers, at least the older ones, ignored the line of women. Others, younger men and a few older ones in the spectator section, ogled them as they might a parade of dancers at a carnival. Some of these men, she knew, were busy imagining what it would be like to have this one or that one. She knew that her large breasts and buttocks straining against her imitation silk dress would provoke such dreams. It was her business to provoke such interest.

However, Ramilda was careful not to move or do anything that might be interpreted by the judge as a sexual come-on. It was a legend among prostitutes that one of their number had once tried to stimulate the interest of the trial judge and had received for her trouble ninety days’ straight time, the maximum sentence. With this hard lesson in their minds, the girls tried mightily to behave like the finest ladies while awaiting trial in the courtroom.

‘Ramilda Brown,’ the clerk called.

She stepped forward and turned to face the judge. She stole one more brief glance at the back of the court. She did not see Max, but to her relief, she saw Jack Kratzberg, the attorney, walk forward. Kratzberg was the lawyer whom Max always used whenever any of the girls got in trouble, so she knew Max had come to her aid even though he had not come himself. The young officer who had arrested her, still dressed in his fancy sport coat but this time wearing a tie, stepped up next to her. Kratzberg pushed his way between Ramilda and the officer and gripped the wooden lectern in front of them.

‘We stand mute,’ the attorney said loudly. ‘We waive a jury and we are ready for trial.’

The attorney seemed bathed in a cloud of strong-smelling shaving lotion. He was short and fat. His rotund little figure was resplendently clothed in a shimmering green suit. Two large diamond rings graced his round, pudgy fingers.

‘Swear them,’ the judge said.

‘Raise your right hands,’ the clerk commanded. He went quickly into his routine. Both the officer and Ramilda answered that they would tell the truth.

A bored assistant prosecuting attorney, who only worked in this courtroom when the defendant was represented by a lawyer, which was not often, took a position at the side of the witness chair.

‘What is your name, officer?’ he asked.

‘I am Patrolman Richard Hughes,’ the young man answered. He was tall. His full black hair had been cut with style. Ramilda decided that he was handsomer than most policemen she had met.

‘To what duty are you assigned?’

‘The vice squad.’

‘Were you on duty last night?’

‘Yes.’

‘And did you see the defendant here, Ramilda Brown?’

‘Yes.’

‘Please tell the court what happened.’

‘Last night I was assigned to the night shift. I was driving north on Pingree. I was stopped for a signal light when the defendant, later identified as Ramilda Brown, approached my vehicle. I noticed her out of the corner of my eye.

‘She opened the car door on the passenger side and climbed into the front seat. She asked me if I was looking for a party. I said I was. She said she would take care of me. I asked her what she was selling. She said she would give me a straight lay for twenty dollars, a blow job for fifteen, or a trip around the world for thirty.

‘I identified myself as a police officer and placed her under arrest for accosting and soliciting. I took her to the Seventeenth Precinct, where she was booked.’

‘Your witness,’ the prosecutor said to Kratzberg,

Jack Kratzberg still clutched the lectern in front of him. Without looking at the officer, he began to question him.

‘How long have you been assigned to the vice squad?’ he asked,

‘Eight months,’ the officer replied.

‘Have you arrested a lot of girls during that time?’

The prosecutor opened his mouth to protest, then thought better of it.

‘Quite a few,’ the officer said.

‘Usually they wave or call out to you, don’t they?’

‘You mean on the street?’

‘Yes.’

‘Yeah, mostly that’s what they do,’ the officer replied.

‘Didn’t you stop and ask this girl to come over to your car?’ the attorney asked.

‘No.’

‘Did you arrest any other prostitutes last night?’

‘One other, in a bar,’ the patrolman said.

‘Just two girls.’

‘Yes.’

‘Slow night, eh?’

‘More or less.’

Kratzberg turned and faced the officer. ‘You have a quota system in the vice squad, don’t you? I mean, you have to arrest so many, so your bosses know that you are doing your job, right?’

‘No, there’s no quota.’

‘But up until you saw the defendant you had arrested only one girl, right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Now, isn’t it a fact, officer, that you were looking for girls, for prostitutes, last night?’

‘Yes,’ the officer started to smile, ‘that’s part of my job.’

‘Right. And isn’t it a fact that you called my client over to your car?’

‘No.’

‘You were in a marked police car, were you?’

‘No. I had my own private car.’

‘Are you married?’ the attorney asked.

‘Hold it,’ the prosecutor spoke up. ‘Objection. The question has no relation to this proceeding.’

‘I agree,’ the judge said.

‘All right, your honor,’ the attorney said quickly. ‘Now, officer, isn’t it a fact that you called to the defendant and pulled over so that she could get into your car?’

‘No.’

‘And isn’t it a fact that you asked her to perform an immoral act?’

‘No.’

‘It isn’t?’

‘No.’

The attorney paused, then looked up at the judge. ‘That’s all I have, your honor.’

‘Does your client wish to testify, Mr. Kratzberg?’

‘No, your honor, she does not. However, I’d like to say something here.’

The judge smiled slightly. ‘I thought you might. Go ahead.’

‘Judge, these vice-squad boys are like fishermen. Each night, like the fishermen getting into their boats, these officers get into their cars. Then they go out to see what they can catch. They themselves are the bait.

‘The girls are like fish; they just won’t bite every time. And a cop has to use all kinds of devices, like a fisherman, to get them.

‘Now my client here I’ll admit is a prostitute. That’s the way she makes her living. She is experienced at the business. Now, as the court knows, it’s no crime to be a prostitute. It’s only a crime if the girl hustles, that is, if she goes out into public places and accosts and solicits someone to do business. There are many court decisions on this very point. Also, if the officer starts the action, if he takes the initiative, then it is legal entrapment. An officer cannot accost the girl, she has to accost him, or it is no crime.

‘Well, what we’ve got here is a classic. This fisherman-policeman is out trolling, and the fish aren’t biting. He brings in an experienced fish, my client, and has the gall to tell this court that she jumped into his boat.’

Laughter rang throughout the courtroom. The judge managed to contain a smile.

Kratzberg, encouraged by the reaction to his remarks, continued. ‘It just doesn’t hang together. My client, a businesswoman, wouldn’t be so foolish as to hop into a car she didn’t know, not with her record. I know your honor wouldn’t believe a fisherman who said a fish hopped into his boat. So I’ll ask this court not to believe this cock-and-bull story told by this vice-squad officer.’

The judge grinned down at the sweating attorney. ‘Mr. Kratzberg, you always manage to come up with entertaining theories, I’ve got to say that for you.’

‘Nevertheless, what I’ve said is true, Judge.’

‘Maybe, when it applies to fish, but not here. Anyway, if a fish was hungry enough, it might hop into a boat. It has happened, you know.’

‘But, Judge…’

‘I’ll give you points for a good try, but I’ll find the defendant guilty of accosting and soliciting. Let’s see her record.’

The judge read the record briefly. He looked down at the lawyer. ‘You were right. She is experienced. This fish has been caught many times.’

‘But not lately, Judge,’ Kratzberg said. ‘She hasn’t been in here for a couple of months.’

‘She is coming in here entirely too often. One hundred dollars or ninety days.’

The attorney’s face clouded. He had not expected such a large fine.

‘Look,’ the judge spoke directly to Ramilda. ‘I’m giving you fair warning. If you show up in this courtroom again while I’m on Early Sessions, I’m going to send you away for the full ninety days. I’m going to mark that on your record, in case I forget. You understand me?’

Ramilda Brown nodded mutely, glad that the trial was over. She knew that since Max had provided the lawyer, he would have made arrangements for a bondsman to pay the fine. Within an hour she would be out.

But Max would be very angry. The lawyer cost fifty dollars and the fine was an additional hundred. She knew he would hold her accountable for being locked up, even though she had only been desperate to make some money for him. And the judge’s warning meant that she would have to be really careful. Business would be slow until the end of the month when this judge went on to other duties.

Max would be very, very angry.

*

It was simply a matter of putting one foot in front of the other, he forced himself to think positively. The mornings lately had become a hell. He knew he looked bad. He had managed to shave. Of course, not with a blade, but with his electric razor. He idly wondered if the device had been invented in order to prevent drunkards from doing involuntary harm to themselves.

‘Morning, Ham,’ the elevator operator greeted him.

‘G’ morning, Jake.’ He managed to force a weak smile. Jake ran the so-called ‘prisoners’ elevator’ in the criminal court building. All the important business of the place went through his portal; all judges, clerks, men on their way to trial, and cops. Jake was an important man to the newspapermen assigned to cover the criminal courts. They cultivated the man. He was always good for a minute-by-minute account of what was happening in the building. A few words with Jake could save hours of leg time.

‘Bad night, Ham?’ Jake inquired as he closed the elevator door, enclosing the two of them in the metal box.

‘I look bad, eh?’

Jake laughed quietly. ‘No worse than usual, I guess. Damn, that stuff isn’t helping you any.’

Jake did not drink. He was a kindly man, a grandfather. Running the private elevator in the court building was the focal point of his life. Having seen a procession of talented men ruined by it, Jake did not approve of drinking.

‘It’s an occupational hazard, Jake. As you have probably observed.’

Jake was running the elevator slow. He sat on the high wooden stool and looked around at the newspaperman.

‘You’re kidding yourself, Ham. Mickey doesn’t drink, and he’s a reporter.’

Ordinarily he would have snapped at anyone who presumed to fault him about his drinking, but he held his tongue. Jake was an important news source.

He would have to put up with the man’s lectures. God knows, he thought to himself, his intentions are well meant.

‘Mickey is young. He’ll learn,’ Ham Durst said.

‘I hope not, Ham. And don’t you go about teaching him, either,’ Jake growled.

He smiled. There was nothing he could teach Mickey O’Brien. Mickey knew everything, or thought he did. He had tried to teach the kid to be a real reporter, but it had gone over the kid’s head. He was filled with a lot of college garbage. If he could not teach him to report, he doubted that he could teach him anything else.

The elevator stopped at the seventh floor, the floor containing the press room.

‘Anything going on this morning, Jake?’ he asked, remembering that he had a job to do.

‘Not much,’ the gray-haired man replied. ‘Just the usual stuff. They got a guy, a great big guy, down in Early Sessions. He’s all dressed up as a girl. I mean this guy is really big and he looks like a heavy-weight boxer. It’s a funny sight. Might make a picture for your paper.’

‘I doubt it. My paper is a family sheet. We don’t believe in homosexuals.’

Jake smiled. ‘I guess.’ He paused as he slid the elevator door open. ‘There’s a lot of talk in the building about that guy the cops shot last night.’

‘What guy?’

‘A couple of scout car officers shot an old colored man. They said he attacked them. From what I hear, the old man was deaf. The Negro militants are going to make a big deal out of it. Anyway, that’s what I hear.’

‘Is it in the paper?’

‘Oh yeah. The Enquirer has a story on it.’

He relaxed. If the Enquirer had the story, it was all right. The Enquirer was the morning paper. It meant that the night crew of his paper would also have the story. He would not have to worry about alerting his city desk.

His stomach seemed to rebel at the trip in the elevator. For a moment he thought he would not be able to contain the nausea, but then it passed. He walked down the empty hall to the door marked ‘press room’.

As usual, it was locked. Because every thief in the city came through the court building, either on business or visiting, it had been impossible to leave the door unlocked. They had lost everything except the desks and chairs on previous occasions. Now each reporter had instructions always to leave the door locked.

He fished for his keys and opened the door,

The office was a large room with no partitions. Here, as in the rest of the building, long narrow windows stretched from floor to ceiling, forming the outside wall. It was new, they had only occupied it for a matter of months, yet, in that time the men who worked here had managed to transpose it from a modern, gleaming office into a replica of the battered, cluttered place they had formerly occupied in the old court building.

It contained the same old wooden desks and ancient swivel chairs. At first the battered furniture had looked out of place. Now, surrounded with pasted pictures, ripped calendars and mementos of the trade, everything blended into a picture of clutter and ruin. He liked the place.

‘Well, the great Hamilton Durst, at last,’ Mickey O’Brien said as he swung around in his chair. ‘Your paper called for you. I said you were down with the presiding judge.’

‘Mickey, my boy, I appreciate your effort at covering for me. However, if I’m to turn you into any kind of respectable liar and cheat, you’ll have to do better than that. Never give them a particular destination. The presiding judge has a telephone too, remember.’

O’Brien, his fresh, twenty-five-year-old face scrubbed and alert, looked up at the older man. ‘Ham, this is getting serious. They call every morning just after nine. I’ve run out of excuses, at least excuses they believe.’

‘Jerks,’ he said in a half whisper. He walked to the end of the office and looked into the small mirror hung against the wall. He studied his reflected face. It was a good face, he decided. A little older looking than his forty-seven years. It was a long face, now too thin. His light brown hair had receded and he was balding slightly. His rimless glasses, carefully perched on the bridge of his nose, gave him the scholarly appearance of a college professor. His skin was white, and this morning a bit gray. He mused that at least his flesh did not have that puffy look of so many other drinkers. In fact, an observer who did not know him or his habits would not have suspected that he had a drinking problem. It was one of his small assets.

He had few assets left. Once he had been marked for success. He had a bachelor degree in English from Holy Cross, a wife and a son, and, as a returning veteran, he had become the youngest city editor in history for the Boston News. Now his divorced wife was a secretary for a small bank in an equally small Ohio town. His son, whom he had not seen in years, had worked his way through engineering school and lived in Arizona. Despite his experience and background, the only job he could get was a reporter assigned to the prosaic task of reporting on the affairs of the criminal courts. For young men like O’Brien it was the beginning point of their careers. Other men just liked the work and stayed at it. But for him the assignment was the finish.

‘By the way, Mike,’ he asked, ‘did the paper say what they wanted, or were they just checking up?’

‘No message. But I’d call in, if I were you.’

It was good advice, he knew. He was hanging on by a thread. The former city editor, an old friend who had hired him, had left the paper. Now he was confronted with a new boss, a man who brooked no nonsense. There was none of the old romance of the newspaper profession about this man. The newspaper suffered, but his staff played by his rules, more like clerks than honest-to-god writers, in Durst’s estimation. He might disdain the city editor, but he felt fear, real fear. If he lost this job, he knew, it would be the end of the line. He had no money in the bank. He shuddered and then tried to put those thoughts from his mind.

He had come close to being fired before. But each time he had managed to dig up a story, a real zinger. It was his trade, and he knew how to work it. A kid like O’Brien would not know a story if it sneaked up and bit him in the behind.

Hamilton Durst opened his top desk drawer. He glanced at his young companion busy at his desk. He would not notice. Durst took the pint bottle from the drawer, opened it and let the stinging liquor run down his throat. Almost immediately he felt the warming sensation reach his stomach and then diffuse into his arms and legs. His discomfort vanished. He quietly put the bottle back.

There was no putting it off. He picked up the telephone and called the city desk.

The rewrite man who answered seemed nervous. ‘Ah, Ham,’ he said very quietly.

‘Yeah?’

‘Hold on a minute, Jack Hamel wants to talk to you.’

Durst drew in his breath. Hamel was the executive editor. Ordinarily he would have no contact with the man.

‘Ham, how are you?’ the cheerful voice asked.

‘Just fine, ah, Mr. Hamel.’ This was no time to use first names, Durst decided.

‘Say, Ham, when you get through tonight, will you stop by the paper for a minute. I want to talk to you.’

‘Ah, sure,’ Durst said, his stomach tightening. ‘What’s up?’

‘I’ll tell you when I see you, Ham. See you later.’

The other man hung up and the dial tone sounded in Durst’s ear. He listened to it as if it was important. Finally, his mind unlocked and he realized that probably this would be the last day of his newspaper career. His hands were sweaty as he hung up the telephone.

Jack Hamel did the hiring and firing for the newspaper. Durst reflected bitterly that he had indeed taken too many days off for ‘sickness.’ He was good, they would not deny him that, but not good enough to advance from the court beat. He was capable but not dependable. Booze, he thought ruefully, goddamned booze.

He leaned against the support of his chair. His eyes sought the even-spaced peace of the ceiling tiles. He studied them for a moment

He had until five o’clock to save his job. Seven hours, just seven hours to pull off a miracle.

*

She was a new girl so he decided to dictate the entire will. Mary, his former secretary, needed only the names, she could do the rest. But Mary was home expecting her first child and all those years of training would be wasted on diapers and formula. He mentally chided himself for the thought. Mary deserved better than even a hint of bitterness. Well, he sighed to himself, I’ll just train this girl too.

‘Miss Allbright, would you come in and bring your pad?’ he called through the office door. His suite of offices was not pretentious, nor was he a pretentious lawyer. The place had been designed for convenience and comfort. It consisted of a large waiting room well supplied with overstuffed chairs. The secretary’s desk and file cabinets were tucked in one corner. In addition to the reception area, he had two offices, his own, and the one he used as a combination library and conference room; lined with his precious law books and featuring a long polished mahogany table. It was a working room.

His own office was plain, it contained only his desk and a comfortable chair or two. The wall was covered with framed photographs. It pleased him to be able to look up and see an immediate review of his past life.

Prominent was the large colored photograph of his late wife. Also, there were candid and studio shots of his two children, now grown and starting families of their own. Old pictures showed him in uniform. He was young then, very young.

Like other lawyers, he had his diplomas and admission certificates framed. The visitor could see at a glance that he had been graduated from two universities and that he could represent them in the State Supreme Court, the United States District Court, and if it came to that, in the Supreme Court of the United States.

Miss Allbright came hurrying in. She was the recommended product of a city business college, A bright girl, obviously, but nervous, trying desperately to anticipate the wishes of her new employer.

She drew up a straight-back chair and cleared a few papers on the desk so that she could use it as a work area for her stenographic pad. She smiled. ‘I’m all set, Mr. Bennett.’

‘Okay,’ he smiled back. He pulled his notes from the pile of papers in front of him. He was a large man, over six feet four inches. He was fortunate, his large frame was capable of carrying great excesses of weight without making him appear to be fat. Although now, after the diet, he was lean, almost too thin. The prescribed schedule of running at the gym had brought his weight down to two hundred pounds. Both he and his cardiologist watched his weight very carefully, He looked younger than his fifty-one years. His black hair was cut full and it set his craggy features into a youthful frame.

‘This will be the Will of Anne R. Stevens,’ he said, spelling out the full name carefully. ‘You can pull out a will from the files and get the style of heading that I prefer, okay?’

She nodded her head.

‘Let’s begin, shall we?’ He carefully chose his words. ‘I, Anne R. Stevens, being of sound mind and disposing memory, and being mindful of the uncertainties of this life, do hereby declare this…’

He was interrupted by the ringing of the telephone. His secretary reached across the desk and answered, ‘Mr. Bennett’s office,’ she said pleasantly.

‘Is Nick Bennett there?’ a man’s voice inquired. ‘This is Lieutenant Maguire calling.’

‘Just a minute, sir.’ She pressed down the hold button. ‘It’s a Lieutenant Maguire. Will you take the call?’

‘Maguire,’ he said absently. ‘Oh sure, that must be Chuck Maguire. Yes, I’ll take it. We’ll finish this business later.’

She handed him the telephone and gathered her pad and pencil. He watched her walk. She was slightly knock-kneed he noticed idly.

He pushed the blinking button as he put the receiver to his ear. ‘Well, Chuck Maguire, this is a treat. It must be ten years at least.’

A chuckle greeted him. ‘At least, Nick. How have you been?’

‘Just fine, Chuck. By golly, your voice carries me back. You were a hard-working cop and I was just starting out as an assistant prosecutor.’

‘Those were great days, Nick. I think of them often.’ The other man’s voice reflected his pleasure at being remembered.

‘They were great indeed. You’ know, Chuck, we sound like a couple of old geeks in an old folks’ home.’

‘I guess we do at that.’

‘What can I do for you, Chuck? Or is this police business?’

‘I’m calling as a customer, Nick.’

Nick Bennett felt a sudden thrust of depression, as he always did when he suspected that an old and valued friend might be in trouble. ‘Nothing serious, I hope, Chuck?’

‘Maybe yes, maybe no. It’s about my son.’

‘Go on,’ Bennett said, drawing up a blank yellow pad in front of him.

‘He made a big mistake; he joined the cops just like his old man,’ Maguire said. ‘Nick, the boy had two years of college and he tossed it all over to join the department.’

‘You make it sound like the French Foreign Legion.’

The other man laughed. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I guess it’s not such a bad life. But I had hoped he would do something else. He joined up a little over a year ago. He has been assigned to scout-car duty in the Seventeenth Precinct.’

‘Dangerous work,’ Bennett said.

‘Yes. But what cop’s job isn’t dangerous nowadays. Anyway, he had some trouble last night.’

‘Want to drop by the office, Chuck? I’ll always make time for you.’

‘Well, Nick, this is part of the problem; time, that is.’

‘Tell me about it.’

The other man paused, then continued in his familiar factual-professional manner used in court a thousand or more times. ‘My son is also Charles Maguire, different middle initial. Last night he was riding a scout car with another officer, John Kirk, a young man like my son. Anyway, they saw a man duck behind a house at about eleven-thirty at night. They got out of the car and followed him into the back yard. He tried to jump them and my son shot him. The shot killed him.’

‘As I recall, you’ve shot a few people in the line of duty,’ Bennett said.

‘Yeah.’

‘It’s too bad, of course, Chuck, but it is part of the job sometimes.’

‘I agree, Nick. But there is something odd going on.’

‘In what way?’

‘As you know, after an officer shoots someone, he is temporarily suspended until the department decides he should be reinstated, usually the following day, It’s a routine thing.’

‘I know.’

‘Well, the shooting was last night. I understand the usual investigation was made. My son made a statement to his commanding officer last night. Nick, the usual practice is to reinstate the officer the next morning. But they haven’t done it with my boy. He’s got an appointment to see the chief of detectives at two o’clock.’

‘It’s still probably just routine, Chuck.’

‘No. I don’t know why the chief of detectives is getting into the act. It worries me.’

‘Anything unusual about the shooting?’

‘In a way. The deceased was a Negro male, sixty some years old. He was deaf.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yeah. I understand the militants are getting ready to raise hell about the whole thing. As far as I can see, it was just an unfortunate occurrence. But I don’t want to see my son caught in the middle.’

‘I can see your point.’

‘That’s why I’m calling. I’d like you to represent him; appear with him when he goes before the chief.’

‘I’d like to, Chuck. But I haven’t done any criminal work for years. I’m sort of out of practice. Besides, doesn’t the Police Association have a regular attorney on retainer for this sort of thing?’

‘Yes, but I don’t like him. He’s a sharpshooter. I think we might need someone who has the old velvet-glove approach. That’s you, Nick. In all my years I’ve never seen anyone better.’

‘Flattery will get you everything,’ Nick Bennett laughed. ‘Seriously, I’m a slow-witted, aging probate attorney now, Chuck. Wills and estates, that’s how I make my living. I’d be glad to recommend a good man, though.’ He did not tell his old friend that he had been ordered to take it easy. There was no use in explaining that he tried to live a tranquil life. The heart attack had not been severe, but it had been a warning.

‘I’m sorry that you won’t take the case, Nick,’ the other man’s voice dropped. ‘Really, I wish you would. I’d feel better.’

Nick Bennett’s eyes wandered to a frame document on the wall. It was an old newspaper article. The headline read, BENNETT WINS AGAIN. His youthful picture grinned back at him. He remembered the vivid days, days when life meant a great deal to him.

‘I’ll tell you what, Chuck,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll drop over to headquarters to be with the boy. I think there is nothing to worry about though. But I’ll be there.’

‘Thanks, Nick. I won’t forget it.’

‘Nothing to worry about. Will you be there?’

‘No. I don’t think my son would like that. He’s an independent cuss. But if you are there, I don’t need to be.’

‘Chuck, you should drop around on Thursday, that’s the day I walk on the water.’

The other man laughed. ‘I’ve seen you pull a few things that could make me believe that.’

‘Well, don’t worry. I’ll take care of things.’

‘Thanks.’

Nick Bennett replaced the receiver. He glanced at his watch. It was just noon.

‘Miss Allbright, what’s my schedule for this afternoon?’

Her voice floated back in a moment. ‘You’ve got a three o’clock appointment at Retailers’ Bank, and a four o’clock here with Mr. and Mrs. Sheldon.’

‘Okay, I’ve got to go to police headquarters for a while at two o’clock. Would you mind running down and picking me up a sandwich?’

To hell with the diet, he thought to himself. It would be fun to be back at police headquarters again, a trip into the past; a happy past. He smiled to himself.


Chapter Four

Chief of Detectives Farrell reread the autopsy report. It had been delivered to him only minutes before and he had read it quickly. Now he carefully reviewed it. It was just a few minutes after two o’clock and he had been informed that the two officers, Kirk and Maguire, were in his waiting room.

The report, in typical cold scientific language, described the body, the weight of the organs, and gave a detailed statement of the general and specific physical condition. A careful autopsy was important, as Farrell knew better than most. The act of the killer had to be established as the cause of death, beyond all reasonable doubt. Therefore, the doctor-pathologist was always careful to catalog anything he found that could have caused death and to show exactly what killed the deceased.

There was a sad, ironic note about Mr. Robinson, the dead man. He was sixty-one years old. He had been deaf since birth. The pathologist had discovered the defect and had stated in his report that the deafness could have been corrected by a simple surgical technique. Farrell shook his head. The poor bastard, he thought, if only he had consulted a reliable doctor sometime during his sixty-one years the world might have been an entirely different place for him.

Farrell paid special attention to the doctor’s report on the path of the bullet. It had entered the man’s left arm just above the elbow. It had gone through and penetrated his chest, passed between the ribs, ripped through the lung and heart, and had lodged in the far chest wall. The path of the bullet had been up from where it had hit the arm.

The chief of detectives played with that fact in his mind. It bothered him. He dug into the file and again read the statements of the two officers given to their superiors just after the shooting.

Farrell’s round face creased into a frown as he studied the sheets in front of him. He put the papers back into the manila file and stared at his office wall for a minute. He sighed, reached into the rack on his desk and selected a pipe. He filled the bowl with tobacco and lit it with a wooden match.

He reached for the intercom and snapped the switch. ‘You can send in the officers now,’ he said.

Almost immediately the door opened and the two young officers, dressed in civilian suits, walked hesitantly into the chief’s office.

Farrell’s face split into a wide grin as he recognized the man who walked in with them. ‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ he exclaimed, ‘Nick Bennett.’ Farrell jumped up and his fat legs hurried him around the desk to greet the tall lawyer.

‘It’s been a long time, Harry,’ Bennett said, pumping the other man’s hand. ‘You’ve come a long way. Congratulations.’

Farrell laughed. ‘Same old work, just more of it. The title isn’t too much compensation.’

‘I remember when you were only a detective sergeant.’ Bennett stepped back and looked at the chief. ‘You were a wee bit thinner then too, Harry.’

Farrell laughed. ‘It comes with the desk job. Not enough exercise nowadays. By the way, Nick, how have you been?’

‘Oh, just fine, Harry. Busy practicing law; probate stuff mostly. Nothing very exciting, nothing like the old days, anyway.’

‘More money, I’ll bet,’ Farrell grinned.

‘A bit, yes,’ Bennett nodded. The two men fell silent as they regarded each other, both caught in private memories of other years.

‘I represent young Chuck Maguire here,’ Bennett said at last.

‘He’s got good counsel, in that case,’ Farrell said. ‘Okay, this shouldn’t take too long. Have a seat.’

Kirk and Maguire selected two chairs against the wall. Bennett took a large chair next to the desk.

‘What’s the trouble, Harry?’ he asked. ‘Is there something that I don’t know about this matter?’

Farrell immediately shifted his mind and manner to the job at hand. ‘You know how we work, Nick. We’re just a bunch of old women, checking everything, making sure all the corners are clean.’

‘I know very well, Harry. Is this more than the usual routine?’ Bennett knew that it was.

‘Well, Nick, you must remember that the friction in the community is much greater than in the years when you and I worked together. Today, a police shooting is much more serious, especially if there are any racial questions involved. We are suspect by the black community. And not without some reason, as we both know. Now, in order to gain their respect and cooperation we have to go to some lengths to show that our hands are clean.’

‘I understand.’

‘Besides, there are a few things about this shooting that I have some questions about. I have to be sure about all these things. It’s part of my job. Goes with the fancy title.’

‘Sure, Harry,’ Bennett smiled. ‘I’m sure both Officer Kirk and my client will answer anything that might be bothering you.’ Bennett began to worry. Harry Farrell was an exceptionally intelligent policeman and he was up to something. Bennett waited to see what would develop.

The lawyer had listened to the stories of both officers in the privacy of the hallway. He was satisfied that if they just stuck to the version they told him, all would be well. Although he had instinctively sensed that young Maguire was deeply troubled. He had given the boy every opportunity to tell him any problems. But the young officer had hesitated, and then retreated to his official version of the shooting.

‘Well, then, to business,’ Farrell said. ‘I think, under the circumstances, that I will tell you gentlemen your rights under the law.’

‘Wait a minute, Harry, they are not defendants,’ Bennett protested.

‘Ah, yes, Nick, that’s true. As you well know, there is no charge against them, or anyone, because of this matter. How does the supreme court put it? This is the investigatory stage, not the accusatory stage. Hell, I can hardly say it. Anyway, like any other investigation, it could of course, go from the investigation stage to the accusation of a crime. We have become a lot more careful about these things since your day, Nick.’

‘So it seems.’

‘Anyway, these officers are familiar with the procedure. But I’m required to state their rights anyway.’

‘If you insist, Harry, go ahead,’ Bennett said.

Farrell forced a smile. He turned to the officers. ‘Both of you men learned this by heart at the academy. Although certain regulations apply to you as police officers I feel that you should both listen to what rights are now available to you.

‘First, you have a constitutional right to remain silent. You do not have to answer any of my questions. You both understand that?’

Both men nodded.

‘If you decide to answer, and a charge is later made, your words can be used against you in a court of law. Also, Maguire is already represented by a lawyer. Kirk, if you wish, you may have an attorney present.’

Kirk smiled. ‘No thanks, Chief.’

‘Okay, but it is your right. Now, do you wish to answer my questions, knowing that you have no legal duty to do so?’

Both men nodded,

‘Don’t they have to answer anyway?’ Bennett inquired. ‘I mean, they are police officers and you are their boss.’

Farrell’s round, cheerful face grew somber. ‘Under the circumstances, I think it best if they realize their full rights, despite any police regulation. They don’t have to talk to me if they don’t want to.’

Bennett started. ‘Why, hell, Harry, they’ll be fired if they don’t.’

‘No. Let me make that clear, Nick. There are a series of court decisions, including the Griener case, that protect the rights of individual policemen. These officers have already given their full report to their inspector, As far as I am concerned, that’s all they have to do. They won’t be disciplined if they decline to talk to me.’

Bennett nodded. ‘I’ve got a job to do too, Harry. If they won’t be disciplined then I will advise my client to remain silent.’

‘As you wish,’ Farrell said.

‘That’s okay, Mr. Bennett,’ Maguire said. ‘I’m willing to talk to the chief.’

Bennett frowned. ‘Look, young man, it is my advice that you don’t.’

Maguire shook his head. ‘I want to,’ he said simply.

Bennett looked at the young officer’s troubled face. The boy’s story was all right. If he stuck to it, there was no harm. Well, he thought, maybe it would be all right. In any event, the kid seemed determined to make his statement.

‘It’s up to you, of course,’ Bennett said to Maguire. ‘But I don’t think it’s a very good idea.’

‘How about you, Kirk?’ Farrell asked.

The blond officer’s mouth formed into a nervous grin. ‘I’m ready, Chief. Fire away.’

‘All right.’ Farrell reached into the file envelope and pulled out some reports. ‘I’ve read your statements over. Is there anything in them that you might want to change or add?’

Both men shook their heads.

‘Each statement seems to support the other. You say you both saw a man hurry between houses and you followed him. Then as you approached him, you identified yourselves as police officers, but he did not stop. Right?’

‘Yes,’ Kirk said, a bit too loudly.

Farrell continued. ‘When you approached him he was near the steps of the rear porch. He attacked you, Officer Kirk, knocking you down and causing your gun to discharge. You stated he tried to grab your gun and at that point Officer Maguire fired. Is that generally correct?’

Kirk nodded his head affirmatively. Maguire made no sign, but kept his eyes on his shoes, extended before him.

‘All right. First you, Kirk. Did the man actually grab your arm or gun?’

Kirk hesitated for a moment. ‘Why yes. He came right at me. I had my gun drawn and he hit me, sort of a football body block, you know. Anyway, I went down on one knee. He grabbed my gun hand and the gun went off.’

‘You were on the ground at that point?’

‘Yes,’ Kirk replied.

‘And that is when Maguire fired?’

Kirk nodded,

‘How many shots did your partner fire?’

‘Two. Yeah, he fired twice.’

‘Okay,’ Farrell said. ‘Now you, Maguire. Is Officer Kirk’s story correct?’

Maguire also hesitated. Finally, he nodded.

‘You fired twice?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where was the deceased when you fired the first time?’

Maguire took a deep breath. ‘Like Jack says, he was wrestling with him.’

‘They were on the ground then. I mean, they were not on the porch?’

‘Ah, no.’

‘Okay, tell me what happened, right from the beginning.’

Maguire swallowed hard. ‘It’s like my partner said, we saw this man duck between the houses.’

‘Duck?’

‘Well, you know. We were in a marked patrol car and this guy seemed to be moving fast, like he just saw us and was trying to hide.’

‘Go on.’

‘We got out of the car. Kirk was first and I was right behind. Kirk had the flashlight. As we got to the back of the house it happened and I shot the man.’

‘Is that all?’ Farrell asked.

‘Yes.’

The chief of detectives smiled. ‘Now, Officer Maguire, you’ve been taught better than that. I don’t want you to skip over anything. Start again from the part when the two of you were following the man between the houses.’

‘Harry,’ Bennett interrupted. ‘This is painful for young Chuck. Damn it all, he is affected by the death. He shot and killed a man. It’s his first time. You have to make allowances for that.’

The chief looked at the lawyer. ‘I understand even better than you, Nick. I’ve been in that position. However, it is part of the job. It’s too bad, I’ll admit that, and any normal man is greatly shaken when it happens, but I’ve got a job to do.’

Bennett did not like the look of his client. The young man seemed more nervous than even the circumstances demanded. He wondered why the youngster was so different from his father. Lieutenant Maguire had no nerves, or at least, none were ever exhibited. Yet his son, who looked so much like him, appeared to be on the verge of tears.

‘Go on, boy,’ the chief said.

Maguire hesitated, looked out of the window for a moment and then resumed, keeping his eyes away from the eyes of the chief of detectives.

‘Jack was first. Like he said, the man came from behind the house and hit him. He dropped the flashlight and his gun went off. I didn’t know if it was his gun or the other man’s, so I shot.’

‘He was struggling with Kirk?’

‘Yes.’

‘Were you still behind Kirk?’

‘Yes.’

‘How many times did you fire?’

‘Twice.’

‘During the struggle?’

‘Yes.’

‘He was hit only once.’

‘I must have missed.’

‘Was the man on the ground when you shot him?’

‘No. He was standing.’

‘Were you standing?’

‘Yes.’

Farrell paused to relight his pipe. He exuded large puffs of gray smoke. ‘How did he get back on the porch?’ he asked quickly from within the cloud of smoke.

Maguire’s mouth popped open. ‘Ah…he…’

‘I can answer that, Chief,’ Kirk said. ‘He ran up the steps after he was shot…’

‘Shut up, Kirk,’ Farrell snapped. ‘When I want you to answer, I’ll indicate. You understand that?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Kirk said quietly.

Farrell studied Maguire. The young officer’s lips twitched slightly.

‘Well?’

‘It’s like Jack says, the man ran up the porch steps.’

‘After being shot through the heart and lung?’

‘Wait a minute, Harry,’ Bennett said. ‘You and I have had cases where a man has walked a block with that kind of wound.’

Farrell ignored the lawyer. ‘Did he say anything? Cry out or anything.’

‘No,’ Maguire’s voice trembled.

‘Did you qualify on the pistol range?’ Farrell asked.

‘Yes, sir.’ Maguire’s answer was barely audible.

‘I understand you did quite well.’

Maguire nodded.

‘But you missed on the second shot?’

‘I don’t know which shot hit him,’ he replied, looking for the first time directly at Farrell.

‘True,’ the chief said. ‘Do you know where the other bullet went?’

‘No, sir.’

‘You know the man was a deaf-mute?’ Farrell asked.

‘I do now,’ Maguire answered.

‘Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that he could not hear you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Odd thing here, Nick,’ Farrell said to the attorney. ‘The autopsy report shows that the man’s deafness was caused by a flap over the drums. All he needed was a simple operation.’

‘Sad,’ Bennett replied.

‘Poor bastard,’ Farrell continued. ‘Well, some people just seem to be born to bad luck.’

Maguire’s face again began to twitch.

‘Young man,’ the chief said, ‘our ballistics people dug your other slug out of the wall of the house on the south side of the porch. How do you explain that?’

‘It must have went wild,’ Kirk nervously volunteered.

Farrell seemed to ignore Kirk’s intrusion. ‘It was up nine feet high in that wall. From the angle of entry it had been fired from the walk at the foot of the porch. Tell me how that happened.’

Maguire started to speak, but stopped.

‘The deaf-mute was hit on his left side, the bullet going up, up I say, into his chest. Damn it, man, let’s have the truth.’ Farrell spat out the last words.

‘That’s enough, Harry,’ Bennett said quickly. ‘I’ve let this go on too far. I am now advising my client not to answer any more questions.’ He felt a surge of emotion as he realized that Farrell had sprung a trap for the young officer.

‘As I said,’ Farrell replied evenly, ‘that’s his privilege.’

‘He’s going to take advantage of it, on advice of counsel,’ Bennett said.

‘No!’ Maguire almost shouted the word,

‘Christ, keep quiet,’ Kirk whispered to him.

‘No,’ Maguire persisted. ‘This is wrong. I did nothing wrong. Stupid maybe, but not wrong.’

‘Shut up,’ Bennett snapped at the young man.

‘Look, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Mr. Bennett, but I’m a police officer. This is all a mistake. I want to tell exactly what happened.’

Farrell coolly regarded the young officer. His pipe had gone out again. ‘Your lawyer has advised you to answer no more questions. I would think twice about that advice, if I were you. Also, I’ll remind you that anything you say can be used against you in a court of law, as you well know.’

‘I know,’ Maguire shouted. ‘I know,’ he said more quietly.

‘Let me talk to him for a minute, Harry,’ Bennett said evenly, concealing the fear he felt.

‘Of course,’ Farrell replied. He stood up. ‘You can use my office. I’ll be outside.’

‘Thanks,’ Bennett said. They waited in silence until the rotund little man closed the door behind him.

Bennett tore the wrapper off a cigar. He was permitted two a day, a major concession by his doctor. This was the last one for the day, but he felt he needed the solace of a quieting smoke.

Bennett savored the cigar for a moment. ‘First, Chuck, I want you to calm down. You’ve let this thing get to you.’

The young officer hung his head. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong,’ he said quietly.

‘Christ, Chuck,’ Kirk snapped, ‘don’t blow this thing now.’

‘Obviously, there is something that you haven’t told me,’ Bennett said. ‘Your Dad would be the first to tell you this: don’t lie to me. It will only hurt you in the long run. I can’t do a thing for you, boy, unless I know the whole truth.’

Kirk got up, lit a cigarette, walked to the windows and looked out. ‘You’ll get us canned,’ he said at last to Maguire.

‘Maybe,’ Maguire shot back. ‘But that’s better than getting booked for murder. God, they’ve got that bullet up in that wall. If we don’t tell the truth, we will be in real trouble.’

‘If you don’t level with me, I can’t help you,’ Bennett said.

Maguire stood up. He took a deep breath. Without moving, he began to talk.

Bennett listened until the young officer had completed the details of what had actually happened.

He looked over at Kirk. ‘Is that the way it was?’

Kirk nodded. ‘Yes, Jesus, it happened so fast. Chuck thought I had been shot. It was a mistake; a mistake that anyone could have made. I thought up the business of the man attacking us. Like most crap, it seemed a good idea at the time.’ He shook his head.

Bennett studied both officers. It had been a stupid thing. If only they had told exactly what had happened. There would have been no trouble. Perhaps a reprimand for Maguire for being too fast with his gun. Both men would have held onto their jobs.

‘If you change your story,’ Bennett said, ‘I imagine both of you may be fired. That’s if I recollect the official rules around here. I would expect that you might be cited to the trial board for lying in your official report.’

‘And if we don’t tell the truth, they’ll start thinking about murder charges,’ Maguire said.

‘I doubt it, frankly,’ Bennett said slowly. ‘As far as I can see, all they have is the circumstantial evidence of the shot in the wall and the path of the bullet in the corpse. Without more, they can’t make a case. You boys should know that.’

‘Well, Mr. Bennett,’ Kirk said, ‘what’s your advice?’

‘If you change your story and tell the truth, you’re liable to be fired,’ Bennett said. ‘If you stick to your original reports you may get a rough time about the bullets, but there isn’t much they can do, not without some witnesses, or better evidence. Of course, I’m basing this on what we know so far, and the belief that you have told me the complete truth,’

‘It’s the truth,’ Maguire said,

‘Okay then? You asked me, so I’ll tell you,’ Bennett said. ‘If I were you two, I’d stick to the original version. You are not under oath. Of course, I cannot legally advise you to lie. But I’m just sort of thinking out loud about what I’d do if I were you.’

Kirk laughed. ‘Lawyers. Man, you guys are slick. You tell us something and then you let yourself off the hook at the same time.’

Bennett looked at him. ‘It takes experience, I assure you.’

Chuck Maguire slowly sat down again. ‘I can’t take the heat, I guess. The poor old black bastard was deaf. I don’t know, it just doesn’t seem fair. I’m going to tell the chief what really happened.’

Kirk wheeled around from the windows. ‘Okay, Buddy, that may be all right for you. You’ll have a nice, clean conscience. But what about me? I’ve got a wife and a kid on the way. Goddamn, what will happen if I get fired? You think there’s a lot of jobs waiting around for fired policemen? There isn’t!’

He started toward Maguire but stopped. ‘Think, for Christ’s sake, Chuck. Sure, there will be a little smoke blown up your ass for a while. But it will work out. All we’ll get is a reprimand, maybe a transfer, but nothing worse than that.’

‘I’ll try to square your part in it,’ Maguire said.

‘Aw, sweet Jesus, listen to your own lawyer,’ Kirk replied. ‘He just got through telling you to keep your mouth shut. What more do you want?’

Bennett got up and walked over to Maguire, who looked up at him. Bennett could see that his eyes were filled with tears.

‘I’ll talk to the chief. Maybe we can put this off for a day or two. You probably haven’t had much sleep, Chuck. He’ll understand, I’m sure.’

Maguire shook his head. ‘That’s one of the problems. I want to be able to sleep.’

‘Listen, goddamn it,’ Kirk snarled. ‘You son-of-a-bitch, I covered for you, you understand that, I covered for you. You better damn well keep your trap buttoned!’

Bennett stepped in front of Maguire and placed a restraining hand on Kirk’s chest. ‘Both of you men are overtired. I’m going to get this business postponed.’ He led Kirk away from Maguire and then went over to the door. ‘Harry, could you step in a minute?’

The chief of detectives walked into the room, quickly taking in the scene. Kirk, back by the windows, was glaring at Maguire who sat dejectedly in his chair, his head hanging, his chin almost touching his chest.

‘Both of these boys have been through too much, Harry, to give any reasonable assistance. It’s important to them that this be settled properly. Neither has had any sleep and I thought if we put this off until tomorrow…’

‘It’s no good, Mr. Bennett,’ Maguire said softly.

‘Just a day, Harry. I’m sure…’

‘I shot the man by accident, Chief,’ Maguire said quickly. ‘I thought he had shot my partner. It was one of those things, you know, just one of those…’ His voice trailed off and small tears began to roll down his cheeks. Quickly, he lowered his head again to avoid being seen crying.

‘Nick, I think we better take care of this now,’ Farrell said somberly.

‘All right, Harry. But it was just a misunderstanding.’

Farrell walked over and sat on the vacant chair next to Maguire. ‘Okay, son, let’s hear what happened.’

Maguire did not look up. ‘It was a mistake.’ His voice strained as he fought against sobbing. ‘Jack must have tripped. He went over, I heard a shot, Jack said, “up on the porch”. I thought he had been shot by someone on the porch. I could make out the outline of a man on the top of the porch. I snapped off two shots. He went down. Afterwards I found out that it was Jack’s gun that had gone off. I — I just — I did not know.’ The last words were forced out between his clenched teeth.

‘What about that, Kirk?’ The chief looked up at the other officer across the room. Kirk’s face was contorted — clearly with anger at his partner.

‘That’s about it. It happened very fast. I hit the beam of the flashlight on this guy on the porch just as I tripped over a stick or something. I had my gun in my other hand. It went off as I fell. I yelled to Maguire that there was a man on the porch. Almost immediately I heard him fire behind me.’

‘Good God, man, why didn’t you tell this in the first place?’ Farrell demanded.

‘It was my fault,’ Maguire said. His head jerked involuntarily as he fought to control the silent sobs. ‘It was my idea to tell about the attack. Kirk just went along with it to protect me.’

Bennett and Farrell looked at Kirk. ‘It was something like that,’ Kirk said. He weighed telling them that he was the one who had thought up the lie, but with the payments he had to make, his worried expectant wife, he decided he owed it to his family to let Maguire take the blame. Jobs were hard to come by.

‘That’s it then, Harry,’ Bennett said at last. ‘No big deal, just a couple of young policemen confused about a frightening situation.’

Farrell looked at him as he stood up. ‘I’m going to want these men to repeat what they told me to a stenographer. Do you have any objections?’

Bennett sighed. Farrell’s tone indicated that he considered the matter vastly more important. What had started out for the lawyer as a nostalgic trip into his past was turning into something altogether more serious. ‘Since you can testify to what was said here, I have no objection to putting it on the record. That is, if my client…’

‘It’s okay with me,’ Maguire said.

Farrell called for a stenographer and both officers repeated their stories to the girl. She indicated no interest as she swiftly took down their words in her fast shorthand. When it was done, she got up to leave.

‘You better type that up right away,’ Farrell said. ‘We’ll want to get it to the commissioner.’

She left the office.

Farrell knocked his cold pipe out in an ashtray. ‘Okay, I might as well say it. Both of you committed a very serious departmental offense in trying to cover up the facts. Both of you received a good education at the academy. You’re young, but not that young. Both of you will continue on suspension. I have your badges and guns. At the moment, you are no longer police officers, do you understand?’

‘They have a right to a trial-board hearing,’ Bennett said.

‘They do,’ Farrell agreed. ‘I’ll show the statements to the commissioner. The decision as to further action will be up to him. All right, that’s it.’

The attorney and both officers started toward the door.

‘Wait a minute, Nick. I’d like a word with you.’

‘Wait for me outside,’ Bennett said to Maguire.

Farrell waited until the door was closed. ‘Goddamn idiots,’ he said finally.

‘Boys,’ Bennett said. ‘Hell, they are nothing more than boys, Harry.’

‘Maybe to you, Nick. But to me they are policemen, grownup policemen.’ He paused. ‘If only they had told the truth from the start.’

‘What will happen?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll make a complete report to the commissioner. Perhaps the worst they’ll get is a six-month suspension. We just can’t ignore it, you know, Nick.’

‘I know, Harry. It’s hell that it’s Chuck Maguire’s boy, that’s all.’

‘It’s hell that it’s anybody’s boy. Oh well, it’s happened, and that’s that.’

Bennett looked around the office. ‘I can’t say I envy you your job, Harry.’

The other man smiled ruefully. ‘I liked being a working detective better. No worries, just locking up bad guys.’

‘It’s been good seeing you again, Harry, even if it was under somewhat unpleasant circumstances.’

‘Are you going to represent the kid before the trial board?’

‘I doubt it. I haven’t done much trial work for quite a while. I’m rusty, at best. This isn’t my cup of tea anymore.’

‘Too bad. You’re good at it. A leopard doesn’t change his spots.’

‘This leopard has, Harry. Anyway, it’s good to see an old friend.’

‘Me too.’

They shook hands.

*

It was poaching, no doubt about it. But he felt the circumstances justified it. The paper had a man assigned to police headquarters; a young man, brand new. Hamilton Durst had run into him a couple of times. He was not impressed; just another college boy.

If there was one thing he knew, it was how to cover the police beat. He had started his career on the police beat decades ago, and the skill was still there. As a good reporter he had kept up a close relationship with the cops, both high and low. It was useful to him in his job covering the criminal courts.

A breaking story in the courts could be filled-in by a police officer who had intimate contact with the case before the matter got before the judge. Durst had developed the contacts and kept them.

It was three o’clock. He had just two hours left to rescue his job. It was the other man’s territory, but it did not matter. He strode into police headquarters and began to tour the various offices.

Quickly he visited the main detectives’ offices on the fourth floor. They were the biggest and busiest sections and the most dramatic. Homicide had nothing for him. Robbery was quiet. No angles, no human interest stuff, nothing. He was acutely conscious of the passage of time.

Special Investigation was a catch-all division; a super agency responsible to the commissioner. They handled a variety of matters; criminal conspiracies, the Mafia. Other complicated and varied problems were the responsibility of Special Investigation.

Hamilton Durst walked into their stark office. Each team of detectives had a desk and one straight-back chair assigned to them. The large room resembled a schoolroom with twelve desks set out in three short rows. A stenographer, who doubled as a telephone receptionist, was busily typing at her desk.

Only one detective was present for duty. The others were out in the street working on assignments.

Durst smiled. He was in luck.

‘Hi, Yonder,’ he greeted the officer, a big man dressed in a rumpled black suit.

The police officer’s face split into a wide grin of recognition. ‘Well, hi ya all, you old dog,’ he called, his voice heavy with the accent of southern Georgia, a state he had left as a boy. ‘Ham, old boy, I am genuinely glad to see ya.’

Durst walked up to the desk and eased his bony hip on to a corner. He offered his pack of cigarettes to the detective, who took one from the extended pack.

‘Yonder, you’re looking in the best of health. It must be all that good Yankee whiskey.’

The other man laughed. ‘No such thing as good Yankee whiskey, boy. You all ought to know that. Bourbon, that’s the stuff, Ham, old boy. It’s the true elixir of life.’ He paused and winked. ‘I could do with a snort right about now. Soon as Charlie, my partner, gets back, let’s you and me ankle over to the Spartan and have a little belt.’

He had done some serious drinking with the detective before. He enjoyed the big man’s company, finding him an engaging story teller.

‘Ah, not right now, Yonder. I’m kind of working for a change.’

‘Curse of the drinking classes,’ the other man said. ‘Well, what can I do for you, Ham?’

‘Anything going on, Yonder? I mean, anything worth a story?’

The other man grimaced. ‘Business is slow. Just routine stuff, you know. I’ve been working on a car-theft ring. Bunch of guys steal the cars in this state, drive them into another and sell ’em. Lot of money from what we can see.’

‘Any arrests?’

The detective shook his large head. ‘Not yet. Just got the bastards under surveillance. We’ve been working with the FBI which is a pain in the ass, if you ask me. Anyway, we won’t bust these creeps until next week probably. As soon as I know anything definite, I’ll give you a buzz. Okay?’

‘Sure, Yonder. I appreciate it,’ Durst said. Next week would be far too late, he thought to himself.

‘Hang on a while, I’ve got to make a couple of phone calls,’ the detective said.

‘I better be getting along, Yonder. Just checking the traps to see if I can work up a story. The paper is getting on my neck a bit.’

‘Wish I had something, Ham.’

‘That’s okay,’ Durst said. ‘I’ll see you, Yonder.’ He started to walk out but took a detour through the desks to talk to the busy stenographer.

‘Hi, Marie. What you doing?’

She looked up at him. ‘Typing. What does it look like?’ she snapped.

He laughed. ‘Don’t worry, Marie. Heaven will protect you working girls.’

Marie sneered and returned to the typing. ‘I’ve got to get this out for the commissioner. Everything in this place is hurry-up.’

Absently, Ham Durst read over her shoulder. At first he could not make out exactly what the typed words represented. Then he began to see that these were the statements of the policemen who had shot the old deaf-mute the night before. She was busily snapping the keys of the typewriter, ignoring him.

From what he was able to read, it looked like the cop had changed his story of the shooting. Suddenly, adrenaline poured into his blood. The lethargy, the worry left him. His mind raced.

Careful not to appear excited, he slowly walked back to Yonder’s desk. The detective had just completed a call.

‘Yonder, I’m going to ask you for a favor. I really need a favor, believe me,’ he said in a low, urgent voice.

The other man regarded him quizzically. ‘Sure, Ham, anything I can do.’

‘See if you can get Marie out of the room for just a minute or two.’

‘Oh come on, Ham,’ the other man said. ‘What do you want?’

‘Really, Yonder, that’s all I want, just a minute.’ His eyes were focused on the detective’s. ‘Please,’ he said through clenched teeth. ‘It means a lot to me.’

The other man frowned. ‘Well, you’re up to something, that’s for sure. But what the hell, you’re a friend.’ He looked past the newsman.

‘Hey, Marie,’ he called. ‘Would you step next door and get a copy of Robbery’s arrests for the past twenty-four hours?’

The girl’s head snapped around. Her eyes were angry. ‘Do it yourself. I’ve got to get these reports typed up for the commissioner. I’m almost done.’ Her tone was irritated.

‘Com’on, Marie Honey, I’m busy too,’ he said smiling. ‘A pretty ole girl like you needs the exercise to keep her lovely body in shape.’

‘Oh for…’ She jumped up, glared at the detective and then flounced out of the room.

Hamilton Durst trotted up to her desk. He grabbed the completed pages and read fast. He was trained, his whole life had been printed words, and now his mind absorbed what he saw like a dry sponge sucking water. His eyes flew across the pages.

His mind recorded the facts, times and names, as he read.

‘Hey!’ Marie’s voice called behind him. ‘What are you doing? That stuff is confidential!’

He put the pages down as he had found them. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Marie, I didn’t know.’

She quickly brushed by him, grabbing the pages and putting them on the other side of her typewriter, placing a blank paper over them to hide their content. ‘The nerve of some people,’ she said loudly.

‘Sorry, Marie,’ he said. He turned to the detective who was watching. ‘Thanks, Yonder. I might take you up on that drink later.’

‘Any time, Ham,’ the other man grinned.

He fought to control himself as he walked along the hall. He wanted to run. He could feel his heart pounding inside his chest. His mind raced as he very carefully cataloged the facts he had just read. He tried to remain calm as he waited for the elevator. There were phone booths on the first floor.

It seemed as if he was dreaming. For a moment he questioned the reality of what had just occurred. The slow descent in the elevator seemed an eternity.

With a show of casualness he ambled to the telephone booth in the lobby. He fished around in his pocket for a dime. He listened to the clink and then the dial tone. As he dialed the paper’s number, he forced himself to be calm.

‘City desk,’ he told the telephone operator at the newspaper. A rewrite man answered.

‘This is Ham Durst,’ he said coolly. ‘Let me speak to Les Foster.’ Foster was the city editor. There was a long pause.

Finally he heard a click. ‘What do you want, Durst?’ Foster’s tone was icy.

‘Les, I’m on to something important.’

‘Oh, sure.’ The other man sounded disbelieving.

‘You know the cop, Charles Maguire, the one who shot the deaf-mute last night?’

‘Yeah, we had a small piece on it.’

‘Well, he’s changed his story.’

‘Oh, come on, Ham,’ the other man said.

‘I’m not joking,’ he said, his voice was becoming tense, despite himself.

‘Go on.’

‘The cop just got through talking to the chief of detectives. He said the shooting was accidental, that the old man did not attack them.’

‘Okay, it looks like you do have something. Hold on, I’ll put you on to a rewrite man.’ There was a pause again, then another click.

‘Charlie Hendricks, here. Go ahead, Ham.’

He felt a wave of relief. His stomach muscles had been tensed up. Now he felt them unwind as he took a deep breath. He composed his thoughts. ‘Patrolman Charles Maguire today made a formal statement to Chief of Detectives Harold S. Farrell and admitted that the story he had told his superior officers about the killing of an elderly deaf-mute black man had been a lie.’ Hamilton Durst carefully recited the facts, coloring them just a bit. It had to appear as a murder, or the story would not be the big one he needed. He was good. He knew just how to do it.

It was an uninterrupted narrative. The rewrite man asked no questions. He would have to do very little work. Durst had written the story for him and he knew it.

‘Okay,’ the rewrite man said at last. ‘I’ve got it. Hold a minute for Foster. He wants to talk to you.’

‘I listened in, Ham,’ Foster said. ‘It sounds like you’ve got one going. I’ll send over a couple of staffers if you think you need them.’

‘I won’t need anybody, at least not yet. I’ll get a statement from Farrell and the commissioner.’

‘Okay. Get on it, Ham.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Durst said. He paused. This would have to be worded just right. ‘Listen, I’m supposed to see Jack Hamel at five o’clock. Ask him if he still wants to see me. I mean, whether or not I should stick with this story.’

‘Just a minute,’ the other man said.

It seemed like an hour to him before Foster came back on the line.

‘Hamel says to stick with the story. He says don’t worry, he’ll see you some other time.’ The city editor paused. ‘You came close this time, Ham. You better do a good job on this.’

‘I will,’ he replied. ‘Don’t worry about it. This will sell a few papers before I’m through.’

‘Keep calling in,’ Foster said. ‘I’ll send a photographer over, in case you need him.’

‘Okay,’ Durst said, hanging up the receiver.

He sat quietly in the stuffy booth. His eyes were fixed on the telephone, yet he seemed to be looking through it. He shuddered involuntarily.

‘Take that, you rotten sons of bitches,’ he whispered. ‘Take that and stuff it.’


Chapter Five

Doctor William Marshall was a big man, six-foot-five in height and over two-hundred-and-sixty pounds. However, because of his build — large shoulders and relatively thin hips — he appeared to be slender, despite his scale weight. His hands, however, had been the key to his fortune. They were long, with sturdy muscular fingers, not delicate, but sensitive.

His hands had paid for his education. His father, a black sanitation worker for the city, could not afford to send his son to college. Bill Marshall’s hands had been his salvation.

He had starred as a sure-catch end on the city’s black high school championship football team. If a football was anywhere in his vicinity those long hands would snake out and pull it in: a very valuable skill.

Colleges had beaten a path to his modest home in the grim neighborhood where he had lived. He was a good student and he might have earned a scholarship for his schoolwork, but it was his athletic ability that they wanted to buy.

Most athletes, raised to super-star status, carefully weighed their choice of a university by a much different standard than other students. First, they wanted to know if the school already had a star playing in their position, and when he might be graduated. Honors could not be won sitting in another’s shadow on the bench. The next consideration was the school’s prospects for a possible championship. Professional bids came to men playing on winning teams.

Next, the prospective student wanted to know what side benefits he might expect from his athletic scholarship. Smaller colleges openly offered monthly spending money and the use of a car, carefully hidden on the books, of course. However, if the athlete was injured and could not play, that ended the scholarship. The National Collegiate Athletic Association Scholarship, held out by most of the big universities, guaranteed room, board and tuition, but no frills. However, it meant a four-year college education, even if injured.

Bill Marshall, wise beyond his eighteen years at the time, selected the State University and a regular NCAA scholarship. The team was good but not outstanding. He would not get the limelight that he might have received with a better ball club, but he wanted the security of a guaranteed education. Also, he was truly interested in his neighbors and friends. He felt that staying close to home would keep him in touch and that he might be better able to assist his fellow blacks.

He had starred in college. Again, the long, sure hands had paid dividends. He was not All-American caliber, but he was a good, competent end. At the end of his four years it was expected that he would try out for a professional team. However, he surprised everyone.

Speed was the name of the professional game. Bill Marshall knew his speed left much to be desired, at least as far as competing for the big professional money. His evaluation of his situation told him that he might be able to make a pro ball club, but he would never have the speed that meant a big salary. So he continued his education.

His university offered law, medicine and dentistry. Marshall was hired by the school as an assistant coach. He needed the income to continue his studies. He flirted with law and medicine. Law failed to interest him. Medicine called for too many years of sacrifice. So he entered the dental school.

He finished near the top of his class, only one of three Negros to be graduated. Marshall added an extra year to qualify himself as a dental surgeon.

A loan from a wealthy alumnus provided the money for an office. His office was in the old neighborhood, his practice among his friends. At first, he almost went under financially. He did a large business but his patients had no money to pay him. However, things began to change for black Americans. As his patients began to get regular jobs and wages, his income began to soar.

Over the years he had never changed his office. It remained in the same black area where he had been raised. He had moved his residence to a high-rise apartment near the river, but to his people, he remained one of them, their hero. He returned their affection in a real and sincere way.

Doctor Bill Marshall had become the spokesman for the majority of black people. He was educated, cultured, and he carefully thought out the means to best assist his people in a changing social pattern. During the riot he had worked for two days without sleep to stop the madness in the streets. He was respected by his own, and the white community regarded him highly.

Marshall was equally at home in the poorest Negro hovel or in one of the white-owned mansions in the suburbs. He worked hard, as he had all his life, so that his three children would not have to earn their education as he had. In addition he devoted many hours during his week to the problems of his city, both black and white, but especially where his heart lay, with his black friends.

The Magna Club had been started by the handful of Negro professionals in the city years before. Now it was the most prestigious of any of the black organizations in the city. Made up of the wealthy and educated blacks, it carefully and quietly guided a course to assist black people who had not had their opportunities.

The members of the Magna Club had recently elected Bill Marshall as their president.

Marshall left his dental office and got into his large, air-conditioned Buick. He disdained a Cadillac as too ostentatious. It was a vehicle proudly driven by too many numbers men, pimps and hustlers, so he chose the more respectable Buick.

The headquarters for the Magna Club was a former millionaire’s mansion. The area had long been abandoned by the white rich, and the homes, palaces built without regard to cost, had been snapped up by the newly-rich blacks. The Magna Club was housed in one of the better homes. It had all the trappings of similar private clubs for rich whites; a quiet bar, tastefully decorated, also billiard rooms, meeting rooms and a dining room that served some of the finest food in the city.

Doctor Marshall, unless very busy, tried to make it a point to lunch at the club. It was a communications center at noontime and many campaigns and projects had been launched after a hearty lunch.

He arrived and stepped into the dining room. It was the usual crowd, approximately fifty men. Like himself, most of them were professional men. However, two of their notable members were in attendance; Milton Carter, the man who had parlayed a small insurance company into a multi-million dollar business; also, dressed much more flamboyantly than the other members, Ziggy Brown, who owned the Tel-Tone Record Company. Persons connected with show business were not usually accepted as members, but Ziggy Brown had two things going for him: his business was one of the largest Negro enterprises in the country, and he was well educated, possessed of two degrees from an eastern university.

According to the custom, Bill Marshall did not select a table until he had performed the ritual expected of the president. He carefully made a circuit of all the men at the tables, shaking each hand and exchanging short, pleasant banter with all the guests. He liked the custom, and it only took a few minutes. If anyone had a problem that needed his help they had the opportunity to alert him to it during the table hopping,

His round finally completed, Marshall selected a table near the window, looking out on the street. He was in a hurry to eat and return to his own office so he had turned down several offers to join others for lunch.

He smiled as he viewed the carefully prepared menu. His favorite, Veal Scaloppini, was on the list. A bit heavy for lunch, but too much of a temptation to decline.

He gave his order to George, the senior waiter. George had lived a block from him when he was growing up. They were friends, but both observed the change in his status with a friendly, but respectful relationship.

Bill Marshall drank very seldom and never during lunch, so George hurried off to the kitchen without asking for an order from the bar.

Marshall’s large hand encircled the frosted water glass and he pleasantly reflected on the cool sensation as he raised the glass to his lips. Over the top of the crystal he noticed the approach of Tom Boston.

Boston was a few years younger than Marshall. Boston was a stout man, with a large stomach and bottom that occasioned many jokes at his expense around the club. He was good natured and gave as good as he received. His round black face gleamed with a hint of perspiration under even the coolest conditions; it seemed a permanent fixture, like his nose. His head was almost entirely bald. Boston was the club’s paid director-secretary. He ran the place.

A smiling, friendly man, with a never-failing sense of good taste, Boston served as the club’s ambassador to the community at large. He was a combination bar owner, hotel keeper, social secretary and public relations man. He served competently in all functions.

‘Doctor, may I join you for a moment?’ He beamed down at Marshall.

‘Certainly, Tom. Join me for a bite of lunch?’

‘I’ve had mine, thanks. I hope you don’t mind a small matter of business. It’s sort of urgent.’

Marshall sighed. He had hoped to avoid any serious matter during lunch. He had some tricky dental surgery scheduled and he wanted to get as much relaxation as he could before his labors.

Tom Boston’s face broke into an even wider grin. ‘Come on, Doctor,’ he said soothingly, ‘I wouldn’t bother you unless it was important.’

‘Oh, I know that, Tom. You’ve got me trapped anyway, so you might as well say what’s on your mind.’

‘Did you read about the old man who was shot by the police last night?’

Marshall nodded, without comment.

‘Poor fellow was a deaf-mute, a dishwasher. Harmless kind of guy, you know.’

Marshall’s eyes riveted on the other man’s face.

Boston continued. ‘He was shot by the police as he stood on his back porch. He had just returned from work. They say he attacked them.’

‘So?’ Bill Marshall asked as George brought his steaming lunch and placed it in front of him.

‘Coffee, Doctor?’ George asked.

‘Later,’ Marshall said. The waiter quietly slipped away, leaving the two men to continue their obviously serious conversation.

As befitted a practiced surgeon, Marshall quickly and expertly cut a portion of the veal. Boston watched the dentist. Forever on a diet, he envied the other man’s ability to eat without restraint.

‘The shooting, of course, was most unfortunate,’ Boston went on. ‘The old man, considering his handicap, is a most sympathetic figure; a figure who could be very easily turned into a martyr.’

‘By whom?’ the doctor asked, reaching across his plate for a roll.

‘Brother Bondo,’ Boston said, watching the effect of the name on Marshall.

The dentist carefully replaced the roll. He sat up straight in his chair. No hint of emotion altered his mask-like face.

‘Tell me,’ he commanded.

‘Bondo is already beating the bushes, rallying all the black groups to protest the shooting. He has engineered a big funeral at Moses’ funeral home. It will be done in style, you can bet.’

‘A circus,’ Marshall said sternly, ‘nothing but a circus. How very unfortunate.’

Boston noticed that Marshall had abandoned all effort at eating. ‘From what I’ve been given to understand, the Reverend Taylor will have the funeral service at his church. You know what that means.’

The dentist nodded solemnly.

‘I have to say this for Bondo; in a short time he has done a remarkable job of organizing. He has hit every black group this morning demanding support.’

‘Every group?’ Marshall asked, his right eyebrow raising.

Boston nodded. ‘Including this organization.’

‘Of all the damn nerve,’ Marshall said slowly.

‘I know,’ Boston replied. ‘But you know why he did that, don’t you?’

Marshall looked at him intently.

Boston spoke quickly. ‘He wants us to refuse. That would give him some more ammunition for his campaign against us. He has been using this club as a whipping boy, claiming we are nothing more than Uncle Toms, puppets of the white man. He probably talks as much about us as he does about the Ku Klux Klan.’

‘I know,’ Marshall said. ‘Some of it is sticking too.’

‘That’s right,’ Boston agreed. ‘The man in the street doesn’t think about the past advances that this club has secured for him. The permanent but slow change no longer interests him. He wants everything changed immediately. People like Bondo hold that out to him. They work on his emotions, telling him to hate and distrust anyone who doesn’t support these wild schemes. As you say, some of that stuff of Bondo’s is sticking.’

‘What do you suggest, Tom?’

‘As much as I hate to admit it, I think he has us over the barrel on this one. If we refuse to lend our name to his protest, he will beat us over the head with it. I think we will have to bury our pride and add the club’s name to his list.’

Marshall leaned back in his chair. A hint of a frown played across his dark features. ‘What about those two policemen. Suppose they are innocent?’

‘It’s possible, of course. But right now, the police don’t stand very well with the community. It would be a tough thing to defend them. And, as I say, I don’t think we’ve got a choice. Bondo will smear our name in the street unless we get on his bandwagon.’

Marshall was silent for a moment. ‘I will not be part of a lynching, whether the victims be white or black.’

‘I didn’t mean…’

Marshall waved his hand. ‘I know you are only thinking of the interests of this club, Tom, but this goes far beyond anything like that. If we allow ourselves to be stampeded by no-goods like Bondo, we will never enjoy any meaningful influence with anyone. We would just be one more jabbering group of idiots, barking along behind the lead dog.’

Boston looked uncomfortable. ‘We have got to do something. He will really build this thing up.’

Marshall smiled. ‘We will do something, Tom, but it won’t be done in panic. Look over there.’ He gestured toward the other tables. ‘We have some of the best legal and business minds in the entire black community sitting right there. I will pick three of them as a committee to look into the matter. We will take no stand until all the evidence is in and the committee makes its report.’

‘But…’

‘We will be doing something; a positive, logical thing. It might hurt us in the short run, but over the long haul it will do us nothing but good. People respect cool heads, believe me.’

‘Maybe.’

‘They do, Tom. At least they do, after emotions have cooled. I’ll appoint the committee right here and now.’ He stood up. ‘And to throw in a little extra, so you will feel better, I’m going to look into the matter myself.’

Boston’s smooth face remained clouded with worry.

*

J. Franklin Moses watched the procession below from his upstairs window. The top floor of his large funeral parlor had been designed as living quarters fitted out in opulent luxury worthy of a Persian prince. The old man turned off the lights and now looked out on the wide street below.

It was just after seven o’clock. The street was getting dark and the street light had been turned on. It was the largest crowd that he had had since Wee Willie Smith, the rock singer, had died of an overdose. Moses eased his bulk on to an arm of an overstuffed chair. In this position he was elevated enough to see the street below and he had support for the weight of his corpulent body.

His sons, he reluctantly admitted to himself, had done a good job in crowd control. The security officers, extra men hired for the occasion, had arranged two long lines for viewers to pass by the casket. The lines already extended from the front steps of the funeral parlor down the street for almost a block.

And there had been problems. The family of the corpse deposed from the large viewing room to smaller quarters had raised a loud fuss until he adjusted the bill for them. Then they agreed that the ‘martyr’ should have the more spacious room.

His son, Jerome, stood at the front door. He served two functions. From his vantage point he could direct the security officers to any point of disturbance. Also, he served as chief greeter for the House of Moses. Upon the arrival of visiting dignitaries, he would signal and a buzzer would sound in the living quarters of his father, summoning him to greet the important visitor.

Moses knew that as time progressed and word got out about the crowd, every black politician in town would find his way to the funeral home.

His experienced eye judged each member of the slowly moving lines below him. He measured them by age, state of dress and general demeanor. He prided himself that he could tell a man’s income with one practiced glance.

Below him were working men looking uncomfortable in their church clothes; stiff old-style suits and high-collar shirts popular years ago. Their women were with them. Used women, their figures either grossly corpulent or emaciated, depending on their physical type. They wore modest dresses, also their church and special occasion clothes. Interspersed with them were the young people. Afro hair styles bobbed along the line, worn by both men and women. Some of the young men affected African dress; loose colorful garments worn with amulets dangling about their necks. The young girls ran the range of styles from immodest short tight dresses to old-fashioned, but now popular, long ‘granny’ dresses. Some of the men looked like black cowboys, wearing expensive costumes that had become fashionable; boots, tight pants and western vests.

Also in the slow moving lines were clusters of young prostitutes, their garish wigs of all colors contrasting with their varying shades of dark skin. Here and there, a street hard man, with his upswept hair and costly close-fitting suit, shuffled along with the rest.

On the street, moving as marshals for the shuffling parade, were the uniformed young men of Brother Bondo’s street army. Unsmiling, their black berets cocked at rakish angles, they spoke easily and quietly to the long lines as they directed the solemn procession.

He could not hear any of the street noise. His windows were sealed tightly to keep the air-conditioned apartments free from contamination by the dusty dirty atmosphere outside.

The crowd meant future business. He knew each person was sure to be impressed by his showmanship. Each would secretly hope that when their time came they too could depart this earth in the style provided by the House of Moses.

Inside, in the viewing room he had provided large banks of flowers, an extra that the Robinson family could not afford, but appropriate, he felt.

The viewing room was a masterpiece. The soft, receded ceiling lights shone down on his collection of African artifacts, used to underscore the feeling of racial unity. Young black troopers, provided free of charge by Bondo, ringed the casket, their young faces set in hard-eyed expressions. They stood by the body like avenging black angels, suggesting physical power and revenge for wrongs. The passing line of people had to be impressed by the dramatic setting.

Bondo had provided the crowd. He had contacted every black group and had cajoled, threatened or bribed the officers to insure a turnout. Moses knew that Bondo planned an even larger demonstration for the morning in front of police headquarters. He smiled to himself as he watched the prospective customers file by his vantage point.

He was about to leave the window to pour himself a drink when he noticed a flurry of activity at the far end of the line. Curiously, he stopped to watch what was developing. Two young troopers were shouting as they half trotted along the lines of waiting people. They carried newspapers in their arms, handing out free copies every few feet as they approached the doors of the funeral home.

In their wake, people thronged around the lucky ones with the newspapers. The once-orderly lines seemed to melt into a mass of humanity. He could see people shouting. The two young men moved on quickly, seemingly unaware of the disorder they had left behind them.

Moses could not hear what was being shouted, but he did not like the look of the people: they were turning into a mob. Suddenly, without any warning, what had been orderly lines now seemed to be a danger. He wanted no destructive mob milling around his expensive funeral home.

Quickly, he grabbed his suit coat, having difficulty stuffing his fat arms into the sleeves as he bolted for the door. He felt he could not trust his sons to handle a developing situation like this.

As he opened his apartment door, he could hear the rising sound of strident angry voices drifting up from the floor below. He hurried down the circular staircase. Jerome, his son, was coming up two steps at a time.

‘What the hell’s going on here?’ he demanded of his son.

‘All hell has broken loose,’ Jerome said, staring up at his father, his eyes wide.

‘I can see that, you fool. What has happened?’

‘The newspaper, Papa,’ Jerome said. ‘It says the man, Robinson, was murdered by the police.’

‘Oh Christ!’ Moses exclaimed.

‘Everything is getting out of hand. People are shouting and stamping around. What are we going to do, Papa?’ Jerome pleaded for instructions.

‘Get me a copy of that goddamned paper,’ his father said, pushing by him. The fat, elderly funeral director roughly plowed through the crowd below, his heavy legs driving him toward the small room at the back which contained the communications system for the funeral home.

Earlier he had set up a record tape of low, moaning funeral music, it wafted now through every room in his establishment. Also, as part of his showmanship, he had cut in the outside speakers so that the waiting mourners in the street could get into a proper funeral mood as they listened to the broadcast music.

Behind him he could hear the loud screams of angry women. Damn, he thought, if anything can touch off a riot, it’s the goddamned women. He reached the communications room, hurriedly tore open the door and grabbed a chrome microphone. He plugged the jack into the set and snapped off the tape.

‘Brothers and sisters,’ he shouted into the microphone, ‘justice will be done! Say “amen”,’ he commanded.

He knew most of them would be conditioned by their religious youth to make an automatic response.

He could hear startled ‘amens’ behind him like sputtering popcorn.

‘This is a serious hour for our people. Say “amen”,’ he went on quickly. ‘Now listen to me, I have the word for you. Say “amen”.’ He paused only a second. ‘This is a terrible hour for our people.’ He waited. He could hear the ‘amens’ now, without any urging on his part.

Jerome jammed a newspaper into his hands. He glanced at the headlines as he spoke. ‘Our people have had many trials,’ He paused, giving time for the ‘amens’. ‘Many tribulations, and this is one of them.’ It is for me, he thought.

The headline said that the policeman who had shot Robinson had changed his story of the shooting. The article hinted at murder, without coming out and saying it.

‘Let us all kneel down, brothers and sisters,’ he intoned. The panic had left him now and he felt in complete command of the situation. ‘The truth has come out. I see the hand of God in this. Come, let us praise him together.’ He paused, peeking out of the communications room. People had begun to kneel. The threat was over.

‘Oh Lord, as you delivered your people from the terrible sands of Egypt, as you delivered the children from the fiery furnace, deliver us, your people, oh Lord.’ He continued improvising a prayer that combined a lament for the souls of the departed, a plea for quick and sure justice, and a plug for his funeral home. He did the preaching at many of his funerals anyway, so it was no great chore for him to work something up on the spur of the moment.

The people in the funeral home, and those outside, had become quiet, listening to the deep voice smoothly flowing from the expensive amplification equipment. It had an almost hypnotic effect. The security officers moved quickly in the street getting the two lines of mourners back into position. When the prayer ended, the crowd had returned to its former status of respectful waiting.

He looked out again to assure himself that he had dealt with the situation. Satisfied, he returned to the microphone. ‘Let us, each of us, quietly reflect within ourselves on the injustice done to the poor man for whom you have prayed. The family will be grateful for any donation you might care to leave in the baskets at each side of the casket. Praise God and thank you.’ He switched off the microphone and snapped the music on again.

Moses took a deep breath. It had been a close thing. Emotions could inflame people into mindless destructive action. He had saved his own house from possible destruction and he felt triumphant.

He turned from the room and started back toward the front. He could see Brother Bondo stride in the front door, his loose white blouse billowing as he hurried by the strained faces of the mourners.

Moses whistled to himself. If anybody can start a riot tomorrow, he thought to himself, that is the boy to do it. God help us all, he prayed, this time sincerely.


Chapter Six

John the Greek fixed the white cloth around his customer’s neck. He was slightly annoyed to have business this early. Usually, he opened up not to attract customers, but as an accommodation to the other Greek businessmen on the block. His barber shop was their morning meeting place. His coffee was brewed in the old-country fashion, thick and strong. It was pleasant to begin the day among people like yourself, speaking your native language.

‘You got circles under your eyes, Ham,’ the barber said. ‘You burning the candle at both ends, pretty soon it goes out, you know.’

The tired face smiled up at him, ‘I haven’t been to bed, John, but not for the usual reasons.’

The barber grunted to save having to respond. He was smart. If a customer wanted to tear himself down, that was his business.

‘I haven’t had but two drinks all night, believe it or not,’ Durst said.

‘That is different,’ John said, smiling to allay any interpretation of the remark as insulting.

‘I feel better than I have in years, John, all a man really needs is to work at his trade. Usually, I am bored to death. Nothing for me to do but gather the crappy little court items all day, no challenge, no excitement, you know.’

John nodded to be agreeable. He had known the newspaperman for a number of years. He was part of the strange group of policemen, lawyers and newspaper people who made up his clientele. He could not understand their strange ways, but he did his best to agree with what they said to him, acting merely as a human sounding board for the most part. His barber shop was located just down the street from police headquarters and the criminal courts building. He prided himself that he even had judges for customers.

‘I’ve been working on that police shooting,’ Ham Durst said. ‘The one where the deaf-mute was shot.’

‘I read about it,’ John said, pouring some tap water into the shaving mixture.

‘A real breaking story. I spent three hours at the morgue last night trying to get the autopsy report. Christ, you’d think it was a war-office secret. But I got it.’

‘Uh, huh,’ John began to brush the lather on the gaunt face.

‘Went out to Black-Bottom and got pictures of the family, interviews, the whole works. One of the paper’s artists came out. He did a drawing of the scene of the crime. You know, a picture reconstructing the shooting. Damn, but he was mad at having to come out. That’s no area for a white man at night. Doesn’t bother me. I figure I can get in and out of anywhere, but he’s strictly a nine-to-five type. He was scared skinny, believe me.’

‘Bad place to be. You’re lucky some stickup man didn’t knock you over the head,’ John said solemnly.

‘Now, no chance. Those people, they knew we were on their side. As soon as I explained things to them, they fell over backward trying to help us. They sure want to see that cop burned.’

John began to strop the long-bladed straight razor. Modern barbers no longer offered shaves. It had gone out of fashion. But these strange people from the courts had a different life style; playing around, drinking, staying up. Many of them stopped to get a shave before stumbling sleepless into work. They all liked John the Greek, he was good at his trade.

‘I really did a job of work last night,’ Durst continued. ‘You know, it’s funny but I’m not even tired, just charged up. By God, this .will be a big day too. All hell should bust loose today.’

‘How so?’ John asked as his blade skimmed a clean area through the lathers

‘The jigs are coming out in force for a big demonstration today. This will put the prosecutor right in the middle. They’ll be demanding a murder warrant.’

‘Bad business,’ John muttered.

‘All part of the ever-changing urban scene, John, my boy. Life in the big city. But those politicians are really going to be in a spot. This city is uptight. The blacks are hot. Anything could touch them off, big or little. This is big. If it isn’t handled just right, it will blow the lid off things.’

‘Another riot?’ John asked, interested for the first time.

‘It’s a possibility. Everybody on both sides realizes it. This thing is going to get nationwide coverage, believe me.’

‘Another riot would be very bad,’ John said, remembering that he had to spend several nights in his darkened shop during the last one, a shotgun cradled in his arms.

‘Goddamn right it would be bad. The blacks figure that the cops have never given them an even shake. They’ll be watching what they do in this case. This is one they won’t be able to whitewash. There’s just too many questions left up in the air.’

‘Uh huh,’ John grunted as he finished the shave. He walked over to the sink and turned on the hot water spigot. ‘What’s that young cop’s name again, the one who did the shooting?’ he asked.

‘Maguire, Charles Maguire,’ Durst replied.

‘Oh, yeah. That’s his father that comes in here for his haircuts, ain’t it?’

Durst paused. ‘Damn, old Chuck Maguire. That’s too bad. He’s not a bad guy, ya know.’

‘I know,’ John said, getting the towel a little hotter than necessary. Tossing the hot cloth from hand to hand, he returned and wrapped it around Durst’s face.

‘Oh Jesus,’ came the moan from under the hot towel.

‘It softens the skin,’ John said quietly.

He waited until the towel had cooled sufficiently and then he took it off, using it to clean off the traces of lather. He reached over and pulled down a bottle of after-shave lotion, pouring an amount of the perfumed liquid into his cupped hand. He carefully rubbed the lotion into the still-warm skin of his customer.

‘I feel good, John,’ Durst said as he got up and stuck out a bill to pay for the shave. ‘I feel like a new man.’ He examined the worn face staring back at him from the big mirror. ‘Well, I might not look so hot, but I feel fine,’ he said to himself.

The newspaperman left the small barber shop and walked briskly toward police headquarters. It was just eight o’clock. Already he could see several of the local television mobile crews setting up their equipment across the street from headquarters.

Wooden saw-horses had been set up as barricades at the cross streets. Small groups of uniformed officers, attired in their protective plastic helmets, stood around quietly talking.

Durst knew it was too early yet for the important work of the day to begin so he turned and walked down a side street toward the court building. It was a clear day, with a lovely cloudless sky above him. He wanted to check a few things, just to make sure.

He passed the court building and walked across the street passing the hospital. In the hospital parking lot he found the sight he had expected. Out of view, hidden by the tall buildings, were the big blue buses. The riot squad, now called the peace keeping force, was assembled; tough looking burly officers, all equipped and ready to go. It looked like several hundred policemen to him. He turned and began walking back to headquarters.

A few people were abroad in the streets; mostly court personnel on their way to their jobs. They knew what was coming. A feeling of tenseness seemed to grip the very air. It would be warm today, Durst decided. Even at this early hour he guessed that the temperature was already in the high sixties.

He retraced his steps to the front of police headquarters. A middle-aged man in a well-cut civilian suit stood alone on the front steps of the building. He was muscular, his suit straining against the pull of his wide shoulders.

‘Well, it looks like your boys are all set for trouble,’ Hamilton Durst greeted the man, Inspector John Brill.

Brill smiled. ‘Always prepared, that’s our motto, Ham.’

‘Looks like all hell might break loose.’

‘I doubt it,’ Brill replied. ‘But we are ready if it does.’ His eyes searched the street. ‘Haven’t seen you for a while, Ham. How have you been?’

‘Good, Johnny. How about yourself?’

‘Never better,’ the policeman said. ‘Say, Ham, your paper is giving that young officer an awfully hard way to go.’

‘Yeah,’ Durst replied, cautious now. ‘Everything will come out in the wash, as they say.’

‘Goddamn shame,’ Brill continued. ‘That’s Chuck Maguire’s kid, you know.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘Anything you might be able to do to cool things down a bit would be appreciated, Ham.’

‘I’ll do what I can,’ he said, turning from the officer and walking into the building.

A young, helmeted officer stood by the elevator bank. ‘Do you have business here, sir?’ the officer asked him.

Security would be tight today, Durst thought to himself. He fished out his press card and showed it to the officer.

‘Okay, sir,’ the young cop smiled at him, ‘Can’t be too careful.’

‘Yeah,’ Durst said as he walked into the open elevator.

The headquarters’ press room, ordinarily deserted at this hour, was full of people.

‘Well, look who’s here. The old master come to lead us,’ Meyer Ambrose, one of his paper’s photographers, shouted the greeting.

‘Fear not, men,’ he called in return. ‘I am here to lead you to victory or to death.’

‘Shove it, Ham,’ one of his opposition laughed.

He walked over to the coffee urn and poured himself a half portion into a paper cup. The first sip burned his lips. ‘How about that, the damn stuff is hot for a change,’ he yelped as he pulled the cup away.

‘What’s the situation, Ham?’ Ambrose asked quietly as they moved to a window overlooking the street.

‘They’ve got this place covered like Fort Knox. The riot squad is positioned behind the hospital and there are cops every five feet. It looks like it might be an interesting day.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of,’ the photographer said.

‘Nothing to worry about.’

‘Oh yeah? You have nothing to worry about, as far as that mob is concerned you’re just another citizen. This goddamned camera gives me away. Hell, these demonstrators spend half of their time kicking the shit out of us camera luggers. It’s dangerous, believe me.’

‘You’ve never been beaten.’

‘Only because I have played it smart, sport. I’ve had a few close calls. If things look like they are getting out of hand today I’ll take my pictures from up here and screw the paper.’

‘Shameful attitude,’ Durst laughed. ‘I may have to report you.’

‘Aw, nuts,’ the other said, looking out the window. ‘It looks like the first troops are arriving.’

Durst followed the photographer’s gaze. About twenty young white people had appeared at a street corner a block away. They milled around nervously, as if they suspected they had come to the wrong spot at the wrong time. They were dressed casually, work shirts and blue jeans. Most of the boys wore long hair. They waited, not advancing but merely occupying their position as if to see what might develop. A few of them sat down on the curb to wait.

‘Eight-thirty,’ the photographer replied.

Ed Rose, the local man for a national magazine, moved over to the window to join them. ‘Has the dance begun?’ he asked pleasantly.

‘Not yet. The band isn’t here,’ Ambrose said.

‘Maybe someone forgot to send invitations,’ Rose laughed.

‘They’ll be here,’ Durst said.

‘Yeah.’ Rose lit his pipe. ‘That was a pretty good story you wrote yesterday, Ham, a real zinger.’

‘Thanks,’ Durst replied. ‘Most of my editors think I’m just a washed-up old drunk. Occasionally I have to pitch a no-hitter, just to let them know I still have a little stuff left.’

‘You’ve got plenty of stuff left,’ the other man smiled.

‘I’ve really been working on this one, Ed. I haven’t been to sleep all night. It’s a little like the old days. I’m enjoying myself. So far I’ve been lucky. I’ve come up with some good color stuff, hearts and flowers, a lot of junk that will sell newspapers.’

‘Ham, if you’ve anything left over, you know, that you’re not going to use, I’d appreciate it if you’d pass it along,’ Rose said with a grin.

‘Sure, Ed. There’s too few of us old-timers left.’ Durst paused, his attention suddenly fixed on a new noise, rising above the usual sound of distant traffic. ‘Hear that?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Now the dance is going to start,’ Durst said.

The sound grew louder. They looked out of their third-floor window toward the corner from where it seemed to be coming. Suddenly a marching column, four abreast, appeared on the street.

All young Negroes, dressed in army fatigues, each with a black beret perched upon his head. They moved neatly in step, a large black man out in front of the column, calling cadence.

‘Column right, march,’ the far away command drifted up to their window. The young troopers executed the movement and turned sharply, filling the wide sidewalk, moving south directly across from the headquarters building.

‘Holy Christ, it’s an invasion,’ Ed Rose exclaimed as the column kept coming around the corner. The other newsmen raced to the windows to peer out at the spectacle unfolding in the street below.

‘God, they’ve got their own army,’ one of the men at the windows remarked.

A Negro newsman looked over at him. ‘We got a navy, too,’ he laughed.

All the men at the window laughed.

The column kept moving until the marching men filled the entire sidewalk from one street to the other. At a sharp command they marched in pace, their polished black boots beating out an insistent rhythm on the concrete pavement. The leader, older than the others, moved smartly out into the street, then turned to face the column.

‘Column,’ his voice cracked above the sound of the boots, ‘halt!’ Each boot slammed into the pavement and remained quiet.

‘Left face,’ he commanded.

The four files of men snapped smartly around to face him.

‘Dress right,’ he called, ‘dress.’

The column of men lined up smartly.

‘Ready front!’

They snapped to attention.

‘Parade rest!’

Each trooper snapped one foot wide and at the same time clasped his hands behind his back. They glared silently forward, their chests straining against the material of their uniforms. The leader swung around and assumed the same position. All was quiet on the street.

‘Oh boy, there must be five hundred of ’em,’ Ambrose said, sighting his camera at the troops below.

‘At least they haven’t any guns,’ one of the newsmen said.

‘Yeah, but I’ll bet they have some nearby,’ another growled.

Durst glanced down the street at the knots of police officers who faced the assembled troops across the street. They were quiet, watching, wondering, like everyone else, what might happen next.

‘Quite a display,’ Ed Rose remarked. ‘Somebody has done a lot of planning.’

Durst leaned out a bit to see farther down the street. He could see buses pulling up to the curb. A deluge of black faces began to descend from the vehicles. ‘I don’t think we have seen anything yet,’ he said softly.

They began to come like rivers flowing through the feeding streets. Long lines of people, mostly black, coming relentlessly on toward police headquarters. They were quiet. A few tried to lead the others in song, but the unplanned efforts died aborning. The photographers had moved out of the press room and the reporters could see them below getting pictures of the tidal wave of humanity.

A television truck had moved boldly into the middle of the street, the camera crew set up on top like a bunch of machine-gunners. The people flowed around the truck.

The street below them was completely filled now, with even the feeder streets thronged with people. A group of men began to move through the crowd handing out professionally printed signs; large white cardboard mounted on what appeared to be sturdy wooden sticks.

‘Those sign sticks would make dandy clubs,’ Durst said. ‘Look at the thickness.’

The messages on the signs all contained a similar theme — THE BADGE HIDES A KILLER — MURDER IS A CRIME EVEN FOR PIGS — MAGUIRE IS A MURDERER.

The people who had received the signs now began to hold them aloft. The street below resembled a political demonstration at a convention as the signs bobbed to and fro.

‘How many people, do you think, Ham?’ Rose asked,

‘Hard to say. I’d guess they must have about five thousand down there now.’

The other man whistled. ‘I thought they might get a big turnout, but nothing like this.’

‘This is going to be big,’ Durst agreed.

‘Look over there.’ Ed pointed.

A dozen young men, also dressed in the trooper uniform, began to move toward the front of police headquarters. Each had a bull-horn in his hand, mobile speakers powered by their own batteries.

One of the men, apparently the leader, strode to the center of the street. He placed the bull-horn to his lips.

‘All right,’ he bellowed, his voice rising above the tumult of the crowd. ‘All right, this is going to be an organized demonstration. You will receive your instructions from us. We have the bull-horns. Okay, brothers, raise your horns and let the people see where you are.’

The other men, who had fanned out down each side of the street, raised their speaking units into the air.

‘You all see us,’ he said. ‘Now I want a line of people. Get me, one big line to circle in front of Pigsville here.’

Some of the crowd laughed. The other young men with the horns began to get the mob moving so that it resembled a moving black river flowing clockwise in front of police headquarters,

The movement seemed to please the people in the crowd, giving them something to do, a sense of direction. Talking and laughing, they bumped into one another as they began to move.

‘Now follow my lead,’ the man with the horn commanded. Then he yelled into the speaker: ‘The cop is a killer.’

The crowd repeated: ‘The cop is a killer!’

‘We demand justice,’ yelled the man with the horn.

‘We demand justice,’ the crowd repeated.

‘Come on you mothers,’ he snapped, ‘let’s hear it loud. Now — the cop is a killer!’

This time a mighty roar rose from the street. ‘The cop is a killer!’

‘We demand justice.’

‘We demand justice,’ came the answering roar.

‘Oh sweet Jesus!’ Ed Rose said.

Meyer Ambrose steadied his speed graphic camera for a shot of the young man with the bull-horn. He wanted to get the picture he saw in the viewfinder on film — the muscular black man’s face contorting as he screamed into the bull-horn, held a few inches away from his rapidly moving lips. Also, he wanted to catch the faces of the mass of people passing by the shouting youth. Their faces had changed. Earlier in the morning they had laughed, talked and milled around, having the look more of happy people going to a picnic.

Now it had all changed. Their faces were taut now. The heat of the morning had made their dark skins wet with sweat. The shuffling gait had become more purposeful; a heavy treading march. There was no laughter now, just glazed-eyed faces shouting the repeated slogans,

Ambrose had noted the rapid change in the crowd’s mood. He hurried to get his pictures. In the back of his mind was the constant fear that if they got out of hand, he and his camera were inviting targets. But professional pride kept him in the street longer than he would have normally stayed. The faces were too challenging a pictorial subject to be ignored.

His camera recorded the visions that he saw. He quickly changed plates from the bulging supply stuffed into his coat pockets. Other news photographers had gone to the rolliflex-type camera, but he preferred the sharp eye of the old speed graphic. It was cumbersome to use, but he liked the pictures better.

The tumult was deafening. He could not remember anything like it before. Thousands of voices, screaming in unison. The effect was frightening as the sounds rolled and echoed. The marching crowd of thousands had swelled until they were stuffed into the street, their bodies moving in an increasing tempo. The mass of humanity swirled in front of him, Ambrose glanced down the street. The police units at the side streets and in front of headquarters had been beefed up. Where there had been only a handful before, now dozens of helmeted officers stood ready. Their faces were as taut as the marchers’, their eyes swiftly darting over the crowd, painfully alert to the possibility that at any moment the thousands of bodies might be hurled upon them,

The photographer noted that he still had an escape route clear to the headquarters’ entrance. A line of policemen had stationed themselves along the front of the building several feet in front of the structure. Behind them was a welcomed path, in case anything went wrong.

The photographer became aware of a tugging at his sleeve. He turned and found Hamilton Durst standing beside him. The tall, gaunt man seemed to be enjoying the swirling, dangerous spectacle before them. He smiled widely at the photographer. Durst pointed his finger at the center of the street, then he bent his mouth close to the photographer’s ear and shouted over the storm of noise.

‘Get some pictures of those fools on the television truck,’ he shrieked above the noise. ‘If anything happens, they’ll be the first to get it. It will make a good before and after shot. Now, and when they find the battered bodies.’

Ambrose looked closely at him to see if he was serious. The reporter smiled confidently and again gestured toward the center of the street. This time Ambrose followed his gaze.

The television crew had set up their truck before the demonstration had begun. It was a small van with a flat top. Three men stood on the top of the truck; two newsreel photographers and a sound equipment man.

Their white faces were ashen. The truck was being buffeted by the passing throng. The men had to hold on to keep from being toppled into the street. One of the photographers kept trying to use his camera, despite the wobbling surface. The other two abandoned any attempt to carry out their assignments and clung to the small metal handrails on top of the swaying truck. There was no escape for them.

Ambrose carefully sighted them in his camera, catching the frozen terror written on their faces. He pressed the shutter and knew he had gotten a very unusual picture.

Durst stood beside him happily watching the march. Like an idiot watching an oncoming tornado, Ambrose thought, apparently not realizing the danger.

The photographer stepped back, easing himself between the facing line of policemen. He hurried back toward the entrance to police headquarters. He glanced up at the floors above him and saw the worried somber faces of police officers watching from above.

Inside the lobby of the building, the revolving doors muffled some of the sound from the street. It was still loud, but did not have the mind-shattering effect of the roar outside.

Durst followed him in.

‘This is busting loose,’ Ambrose said, his voice constricted by the very real fear he felt.

‘Not yet,’ the other man shouted to be heard. ‘But it sure is building up.’

‘I’m not going back outside, Ham,’ Ambrose said. ‘I know more about these things than you. Those people are going to tear someone apart, and it’s damn well not going to be me.’

Durst nodded. ‘No reason for you to go out, Meyer. You’ve got all the street shots you could possibly use. Look, go upstairs and get a good view from the second or third floor. If they do let go, you can get some dandy shots from there. Oh yeah, there’s a guy sitting in a convertible over at the corner of Cleft Street. He’s got a ring of uniformed guys around him. Get a shot of him. That’s Brother Bondo, the guy responsible for all this. Tall black cat, loose white blouse; looks like a bald African warrior, you can’t miss him.’

‘I wish this camera was a rifle, I wouldn’t miss the son-of-a-bitch.’

‘Ah, ah, none of that, Meyer. You are an impartial newspaperman, remember that,’ Durst laughed, although his laughter was drowned by the noise outside.

‘Just in case,’ Hamilton Durst shouted, ‘you better get in position. I’m going over to the court building. The prosecutor should be about ready to make up his mind whether or not to charge those cops.’

The photographer nodded and made his way to the elevator. Durst pushed through a waiting group of helmeted police and headed toward the rear exit of the building.

*

‘Sometimes this is a lousy job, you know that?’ The prosecuting attorney sipped at his lukewarm coffee. The muted sound of the mob a block away dimly penetrated his top-floor office in the criminal court building.

Charlie Reilly’s large bulk seemed to reduce the large leather sofa into a small chair. Reilly served on the payroll as the chief investigator for the prosecutor’s office, but it was only a title to justify his salary. His main function was political adviser to the prosecutor. Every four years Sam Simeon had to stand for election and it was Reilly’s job to see that he won. If they lost, both men were out of work.

‘You’ve got no choice,’ Reilly’s voice rasped. The two men were alone in the large office. ‘Every black in town has got his eyes glued on this case. Don’t forget, it was the black vote that put us in office in the first place.’

Sam Simeon smiled ruefully. ‘Charlie, that’s what I like about you. You never let justice interfere with politics.’

‘Screw justice,’ the other rasped. ‘Look, Sam, these two cops shot that old nigger, right? What makes them so different from the rest of us? They got to answer for their actions, badge or no badge.’

‘Maybe,’ Simeon nodded slowly. ‘Still, there isn’t much of a case against them. Just a couple of witnesses that have an ax to grind. I don’t place much faith in what they say. I don’t think a jury would either.’

‘That’s the point,’ Reilly said, jerking his head so that his facial flesh wobbled at the effort. ‘It’s not your job to find out if the witnesses are lying, that’s the work of the jury.’

‘I’ve still got a duty to examine the evidence and make a recommendation. I call them as I see them, you know that, Charlie.’

The other man scowled. ‘And if you don’t recommend a warrant, you better start looking for another job. Election is next year. The black people won’t forget.’

The prosecutor stood up behind his long desk and slowly walked to the long windows. The action in the street could not be viewed from his vantage point but he could see the groups of helmeted riot police waiting in the back streets.

‘I just don’t like the set-up,’ he said. ‘It will look like I was pushed into this by that mob.’

‘Jesus,’ Reilly exploded. ‘That’s the least of your worries. Those goddamned freaks out there in the street aren’t important. They are just a bunch of loud-mouths. What you got to worry about is the entire black community. I mean it, Sam, this is a big one. You’ve got to send over a murder warrant.’

The prosecutor frowned.

‘Besides, in all fairness, these two birds lied about the whole thing. That alone puts the thing in a different lights. I mean, they weren’t just two cops doing their duty, were they? Why did they lie, if they had nothing to hide? You add that to those two nigger eye-witnesses, and you’ve got a pretty good case, Sam.’

The prosecutor remained silent, his eyes absently watching the scene below. Finally he spoke in a soft voice, almost as if to himself. ‘There’s no way we can show first-degree murder. Nothing, even those two witnesses, can establish premeditation. If I recommend a warrant, the charge will have to be second-degree murder.’

‘So what,’ Reilly said. ‘Murder is murder. ‘The people won’t give a damn whether it is first or second degree, the important thing is the murder charge.’

‘The cops will be angry,’ Simeon said, turning from the window.

‘Yeah, but that can’t be helped. Besides, they don’t turn out much of a vote anyway. It’s the black vote you’ve got to watch out for.’

Simeon drew deeply from his cigarette. He expelled the smoke and then walked briskly back to his desk.

‘I don’t like it, Charlie, but I’m going to do it. Second-degree murder it is.’

Reilly’s round face creased into a relieved smile. ‘It’s the right thing to do,’ he said. ‘Listen, Sam, if you get a good vote next time out, we’ll aim for governor next. It’s a good move and a smart move.’

‘It will have to be handled well,’ Simeon said. ‘The guy that tries this one will have to work at it. If the case is blown wide open we could get hurt.’

Reilly nodded. ‘Yeah. How about Pete Vigiletti? He’s a good man.’

Simeon nodded. ‘Yeah, but he’s getting old. This will be a real thumb-in-the-eye fight. I don’t think Pete is up to that kind of thing anymore.’

‘Who then?’

Simeon crushed out his cigarette. ‘He’s young, but he has been burning up the track in court. An alley fighter. I think I’ll assign Jack Hogan to the trial.’

‘He is pretty young for this kind of thing.’

‘Yes, but he is ambitious. He’ll go after those two cops like a shark after bloody meat. You know, Charlie, a case like this can make a man professionally. All that publicity can really stamp a man’s name into the public consciousness. He will know that and god help the man that tries to stand in his way.’

Reilly laughed. ‘Be careful you don’t build him up too high, he might take a crack at your job.’

For the first time, Simeon laughed. ‘I’ll be careful, don’t worry.’ He switched on the office intercom. ‘Mary, get Jack Hogan. I want to see him right away.’


Part 2: Pre-Trial

A preliminary examination is not a trial, and the magistrate, before whom the examination is held, determines only whether it appears that a public offense has been committed, and whether there is sufficient cause to believe the accused is guilty thereof.

OVERTON vs. STATE

78 Nev. 198

370 P. 2nd 677


Chapter One

Nick Bennett found himself alone for the first time since he had received the telephone call. He stood on the steps of the criminal courts building and breathed deeply. The air was moist, heavy with the smells of a busy city. He glanced at his watch. It was after four o’clock. It was hard for him to believe, time had seemed to fly by. He had been caught up in the excitement, carried along with the events, not having control, just bobbing along in what seemed to be a nightmare.

He walked slowly down the concrete steps. A cab stood waiting at the taxi stand across the street at the hospital entrance. He was tempted to hail it. Then he decided the walk would be good for him, allow him to calm down and give him some time to sort out mentally the jumble of occurrences which had gripped him and the others.

A soft breeze stirred, blowing bits and pieces of paper and refuse along the side street; mementos of the near riot of the morning. The sanitation people had not yet got around to cleaning up the mess. He saw ripped signs littered on the small lawn around the police building. He involuntarily snorted aloud at the messages on the signs.

Traffic was beginning to move out of the city. Cars spewed a trail of paper bits behind them as they moved past police headquarters. He still remembered his fright at having to push through the massed hysterical crowd of blacks to get to the court building. The city had been lucky. It seemed to him at the time that he was in the vortex of starting a riot, a riot that would put all the rest to shame for size and ferocity. He shuddered at the memory; the pushing shouting people, hypnotized into a frenzy by the strident voices blaring at them from a dozen bull-horns.

Somehow he had made it through the mob. It amazed him that the demonstration had not turned into a full-scale riot. He had been told that only minor scuffles and a few broken windows had resulted. The dangerous tide had turned suddenly with the announcement that the two policemen had been charged with murder. Now all that remained of the angry shouting river of flesh were tattered signs and litter. The crowd, he presumed, must have felt they had caused the charges to be made. Well, he thought looking about him, maybe they had.

He walked slowly, like a tourist in a city he had never seen. But this was familiar ground. It was like a trip back home to him, a trip back to the scenes of well-remembered youth. The vital years of his life, his late twenties and early thirties, had been spent here,

He looked up at the sixth floor of police headquarters, directly above him. That floor had contained the offices of the prosecutor when he had been a young assistant prosecuting attorney. Now the offices had been moved into the new justice building, but he vividly remembered every detail of the old offices, the old, partitioned cubicles, each serving as a one-desk office for two lawyers. He fondly recalled the old war horses who had been his co-workers, and many times his heroes. They had been hard drinking, rough men, ready to walk into any courtroom and rip the guts out of any adversary, at any time and in any case. He smiled to himself.

Now these heroes of his were either dead or living in mundane retirement, fishing at the side of some lake somewhere.

He remembered himself, a young trial lawyer doing daily battle in the courts. A young man who lived from pay check to pay check, with a young wife and two squalling infants; a life filled with excitement.

His wife was dead now. His two children grown and moved away.

There was no excitement in his life now, by design. The heart attack had happened five years ago just after the death of his wife. Nick Bennett had been advised at the time to abandon the drama of the courtroom for a more tranquil existence. At the time he had been glad to do so. And until the last few days he had thought he had made a successful adjustment to a peaceful life.

But it was like tasting salted food after a long bland and tasteless diet. The excitement of the morning had seeped into him, filling a void he had not suspected existed. He felt tired, but somehow deeply satisfied.

It was a feeling he never attained in the quiet halls of the probate courts. The administration of an estate contained no drama, no exchange between skilled adversaries; just a quiet, clerical routine. His life was neither heaven nor hell, he realized, but more like suspension in a legal vacuum.

He smiled. One day in court and I think I’m young again, he thought to himself. He looked over at the all-night coffee shop on the corner. He could suddenly remember how that hot coffee had tasted in the wee hours of the morning while he had worked on a case. Coffee, on the rare occasion when he drank it, never tasted that good anymore.

It was a temptation to go in and put the coffee to the test of time. Nothing ever is the same, he speculated as he turned away. He caught a glimpse of himself reflected in a restaurant’s door. Not bad, he thought. Fifty-one years old, but I don’t look it. The last several years of careful dieting, together with regular exercise, had seemed to arrest the aging process. His tall form was lean, and, except for a slight lifelong stoop, athletic. His dark hair held only a hint of gray. His face was not handsome, but long with large, craggy features. He knew it gave him a rugged appearance. The reflection disappeared as he walked past the door.

The exciting passage at arms in the courtroom had been fun, but he was tired. His damaged heart had presumably repaired itself. However, the extra strain of a long hard-fought case might tax the red pump inside him. This was fun, but it could be most expensive, maybe dangerous.

He waited for the traffic light at the corner.

‘Mr. Bennett!’ a female voice called behind him.

Nick Bennett turned. A young blonde woman was hurrying along the sidewalk coming from the court building. She was having difficulty trying to run in her stylish heels. When she saw he was waiting she slowed to a quick walk.

She appeared to be a little older than his own daughter, probably in her late twenties, he speculated. Her blonde hair had been fashioned into an attractive knot at the back of her head, emphasizing her face. She was pretty, he could see that even at a distance.

She was not the kind of customer who frequented this area. Her dress, a well-fitted light suit, was expensive. He noticed her figure was full, maybe a hint too full, but attractive nevertheless.

‘Thanks,’ she said, out of breath.

‘You’re welcome,’ he smiled down at her smooth face. She had exceptionally blue eyes, very light in color, almost no color. The effect was startling. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked.

‘Just a few minutes of your time,’ she said, still slightly out of breath.

‘Sure.’

‘I’m Nancy Kelso,’ she said, obviously expecting recognition. Her face clouded slightly when none was forthcoming. ‘With the Enquirer,’ she said as if to clear up the entire matter. She could see that he still did not attach any recognition to her name.

‘I write the column, “Here’s Nancy”,’ she said. ‘If you say you haven’t read it, I’ll just die,’ she laughed a bit nervously.

He liked her. ‘I’ve not only read your column,’ he said softly, intending to make the compliment just right, ‘but I have enjoyed it. You write very well. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize your name. By the way, the picture above your column doesn’t do you justice. You are quite a beautiful girl, you know.’

He was being completely truthful about the picture. But he seldom read her column, a collection of gossipy little stories about town figures. Such things did not interest him.

‘They told me at the office that you were a slick old guy…well, not old certainly.’ She stopped, flustered for a moment at her indiscretion.

Bennett laughed. ‘I suppose it would seem to some of the older men on your staff that I had been around for a hundred years. But, to tell you the truth, Miss Kelso, I only feel like a hundred. I am somewhat younger.’

She smiled. He could see that she was outgoing, enthusiastic. Youth radiated from her like heat. In her presence, suddenly he felt very old.

‘I came over to cover this police shooting thing,’ she said.

‘A bit out of your line. As I recall, your column runs in the women’s section of the paper, somewhat to the right of society weddings and to the left of the latest fashions.’

‘Well, you have read it. I’m flattered,’ she said.

‘I said I did,’ he reminded her.

‘Yes, well, I am pleased in any event,’ she smiled. Her teeth were slightly irregular, but the total impression seemed to blend in with her girl-next-door look. It was not unpleasing to him.

‘This is big news, this whole business,’ she went on. ‘I came over here hoping to pick up some items for my column. You know, some interesting inside stuff. Color. That’s what I try to get for my column. I thought maybe you might be able to help me a bit.’

‘Probably not, Miss Kelso,’ he said evenly. ‘As you know, lawyers are very restricted about what they may discuss about a case in progress.’

‘Oh, I’m not looking to try your clients, or anything like that. I really am looking for some human interest stuff.’

He nodded. ‘I understand. But for the life of me, I can’t think of one thing you might be able to use. I am sorry.’

‘May I walk along with you?’ she asked. ‘This is a tough part of town for a few blocks and I’d be glad of an escort.’

‘Certainly, come on.’ The light changed and he began to stride across the street.

‘Mr. Bennett,’ she laughed. ‘I’ll never be able to keep up with those long legs of yours unless you slow down.’ She was just over five feet tall and had no chance of matching his full stride.

‘It’s a deal,’ he said.

‘Nice day, isn’t it?’ he said to make an attempt at conversation.

‘Now it is. I thought that demonstration thing would break out into all hell this morning.’

‘Yes. It was most dangerous.’

‘Who said living in the city was dull?’ she smiled, looking up at his lean face. ‘Can I ask you a few personal questions?’

‘For your column?’

‘No, just for my own feminine curiosity.’

‘Fire away.’

‘Mr. Bennett, do you know the first question that any woman thinks of concerning a man?’

‘No.’

She smiled. ‘Are you married?’

‘I was,’ he said.

‘Oh!’ She did not pursue it and they walked along in silence.

‘Not divorced,’ he said after the pause. ‘My wife died about five years ago.’

‘I’m sorry.’

The afternoon traffic had begun to get heavy as the office workers started for home. They walked by old, abandoned stores. They had to pass a seedy run-down three-block area before getting to the main downtown business section.

‘Any children?’ she asked.

‘Two, a boy and a girl. Both are married now. My daughter lives in Florida with her husband. My son is an engineer. He lives in Boston now.’

‘That’s kind of sad,’ she said quietly.

‘Why?’

‘I mean you are all alone here.’

He laughed. ‘Oh, sometimes it bothers me. But I lead a quiet life. You get used to some things. Anyway, my kids usually call me once a week. We get together for vacations and holidays. It isn’t so bad.’

She nodded.

He moved to the inside to protect her as they passed a drunk stumbling along the sidewalk. He mumbled something unintelligible as they passed.

‘I’m glad you’re along,’ she said.

‘He’s not capable of hurting anyone, only himself,’ he said quietly.

‘Mr. Bennett,’ she said, ‘I wonder if you could explain what happened today. I seemed to be in the middle of a crowd most of the day. I really didn’t understand what went on.’

‘For your column?’

She smiled warmly. ‘No, off the record. Really, I mean it, I couldn’t make head or tail out of what went on.’

‘Well, Miss Kelso,’ he started.

‘Please call me Nancy,’ she said. ‘Everybody does.’

‘Okay, Nancy. A pretty name for a pretty girl.’

She laughed. ‘No con job, please.’

‘Okay, what do you want to know?’

‘Everything, right from the beginning. I have never covered a court proceeding before. I don’t know the first thing about it.’

‘Well, as you know, this is a criminal matter. In the usual case, the victim of the crime becomes the complaining witness. He makes a complaint to the police. They investigate the matter and present their findings to the prosecuting attorney. He determines whether or not there is sufficient evidence to bring a charge. If he thinks there is, he recommends a warrant, charging the crime, to be issued by the court. At this stage of the proceeding the court goes along with him. That’s what happened today.’

‘I see.’

‘Of course, in murder cases, there is no complaining witness, because the victim is dead. He can’t come into court and testify, so the state, the government, becomes the complaining witness.’

‘Like today.’

‘Yes. This morning the prosecuting attorney made up his mind to recommend a warrant for second-degree murder against the two officers,’ he said. ‘What you saw today was the arraignment on the warrant. If the defendant is not in custody, then the police use the warrant to go out and arrest him. Of course, both officers were in police headquarters and submitted to the arrest anyway.’

‘But they both appeared in court?’

‘Yes. That’s the arraignment part. The warrant having been issued and the defendants arrested, they appear before the judge. It is his duty to set bail; an amount of money posted by them to insure that they will show up for trial. Fortunately, this is a second-degree murder charge and bail can be set. There is no bail, usually, in first-degree murder cases.’

‘Oh.’

‘Judge Yim was sitting as a magistrate, an old English term, and he set twenty-five-thousand dollar bail for both men.’

‘You made quite a speech about that.’

He laughed. ‘Part of my trade. Actually, I thought the bail too high. It has to be reasonable under the circumstances in each case. The Constitution insures that feature. Both of these officers are young family men. Bail is only to insure that they appear at trial. There is no fear that either of them would take off. The bail is more of a nuisance than anything else in this case.’

‘How will they raise the money? That’s an awful lot.’

‘Ordinarily, it would be. To get a bondsman to put up the cash, you would have to pay him ten per cent of the bond. And there are no refunds, believe me.’

‘My god!’

‘Well, as I say, this isn’t too bad on my clients. The Police Association put up the bond money for both officers. So they will be free until the trial. Of course, I hope to God, they will be completely free after that.’

‘I’ll bet. By the way, you and the prosecutor, what is his name, Hogan, got into it pretty good. What was that all about?’

He grinned at her. ‘Nothing serious. The kid reminds me of myself in some ways. He will be a tough cookie to handle if he tries the case; a real aggressive lawyer. Like I said, the whole hearing was over the matter of bail. But Hogan decided to get the ball rolling by making a speech about my clients being heinous killers. Really not called for, but he was doing it for you people from the newspapers. So, for the same purpose, I made a little speech myself.’

‘You called it a politically-inspired case,’ she said.

‘Now it’s my turn to be flattered. I thought no one ever listened to lawyers.’

‘I was impressed. Really, you are very good you know.’

He laughed.

‘I mean it. The men at the paper said you were. Although they do wonder why you sort of dropped out of sight.’ She looked up at him. ‘I hope I’m not getting too personal.’

He shook his head. ‘No. I suppose it is natural to wonder. I used to be in and out of the trial courts quite a bit. Put on a good show, I suppose. Anyway, now my practice is chiefly probate work; just filing wills and paying dead people’s bills and taxes. Not exciting, but profitable.’

‘Don’t you miss this sort of thing?’ she asked.

He could not keep from looking into her unusual eyes. ‘I guess I do. I didn’t think that I did. But it was kind of fun in there today.’

‘You were wonderful. I would think anyone as good as you couldn’t bear to do anything else.’

He looked at her closely trying to determine whether she was just buttering him up to get more information, or whether she was sincere. The difference seemed suddenly important to him,

‘Oh, it’s a young man’s game, Nancy,’ he said at last. ‘It’s a skill, trying a lawsuit, but it takes great energy, staying power, if you will. I think I’m a bit beyond that now.’

‘You talk as if you were as old as the hills, Mr. Bennett. You are a young man still.’ She saw the disbelieving look in his eyes. ‘Really, I mean it. How old are you? Forty, forty-five?’

‘Fifty-one, my dear. Old enough to be your father,’ he smiled down at her.

The age seemed to startle her. ‘You don’t look it,’ she blurted out. ‘Oh, I mean that isn’t old. Fifty-one is the prime of life. But you really do look much younger.’

‘Now who is being slick,’ he said.

‘I’m serious, Mr. Bennett. You seem to have an unusual attitude about yourself. My God, in my work I spend half my time dodging the passes of men a lot older than you. Obviously, they don’t consider themselves over the hill.’

‘Maybe you just inspire them. Ever think of that?’

‘Thanks, but they’d act the same way around any female, believe me. Anyway, if you don’t mind me saying it, you must really have a thing about your age.’

‘Maybe.’ He was tempted to tell her about the heart attack. That he had been forced to lead a quiet life, a style of life of a much older man. But then, he reflected, maybe she did have a point. Perhaps he had fallen into the habit of thinking of himself as an old man. He looked at her fresh young face. He could readily understand how she would have trouble around men. He smiled, knowing that she was affecting him in a way that he had not remembered for a long time.

‘Did I say something funny?’ she asked, noting his smile.

‘No. In fact, I was just thinking that you might just have a point.’

‘Oh, I do. You’ll see. As soon as you get back in action, you’ll feel like yourself. The trial will strip away those feelings of yours about being old.’

He paused. ‘I’m really not sure that I am going to try this case.’

Her eyes widened in surprise.

He laughed at her reaction. ‘This is fun, in a way. But I have a full-time law practice, much different from this business. Anyway, I have been away from the courts for a long time. I’ll be too rusty to give a good job of work. Young Maguire will be better off with a lawyer who does this sort of thing for a living.’

He remembered the hurt in Lieutenant Maguire’s eyes when he had told him the same thing after the hearing. Bennett had tried to curb the man’s disappointment by hedging, by telling him he might try his son’s case. Why, he wondered, were people so insistent. There were plenty of good trial men.

‘There is another reason, isn’t there?’ she asked quietly.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t mean to pry. But there must be another reason why you aren’t going to try this case, I mean, I saw you in action. I can’t believe that anything could stand in your way, not money, not age. There must be something else.’

Women and their instincts. He glanced up at the blue sky, now filling with numerous balls of clouds. ‘Well, in a way there is, Nancy. I had a heart attack a few years ago. The doctors told me to take it easy.’

‘Oh,’ she said softly. They walked along silently. Finally, she spoke. ‘My father had a heart attack,’ she said. ‘But afterwards he was better than before. I mean, he took it easy too. But he dieted and exercised. And, by the way, he’s much older than you are.’

‘Thanks. I suppose you may be right. But I’ve gotten into a life style. I get plenty of sleep, eat the right foods, run a few miles every day. No stress, no problems. It is not the most unpleasant way to live,’

She nodded. ‘Have you checked with your doctor? About trial work, I mean?’

He laughed. This girl had pried out of him highly secret and personal information in just a few minutes of time. He had never discussed his health with anyone except his doctor. Even his children had never been exposed to his thinking on the matter. He decided it must be her eyes. He resolved to be more guarded.

‘I get a regular check-up,’ he said firmly. ‘I haven’t had any reason to try a case, so the subject has never come up. By the way, are you always this successful at getting people to talk about themselves? I feel like a blabbermouth.’

She was still serious. ‘I can’t help thinking that it is such a waste. You think of yourself as an old man, washed up, I’ll bet. Anyway, it is none of my business, but I still think it is a shame.’

‘Well, I appreciate your concern, anyway,’ he said. ‘Now suppose I get a bit even. How about giving me your life history. It seems only fair.’

‘It’s not very interesting,’ she smiled.

‘Let me be the judge of that. Let’s start where you did with me. Are you married?’

‘Divorced,’ she said briskly. ‘No children. My husband and I went to college together. We got married while we were at the university. It just didn’t work out.’

‘It’s my turn to be sorry,’ he said. He felt ashamed that he felt triumphant that she was not married.

‘No reason to be sorry,’ she said.

They walked along in silence. ‘How long have you been with the Enquirer?’ he asked.

‘Three years. Before that I worked for a little weekly paper up state.’

‘Like it?’

‘I love it. I’ve been writing my column for about six months now. I really like that.’

They emerged from the dingy area and passed new store fronts that served as prelude to the larger department stores up the street. Her newspaper, he knew, was a block away from his office building,

‘Mr. Bennett, just put this down to female prying, but why don’t you consult your doctor about trying the Maguire case? I think you’d be a lot happier if you tried it, really.’

‘It’s a thought. By the way, since you insist that I am really a young man, why not call me Nick.’

‘That’s better,’ she grinned up at him. ‘See…age is strictly attitude.’

‘You might be right. Anyway, Nancy, it is a treat for a young-old geek like me to talk to a beautiful young blonde.’

‘See, you’ll be pinching my bottom before long. It’s strictly in the mind, like I said.’

He laughed. ‘There’s hope for me yet.’ They had arrived at his office building. He debated whether or not to walk her the rest of the way to her office, but it seemed to him that it would not be proper somehow. He reminded himself that he was a grandfather.

‘Well, here’s my office. Do you need an escort further?’

‘No. I can make it the rest of the way. It’s been a very interesting walk, Nick, I enjoyed it.’

‘I did too, Nancy. A pleasure. Maybe we’ll see each other around again, eh?’

Her light blue eyes regarded him steadily. ‘I’d like that, Nick,’ she said. ‘Goodbye.’

He stopped and watched her walk away. His eyes embraced her full figure. She had extremely good legs. He gazed at the full bloom of her hips as she disappeared into the passing throng of people. He felt a rising feeling, a temptation to call after her. But he stopped.

A day in court and the company of a beautiful girl and I think I’m young again, he thought. ‘There’s no fool like an old fool,’ he said under his breath.

*

‘Why didn’t you kick it off, man? It was all set to go. We would have torn this motherin’ town apart.’

Brother Bondo stood at the window of his apartment paying no attention to the man. He looked down at the slum street below him. As usual he wore a flowing loose blouse. It was white, stark white. He was not a personally neat man, but he insisted that he always have a clean specially-made blouse. It was his uniform. He made sure that the tight ‘priest’ collar, fitted close on his brown neck, was always clean. Others might not care, but he knew it was all part of building an image. A soiled collar or sloppy clothes would mark him as just one more uneducated Negro on the make. Therefore, his clothes were kept immaculate.

‘Man, sometimes I don’t understand you. I really don’t.’ Not many men would have used such an accusing tone of voice toward Bondo. He generally brooked no criticism; his reaction being swift and dangerous. But John Askins was his chief assistant. When alone, and only then, Askins could presume upon their close relationship to voice his ideas, whether they flattered Bondo or not.

Bondo did not seem to hear him.

‘Man, all I had to do was turn that crowd loose. They would have ripped that police building down. There was twenty thousand brothers there. They were ready, man. Why did you stop it?’

Bondo turned from the window. His dark ebony face, hairless except for almost invisible eyebrows, seemed impassive, without emotion or feeling. His dark eyes rested on the form of his assistant seated across the room.

‘Sometimes, I think it is impossible for you to learn,’ He said. His voice was different from other men’s. It was high-pitched, almost female in sound. Yet he could, when the occasion demanded, project that sound from his screeching vocal chords so that thousands could hear the high whine and understand the words, carefully spoken.

Bondo walked across the room like a giant stork. He sat on a sofa. His physique was the build of the warrior people of central Africa; grim fighting man, tall with sinewy strength. Men like Bondo had found use for their extra-long powerful bodies in the game of basketball. But he had never cared for sports, even as a boy. Serious, without humor, he had always pointed toward something more fulfilling, more powerful than being a mere athlete.

‘Okay,’ Askins said. ‘I’m always willing to learn. Teach me.’ It was more of a challenge than a request.

Bondo regarded his long hands and fingers. He seemed to study them for a moment as if to decide if they were properly clean.

‘You’re a good man at some things, John,’ he said. ‘But you are dense when it comes to any long-range thinking.’

The other man snorted. Physically he was the opposite type from the relaxed Bondo. His strong bull-like body seemed forever to twitch with high-charged energy,

Bondo smiled. It was a cold smile, without warmth. ‘First of all, the crowd was more like six or seven thousand. You got to put things in their proper perspective. They had at least a thousand cops on hand. Oh, you couldn’t see them, but they were there. All you saw was the handful in front of the building.’

‘We would have killed those motherfuckers,’ the other man snapped.

‘Oh no you wouldn’t. You might have given them a few bad moments, but that would have been all. I got to hand it to the police, they have trained their people. At the first sign of real trouble you and your seven thousand black people would have been ass-deep in cops. Cops who knew what they were doin’. No sir, boy, there would have been a lot of busted heads, but that’s about all.’

‘It would have touched off this town,’ Askins protested.

‘Not yet,’ Bondo replied, almost dreamily. ‘Even if it did, we haven’t got the thing organized yet. It would have only lasted a couple of days. Some stores burned, a couple of cats killed, nothin’ more than that.’

‘So?’

‘So that’s not what we are after.’

Askins popped a cigarette into his mouth. He angrily snapped his lighter open. He did not offer one to Bondo. Bondo did not smoke, drink or have any of the common or garden vices.

‘You know what turns you on, John?’ Bondo said, his face somber. ‘You like action. Screaming people tearing things apart, that’s what you like.’

The other grimaced.

‘That’s a useful quality sometimes,’ Bondo continued. ‘But that’s not what we want, at least, that’s not the end result of my plan.’

‘Plan. Organize. That’s just a bunch of crap,’ Askins said. ‘Man, you can sit on your ass planning until you die, it won’t get you a thing.’

‘You know, you are a very limited man,’ Bondo said. For the first time his voice betrayed a feeling, the high tones crackled with irritation. ‘Plantation thinking, that’s the trouble with you, all of you. You figure you’ll burndown the man’s house and everything goin’ to be all right. Like a bunch of motherless slaves, dreaming of a time when Ole Massa goin’ to be gone, and ya all goin’ to set around the plantation drinking whiskey and singing. Bunch of goddamned fools, that’s all. That is why blacks have never gone anywhere in this country, plantation thinking. You’d think that in one hundred years, somebody would start thinking.’

‘Screw it,’ the other snapped.

‘Uh huh, just what I expected. That’s the trouble. If you start thinking, it starts hurting, that’s what I’ve got to fight against.’

Askins looked at his leader. ‘All right, let’s hear what you got in mind with this big-deal plan of yours.’

Bondo gazed at the ceiling. ‘Did you ever think about what happened after the last riot, John?’

‘It was a people’s uprising, not a riot.’

‘Bullshit,’ Bondo snarled. ‘It was a riot, that’s all. A bunch of drunken fools having a party? Burned down a couple of Jew stores, shot a few people, that’s all, just a mob having some fun.’

‘Okay,’ he continued, ‘what was the white man’s response to this riot? Well, first he appoints a committee of white folks from the suburbs, with a few token darkies thrown in to keep us folks happy, They blame it all on “racism”, cluck their tongues and promise a new day.’

‘Crap,’ the other man spat the word.

‘Now, that’s the first right thing you’ve said all day. Crap. No more, no less, that’s all it was, that’s all it will ever be. The Federal Government starts throwing in a couple of million dollars into the city for show. Big deal. First thing you know, most of the money goes into the pockets of city workers. Not poor black folks, but white-faced clerks.’

Askins looked at him sharply. ‘So what makes you think you can change anything?’

‘Planning, that’s what, boy. Thinking, that’s the key to this thing.’

‘Nuts.’

Bondo sighed. ‘Man, you ought to try using your brains just once in a while, it might do your head some good. Look here. This time around it won’t be no sudden thing, no folks laughing and dancing while they loot stores. No sir, last time it was just a riot. This time you’re going to get your uprising, believe me.’

‘How?’

‘Organization, that’s how. Do you think those thousands of people just happened to show up in front of police headquarters? Like hell they did. They came because I organized it. I put the arm on every black club in town. That’s why they were there. And don’t think that didn’t surprise the holy hell out of whitey. Man, those cats really sat up and took notice. They never seen anything like that before.’

‘Yeah,’ Askins smiled. ‘That’s for sure. Those mothers were really impressed.’

‘Right,’ Bondo said. ‘That’s what I got in mind, respect and power.’

‘Easy to say.’ Askins’ face grew serious.

‘Right. But it can be done.’ Bondo stood up, his long legs protruding below his billowy blouse.

‘First of all, we got to get the support of most of the black community. Now this has got to be an emotional appeal, dig? We can jump up and down on the street corners shoutin’ about inequality and injustice and all we going to get is a lot of yawns. They heard all of this before. Now, the goddamned pigs have given us a golden chance. The cops didn’t just shoot an old deaf black man the other day, they put a bullet into white control. Only they don’t know it yet.’

Askins looked skeptical, but said nothing.

‘That dead old man will do it, believe me. Look, we occupy the inner city, right? There is almost a half-million blacks squeezed into mile after mile of decaying houses. No whiteys, just black folks. But the decisions are made for us by white people. The cops are mostly white. The electrical company repairmen, the utility workers, all white. And the city workers, mostly white, too. And by God, they get most of the federal money too.’

Bondo walked to the window and looked out again. ‘This time whitey won’t get a riot. No sir, this time, he’ll be faced with organized revolution.’ His high voice rose with the last word.

‘I mean it, John, I’ll make the decision when to touch this town off. I’ll bring it up to a boil, keep it simmering, and then I’ll light the fuse. And you know what will happen?’

‘What?’ Askins asked, showing more interest.

‘Snipers will kill every goddamn squad car officer in this district. We will get their routes, the time they pass key points. Our snipers, our commandos, will open up like the Chinese army. There will be nothing but dead cops lying around for a start. And then we’ll blow up the utility installations, knock out electricity to the downtown area, all their communications. We’ll hit them, I tell you.’

‘Now you are talking, Brother,’ Askins said excitedly.

‘Uh huh, but that’s only the beginning. You know what whitey will do then?’

‘What?’

‘He will see all those dead cops, man. He will get good and excited. Maybe we’ll send out a few gunners and shoot up some white neighborhoods. Anyway, he’ll send in every cop he has. He’ll send in the national guard, the army. And they’ll come shooting.’

‘What’s new about that?’

‘They will have to keep shooting, we’ll see to that. Man, they will be so uptight they will squeak. They can’t help but over-react, you know. Anyway, most of those white boys would love a chance to kill a few niggers.’

‘So?’

‘That’s when old Rastus, shuffling old Rastus, gets goddamn good and mad. Then he gets his shot gun and goes out into the street. I’m not talking about our people. I mean the poor old slob working at a crummy job and trying to get along. He’ll go out to protect himself, his family and his people, you wait and see.’

‘Get a lot of folks killed.’

‘That too, man. But you got to break a few eggs to make an omelet, you know. But when poor old Rastus, thousands of them, goes out, the man will have an honest-to-god revolution on his hands. It will be so hot that it will drive whitey right out of his mind.’

Askins grimaced. ‘You ain’t telling me nothing new.’

‘Stupid man,’ Bondo snapped, as he turned from the window. ‘What do you think whitey will do then?’

‘Kill us niggers, man. That’s all he ever does.’

‘Too many to kill this time, I’ll make sure of that. No sir, that won’t work. Whitey will have to come up with something new.’

‘What?’

‘He will have to come to the man who started the whole thing. He will have to deal with the leader of the revolution. You know what he’ll say?’

Askins shook his head.

Bondo rubbed his long hands together and bent over, inclining his head at an angle. He went into his standard imitation of a white man, an act that always brought howling approval from the crowds.

His high voice raised into a whine. ‘“Peace, that what we want, Brother Bondo.” That’s what they’ll say. “Save our city,” “Stop the killing,” they’ll beg. “Anything you ask, Brother Bondo, you’ll get.”’ Bondo’s eyes glittered. ‘Man, I’ll have those white motherfuckers up against the wall, I truly will.’

Askins beamed at the prospect.

‘And you know what I’ll ask? Absolute control, that’s what. And by God, they’ll have to give it to me.’

‘Bull,’ Askins said slowly. ‘Hell, Bondo, they’re not going to give up this city to you.’

‘Oh yes they will. You’ll see. I’ll control the selection of police. Every damn cent spent among the blacks will pass through my hands. Believe me, it will work. They will be desperate. All they will imagine is more dead bodies and never-ending fighting.’

‘I got my doubts.’

‘It’s all in the history books, John. It just isn’t something that I dreamed up. Goddamn, that’s how the Irish gave it to the British. Same thing the Jews pulled off in Israel. Man, those Viet Cong beat down a nation a hundred times more powerful than themselves with exactly the same thing going for them. It will work.’

‘Yeah, but those guys were going after whole countries. This is just part of one city, man.’

‘Same principle, and it will work. They’re having a hell of a time trying to get rid of the problem, you wait and see.’

‘Maybe,’ the old man said.

Bondo spread his long arms out toward each wall. It was a gesture he used to show power, his gaunt figure made wider by the billowing blouse. It was effective. ‘The time is right, absolutely right. We just have to plan it correctly. It will work. Follow me, John, and you’ll see a day like you’ve never seen before.’

‘I’ll follow you, Bondo, you know that. But I still think it’s too tough to pull off.’

Bondo’s face again spread into the icy smile, his eyes glittering. ‘Man, I guarantee that when those two cops come to trial for killing that deaf man, I’ll have everything ready to go. Every black will have had his nerves rubbed raw by that time. In a couple of months the people will be ready.’

‘Suppose the cops get convicted?’

Bondo stopped, his arms dropped to his sides. ‘Well, that would complicate things a bit. Acquittal would be better. But I think if I organize this thing right, no matter what happens at the trial, we can touch it off. It can be done, John. Believe me, it can be done.’

Askins ground out his cigarette. ‘Okay, Brother, I’m with you. Only let’s hurry and do the thing.’

Bondo’s eyes were triumphant slits as he again raised his long arms.

*

It was going to be one of the better productions, J. Franklin Moses decided as he surveyed the crowd from the altar of the church. It was packed, with people standing along each aisle. The mourners had been so numerous that even more people stood outside the church. Fortunately, the weather had turned cool and the closely packed crowd was able to sit in some comfort despite the jamming of the large church.

Reverend Taylor had done a nice job of redecorating the place, the funeral director thought as he looked about the large structure. Taylor, he knew, had purchased the building at a bargain price from the Jewish Synagogue Association. The Jews had built a new place out in the suburbs and had been desperate to unload the old synagogue, now completely surrounded by a sea of black people. They had snapped at Taylor’s ridiculous offer.

It seated two thousand people. Counting the people jammed along the aisles, Moses estimated the crowd to be closer to three thousand with more than that number waiting outside. J. Franklin Moses prided himself on a knowledge of his own people. But despite this, he was still surprised at the turnout. The death of the old deaf dishwasher had touched the black community deep in its collective soul. Well, he reflected, J. Franklin Moses had provided one of the year’s better funerals for their edification.

It had been four days since the shooting. For those four days, Moses’ funeral home had been the center of the inner city’s interest. Thousands of people had passed by the ornate casket. Most of them had deposited a small donation in the baskets provided, mostly silver, but it added up. So far, he had grossed over four thousand dollars from the baskets. He had produced a million-dollars’-worth of publicity for the funeral home, attracted many potential customers to its quiet interior, and had made a handsome profit besides.

But he had neither stinted nor cheated on the preparations. The old man was going into the ground with one of his better caskets. Also, Moses had provided the poor old soul with a fine suit, at least the top part. And flowers, lots of flowers. If a man had to go, he could go in no finer style than that provided by himself, Moses decided.

The little extras were there too. He looked over at the family of the deceased. The wife was a bent old woman. Her face seemed impassive, as if she had become so accustomed to tragedy that her husband’s death was just another, not too notable, occurrence. The dead man’s son, a fat middle-aged man, seemed fascinated by the people packed into the church. He kept turning to look, as if he could not believe his own eyes, that if he turned once more they would all be gone. Seated with the family were Moses’ two nurses dressed in white uniforms, with peaked caps and flowing blue capes. They were not registered nurses, but licensed practical nurses who worked the bigger funerals for him. They looked properly solemn and sympathetic. As an added extra, Moses had hired a young man from the city hospital. He was only an orderly, but he looked wise and medical with his white coat and the borrowed stethoscope hanging from his neck. It had become the custom lately for the widows to put on a great show of hysteria and remorse at the funeral graveside. Therefore, he and the other black funeral directors had added an item to their list of options. For a small charge the family could insure that a nurse, properly uniformed, would be in attendance, to revive the widow after her screaming tantrum had ended in a faint. Some of the widows lately had become better showmen than himself, he mused, Well, this old girl did not look the type to do any yelling or fainting. Too bad, he thought, it really added a nice touch to a funeral.

It seemed to Moses that half the crowd in the church was made up of black politicians. His own son, the State Representative, was resplendent in tails and full dress. Moses had let him be the director of the funeral, at least in name, so that this imposing ceremony would provide a good showcase for him.

The old man’s practiced eye swept over the congregation. He counted two congressmen, who had flown in from Washington just for the funeral. Here and there he noticed most of the black judges. Both of the black city councilmen occupied front pews. It was quite a show of unity.

Moses’ gaze flowed up an aisle until his eyes rested on a tall, imposing man standing at the rear of the church. He was impressed. Dr. William Marshall, head of the Magna Club, ordinarily did not attend these gatherings. He watched the big black man for a moment. The doctor was surveying the scene as if trying to read the motives that had brought so many black men and women out for a stranger’s funeral.

Moses caught a small signal from his son, standing in front of the casket which rested just before the altar. Moses acknowledged with a slight nod, then he turned to the side of the altar and raised his gray-gloved hand.

At once, there was a softly given but crisp command, and a procession of Bondo’s commandos, in single file, began to march in from the side of the church. They marched at a slow half-step. Their uniforms were pressed with extra sharp creases and their berets were uniformly tilted just over their eyes. Young men, all black, but of varying hues, each face somber and hard, they moved until their line extended across the front of the altar from one side of the church to the other. ‘Left face,’ a soft voice called. Each man executed the movement and faced the congregation. They stood at attention, their hands tucked neatly along the sides of their trouser hems.

The organist, who had been playing softly all morning, began to increase the volume of sound from his large and expensive instrument, a former theater organ. The deep authority of its voice let the people in the church know that the funeral was about to begin.

Reverend Taylor’s assistant, a young man dressed in a flowing robe, strode to the front of the church altar and mounted the towering white pulpit. He snapped on the loudspeaker system and spoke into the microphone.

‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, his voice carrying above the organ and reverberating to the back of the church. ‘This is indeed a sad morning for all of us. Please turn to number thirty-two in your hymn books.’

There was a rustle of activity in the church as people reached for the small books contained in the wooden racks on the back of each pew.

The assistant minister waited a moment and then the organ began the melody. His rich tenor voice led the people in a slow and mournful hymn. The organist, highly skilled, let his notes play in the spaces between the sung words, creating a beautiful intertwining sound. The voices rose and fell as the people sang the old and well-remembered hymn.

J. Franklin Moses abandoned his post and moved to the side of the altar and into the robing room. Reverend Taylor had just completed dressing for the service. He was a young man to lead so large a congregation. Short but solidly built, his thick chest was evident even under the black velvet vestment that covered him from throat to shoe tops. A beautifully rich piece of cloth, it had a white lace stripe running down the front. Taylor smiled at the funeral director. Reverend Taylor was light skinned — so much so, that he looked more Italian or Spanish than Negro. The Latin effect was heightened by a pencil-thin mustache decorating his upper lip.

‘You’ve done a remarkable job, Franklin.’ His voice was smooth, as velvet as his robe. ‘This funeral is a real credit to you and your house.’

‘Ah, thank you, Reverend.’ Moses nodded modestly. ‘I felt sorry for the family. You know I always try to do a good job.’

‘Of course, of course,’ the other said. ‘But this is one of your finest efforts.’

‘I agree,’ said a voice behind him. Moses turned to look up at the grim face of Brother Bondo who had been standing back of the vestment rack, out of his sight when he first entered.

The old funeral director managed to hide his surprise at seeing the tall man. ‘I told you, I’d take care of things proper,’ he said to Bondo.

The tall man ignored him and turned to the minister. ‘This is most important,’ he said, his voice stern. ‘Much will depend on how this is handled.’

The minister smiled evenly. ‘Bondo, have you ever been disappointed with any of my sermons?’

Bondo’s long face remained impassive. ‘No. But this is probably the most important funeral that you will ever have. Newspapers, white as well as black, are out there. We must be sure that our message is proclaimed to the world. It is a golden opportunity.’

Taylor adjusted one of his flowing sleeves so that it hung to his satisfaction. ‘Yes, don’t worry,’ he said quietly.

‘I wish I could go over the sermon with you,’ Bondo began.

Reverend Taylor’s head snapped up. ‘Look, my friend, I have been giving sermons since I was a boy. I know people, I know what to say. Do you understand?’

Bondo’s dark eyes seemed like two cold stones as he stared at Taylor.

‘Well,’ Taylor said, ‘I guess they are about ready for me. Excuse me, gentlemen.’ The hymn had finished. On the dying note, Reverend Taylor stepped from the robing room out to the altar. His walk was brisk and businesslike. His assistant vacated the pulpit and Taylor ran up the few steps quickly.

He paused, giving the congregation a few minutes to settle down. Finally, except for a few scattered coughs, all was quiet.

‘Dearly beloved of God,’ he began. His voice had been well trained. Taylor was no store-front preacher. He had been graduated from a leading divinity school and, in addition to a good general education, he had studied effective speech all his life. Now in his late thirties, there were few men alive who were better public speakers than himself.

‘Today is a sad day for the family of our late brother, James Robinson.’ His voice, deep and full, began to rise. ‘James Robinson was a humble man. All his life he had to fight against a double affliction. James was deaf. He could not get a good job, a job that would provide the full material benefits of our society. The only thing open to him was the meanest of tasks. And he took them. He labored long and hard for his family. A humble man.’

He paused. ‘Dishwasher, that’s all he could get. I said that our brother had a double affliction. God saw fit to burden him twice; his deafness and his black skin.’

He repeated: ‘His black skin. Oh, my friends, that was the greater of his two afflictions. He was the victim of this racist society of ours, believe me. You have read that this poor man was deaf. Did you know that he need not have been?’

He waited a moment. ‘No. If he had been born white. If he had been born to enjoy the fruits of this rich country, he would have had the services of a doctor. But he was black.’

‘Black.’ The word echoed throughout the church. He paused. He did not wish to work them up too soon. He dropped his voice. ‘Had James seen a doctor as a little boy, a simple operation would have lifted the little skin flaps that covered his poor eardrums. But he was black, so he did not have the services of a doctor. His family could not afford a doctor.’

He gripped the pulpit rail and leaned slightly forward. ‘Did you ever think why you are here? No. I don’t mean on this earth, although that also is a good question. I mean here in this church. Look about you. There are thousands here in the church. Many more are listening to my words outside.

‘Only a handful of you knew James Robinson, so that can’t be the reason so many of you are here. You didn’t know this good man. Most of you never heard of James Robinson before this terrible tragedy.

‘Then ask yourself, why are you here?’

He paused for effect. ‘I’ll tell you why, my friends. You came out this morning, you left your jobs, you left your homes, for a good reason. You came to pay tribute to this humble man whom you did not know, for one reason. Because James Robinson is not just another black man, not just another black face murdered by this racist society. He is more than that.’

Taylor leaned forward again, carefully making sure that he was still in microphone range. ‘He is a symbol, your symbol. He is the symbol of the black man in this country. He is you!’ He shouted the last word.

‘Yes, that’s right. He is you!’

Again he paused. A few ‘amens’ sputtered forth in the large church.

‘This is your funeral,’ he said slowly and distinctly, emphasizing each word. ‘If you have a black skin, then my friends, you are in that casket.’ He pointed at the coffin.

‘That’s why you are here. You know that each of you is a James Robinson, condemned since birth to a life of pain and suffering. Not for what you have done, but for what you are!’

Taylor snapped up straight. ‘Our brother, James, was a good man, a passive man, a meek man. What did it get him, my friends?

‘A doctor? No, it did not get James a doctor?

‘Did it get him a nice life in this rich country? No, he worked long hard hours all of his existence, just grubbing out a meager living. He was sixty-one years old and he had to wash other people’s dirty dishes. Every night he dipped his hands into other people’s slop, just to earn a few pennies to live.

‘And what happened to this nice man, this passive man? Did he die peacefully surrounded by his loving family? Oh no, that is not what happens to the meek, not the black meek anyway. He had the life ripped out of him by two brutal policemen. Men who should have been protecting him.’

He looked out at the congregation. He raised his arms. ‘Good God, they protected him, those two white beasts. They beat him up, and then not satisfied with that, they gunned this poor old deaf man down.

‘That’s what being meek got him. That’s the reward for being passive!’

He stopped. The church was still. ‘We are burying James today,’ he said almost in a whisper. ‘But we are burying more than James. My brothers and sisters, we are burying part of ourselves.’

Taylor’s eyes roamed over the sea of tense black faces before him. ‘We are going to put into the ground more than James’s body. We are going to bury meekness!’

Now his smooth deep voice ranged even higher. ‘No more will black men and women stand for abuse, for murder. That’s why you are all here this morning. This is what is being buried here.’

‘Hear me and remember,’ he said, dropping his voice. ‘Today marks a new time, a new era for black people. Let us go forth today resolved in our hearts that there shall be no more tragedies like that of our brother, James Robinson.

‘Remember James always. Remember him not just today, but forever. He is the symbol of our black people. Remember him and be resolved that these terrible abuses shall end for us now, here, today!

‘Much will be required of you in the coming struggle. Your minds, your very best effort, perhaps your blood. Yes,’ he shouted, ‘and even your lives.

‘These white people have had their day.’ His voice became strident, powerful. ‘Oh yes, they have certainly had their day, and all at our expense. But no more. Let us resolve today: no more!’

J. Franklin Moses turned to look at Bondo. The tall man’s face was still immobile, but his eyes were alive, almost glittering in the soft light of the robing room.

Moses had buried many customers from Taylor’s church. He knew the man’s preaching technique. First he established a theme, then he built it, embellishing it. Finally, with all his practiced art, he would bring his audience to a high fever pitch at the end. He was good, Moses knew.

The elderly funeral director looked at the imposing figure of the preacher high in the pulpit. Moses did not like the line the minister had taken. It was dangerous, almost a call for rebellion, a hint of armed rebellion. Moses shook his head silently. This business was liable to turn out bad, very bad indeed.


Chapter Two

The crowded courtroom began to stir in anticipation of the main event of the morning. Newspapermen, who had congregated in the judge’s chambers, ground out their cigarettes and filed out to find seats at the long press table. Photographers, forbidden from taking pictures while the judge was on the bench, stood at the doorways, patiently waiting for a lawful opportunity to get some good shots.

Nancy Kelso, dressed in a businesslike blue dress, took her place at the press table, just behind Hamilton Durst.

He turned to her. ‘This will beat hell out of a society wedding, my child,’ he said quietly. She caught the hint of alcohol on his breath.

‘Not some that I’ve been at, Ham,’ she laughed. ‘You ought to cover a few of the rich folks’ doings if you really want to see life in the raw. An ax murderer is a gentle soul compared to some of the elite when they get a few drinks under their belt.’

‘Maybe you’re right,’ he replied, irritated at her reference to drinking. He decided that she had meant nothing by it. ‘Ever been at an examination before?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘It should be interesting, if the lawyers don’t get carried away with themselves. It is the job of the judge to determine at this hearing whether a crime has been committed and if so, whether or not there is probable cause that the defendant committed it.’

‘You sound like a lawyer, Ham.’

‘Maybe I do. It comes from hanging around these low places, I guess.’

The judge, who had been busy signing papers, looked up and spoke sharply to his clerk. ‘Let’s get started on this thing.’

The clerk jumped to his feet. ‘People versus Maguire and Kirk,’ he bellowed.

John Kirk and Charles Maguire had been kept in the empty jury room, separating them from the large crowd in the back of the courtroom. Rumors had been heard, whispers that the black militants had marked both men for assassination. Officers had been stationed at the courtroom doors to make sure that the crowd did not become so large as to violate the fire code. Nearly three thousand people had pushed into the limited spectator space. It was standing room only. Most of the faces were black. Additional police had been stationed in the court building, kept out of sight, but ready in case of disturbance. Police security was braced for possible action.

John Kirk walked out of the jury room first. Nervous, he kept his eyes on the floor in front of him. He was dressed in a neat brown suit, his hair had been freshly cut, military fashion.

Maguire followed him out. Of the two men, he looked the most fit. He had found outside work in a lumber mill. He was well tanned and his sports jacket seemed just a bit loose as he took his seat at the counsel table. Maguire was seated in the first chair, Kirk in the seat behind him. Two empty chairs beside them waited for their lawyers.

Jack Hogan strode out of the judge’s chambers. He walked with a fast businesslike stride, taking time to wink at the men and women at the press table. Two grim homicide detectives followed him. He sat at the counsel table directly across from Maguire. The detectives took two chairs behind Prosecutor Hogan.

The level of whispering rose from the spectator section. The clerk frowned and rapped his gavel on a wooden block on his desk.

‘All right, be quiet,’ he said loudly. ‘This is a courtroom and this court is in session.’ He rapped the gavel again to show that he meant business.

The two defense lawyers walked from the jury room. The smaller man, Sam Thomas, was talking to Nicholas Bennett, who towered over him. Thomas was speaking with obvious passion, as if trying to persuade the taller man on a point he felt deeply.

Bennett’s rugged face gave no hint of what the subject was, or how he felt about it.

‘Are you gentlemen ready?’ the judge asked briskly.

‘Yes, your honor, we are ready,’ Bennett replied, taking his seat next to Maguire. Sam Thomas sat behind him, still whispering to the tall lawyer.

The clerk went through his practiced routine, reading from the case file, officially convening the preliminary examination on the charge of murder.

‘Before we begin,’ the judge said, his voice becoming stem and rising so that it carried easily throughout the courtroom, ‘I want to lay down a few ground rules. This hearing will be conducted in a civil and respectful atmosphere. I will not abide any calls, noises or expression of any kind from anyone in this courtroom while we are hearing this matter. I want to put everyone here on notice that any disturbance, of any kind, will be dealt with quickly and effectively by me.’ He paused. ‘I trust I have made myself perfectly clear.’

Then he spoke in a softer voice. ‘All right, Mr. Hogan. It is your turn at bat.’

Jack Hogan slowly got up from his chair and walked to the lectern in front of the judge’s bench. The lectern was designed to serve as a wooden base for the attorneys’ papers, but its more usual use was as a support for the lawyers as they addressed the court. Hogan gripped the lectern. ‘If the court please, this is a most unusual case, and if permitted, I would like to make an opening statement about what we intend to show the court.’

Bennett’s long form popped from his chair as if catapulted, ‘Now wait a minute,’ he said as he strode to the bench, taking a place next to Hogan. ‘This is the preliminary examination only. It certainly is not usual for a prosecutor to make an opening statement, or a speech of any kind, at this stage of the proceedings. I am going to object.’

Hogan’s head snapped around. ‘What are you afraid of?’ he asked bitingly. ‘All I want to do is inform the court of the logical progression of the witnesses that we will present.’

‘I have no objection to a recitation of what witnesses the prosecution will call, your honor,’ Bennett said evenly. ‘But I do want to prevent the prosecutor from making an argument until the proper time.’

‘Damn,’ Hamilton Durst whispered to Nancy Kelso. ‘They’re starting the fight early. This is going to take a while.’

She nodded, her eyes on the commanding figure of Nicholas Bennett.

The judge looked down at the two men standing before him. ‘Gentlemen, you are both experienced trial lawyers. I am sitting as an examining magistrate. I do not see the necessity of an opening statement. However, I won’t deny you the right to say your piece, if you insist. However, it is my opinion that it will be a waste of time.’ He looked directly at the prosecutor ‘Do you still want to make an opening statement?’

Hogan laughed. ‘Well, I suppose it might be a waste of time at that. Let me assure the court, however, that the offer was made to help the court…’

‘Oh, come on,’ Bennett said sarcastically.

‘Gentlemen,’ the judge said. ‘Let’s save the fireworks for a time when they might mean something. All right, Mr. Hogan, call your first witness.’

Bennett returned to the counsel table.

Hogan remained at the lectern. ‘I’ll call Doctor Dennis Rose,’ he said. Hogan’s manner was easy and relaxed.

The pathologist shuffled forward, took the oath and then began his dry recitation of what he found in his autopsy of the body of James Robinson.

Hamilton Durst looked at his watch. This was slow going. He half turned to Nancy Kelso behind him. ‘These lawyers will take two years at this rate,’ he growled.

She nodded to be polite. Her attention was riveted on the tall lawyer. She wonder if he had consulted his doctor as he had promised. It was a strain, she realized, a test of endurance. She was bothered at having interfered.

The next witnesses, family members who identified the body, went quickly. There followed a long and hot fight between Bennett and Hogan over the statements made by the officers to their superiors. The judge received the statements into evidence.

The courtroom was hushed, awaiting the prosecution’s main witnesses. The outcome of the examination would depend largely on what the two eye-witnesses had to say.

Hogan stepped to the lectern. ‘I wish to call Mr. Chris Johnson,’ he said.

One of the homicide officers stood up and gestured to a man in the crowd at the rear of the courtroom.

A tall Negro youth sauntered forward. He was in his early twenties, about six feet tall and thin. He wore a tight short-sleeve jersey shirt and tight bell-bottomed trousers. His hair was brushed out in Afro style, forming a black curly crest around the shape of his face. A small goatee struggled to grow on his chin. His strutting was slow, almost arrogant. He presented himself to the clerk who swore him in.

His eyes seemed to be afflicted with a perpetual squint. He casually seated himself in the witness chair. He appeared to be completely relaxed, draping his thin body into the chair and looking at the crowd. He winked at someone in the back of the courtroom.

Hogan asked, ‘What is your name, please?’

‘Chris Johnson,’ the witness replied, his voice somewhat low.

‘Please speak up, Mr. Johnson, so this lady here, the court reporter, can hear everything you say.’

‘Sure.’

‘Where do you live?’ Hogan asked,

‘1473 Macomb Street.’

‘That is across the street from the home of the deceased, James Robinson?’

‘Yes. Directly across.’

‘Were you at home on the night of the murder?’ Hogan asked.

‘Objection,’ Bennett said from his seat.

‘Sustained,’ the judge said quickly. ‘Let me decide if this is murder or not, Mr. Hogan.’

‘Certainly, your honor,’ Hogan replied evenly. ‘Now, Mr. Johnson, on the night of the shooting’ — he gave a twisting pronunciation to the word ‘shooting’, drawing a titter of laughter from the spectators — ‘were you at home?’

‘Yeah,’ Johnson said easily.

‘When did you get home?’

‘Just after eleven o’clock, you know, just before the cops…’

‘Hold it, Mr. Johnson,’ Hogan smiled. ‘We’ll get to that presently,’

‘Okay,’ the man said.

‘Do you live alone?’

‘Naw,’ he answered. ‘Me and Charles McGee share the flat, ya’ know. Charlie and me live there, just us two.’

‘Was Mr. McGee at home with you on the night of the shooting?’

‘Oh yeah, we came in together, man.’

‘Now after you came in after eleven o’clock, what happened?’

‘Nothing much, not at first.’

‘Go on.’

He wiggled into the chair to get comfortable. ‘Like I said, we just came in and I was going to pull down the shade on the front window, when I see this scout car coming up the street.’

‘Yes?’

‘I see this car, coming slow, like they do. And I see poor old Mr. Robinson walking down the street toward his house.’

‘Did you know Mr. Robinson?’

‘Oh yeah, I mean, I seen him around. We didn’t talk or nothin’, because he couldn’t, you know what I mean. But I knew who he was all right.’

‘Go on.’

‘Anyway, the scout car pulls up next to Mr. Robinson, just as he was about to go into this house. They live upstairs and the entrance is in the back of his place. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but old Robinson stopped and looked at the officers. He was trying to talk, you know, like dummies do, making a lot of sounds.’

’Did you hear this?’

‘Naw, but I could see him doing it, ya’ know. He was working that mouth of his and his hands were flying around, I guess he must have been scared of cops.’

‘Objection,’ Bennett said.

‘Sustained,’ the judge spoke. ‘Just tell what you saw, witness, not what you thought.’

‘Sure.’

Hogan continued. ‘Go on. You saw Mr. Robinson with his mouth working, then what happened?’

‘The cop on the passenger side, he gets out first and walks around the car. He grabs old Robinson and starts to shake him. I could see that the old man was scared out of his mind.’

‘Objection,’ Bennett said.

‘Not this time, Mr. Bennett,’ the judge said. ‘I’ll take the answer. Go on, witness.’

‘Sure. Anyhow, the other cop, you know, the driver, he gets out and the two of them began to shake the old man. One of them slapped him in the face. Then the other guy spun the old man around and they twisted his arm behind him.’

‘Anyone else in the street at the time?’

‘Naw, just the two cops and Robinson.’

‘What, if anything, happened then?’ Hogan asked,

‘They rough up the old man pretty good. I called to Charlie. I says, “Hey Charlie, the cops are working over poor old Robinson.” He comes to the window and we both look out.’

‘Go on.’

‘Robinson, he’s trying to pull away from the cops. I guess he accidentally hit one of them. That seemed to do it.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They got mad, man. They take the old guy and shove him into the little walkway between the houses. Right into the shadows. In just a second or so we hear shots.’

‘How many shots?’

‘At the time I wasn’t counting,’ he said. ‘It seemed like two, three, maybe more.’

‘Go on. Then what happened?’

‘Well, the next thing we see is one of the cops coming back to the car fast. He gets in. I guess he was calling in.’

Bennett started to get up, but then changed his mind and resumed his seat.

‘Did you do anything?’ Hogan asked.

‘How’s that?’

‘Did you do anything? Go out into the street, or call the police?’

‘Man, that’s the last peoples I was going to call. Jesus! there was two cops too many there in the first place.’

The spectators laughed and the judge banged his gavel and looked sternly out at the spectators.

‘Did you finally tell the police what you saw?’ Hogan asked.

‘Yeah. The next day. A team of black detectives came around the neighborhood. Charlie and me told them what we saw.’

‘Now, Mr. Johnson, do you see those same two officers in this courtroom?’

‘I sure do.’

‘Would you please point them out.’

Johnson smirked. ‘I’ll never forget them two cats.’ His long arm extended and a bony finger pointed toward the two defendants. ‘Those are the two right there,’ he said.

‘Which one was the driver, if you know?’ Hogan asked.

‘Him. The big blonde guy. He was driving the scout car.’

‘Let the record show,’ Hogan said quickly, ‘that the witness had identified the defendant, John Kirk.’

‘The other guy was on the passenger side. He got out first,’ Johnson said. His attitude was smug, as if his word alone would bring retribution upon the heads of the offenders.

‘The witness has identified the defendant, Charles Maguire,’ Hogan said. He walked away from the witness chair and stood back of the counsel table. ‘Now is there any doubt in your mind that these two men are the same two men you saw in the street that night?’

‘No. No doubt at all,’ Johnson said.

Hogan paused, letting the last words etch themselves into the quiet tense atmosphere of the courtroom. ‘Your witness,’ he said finally.

Bennett eased his tall form out of his chair, He walked slowly up to the witness stand, placing one large hand on the wooden rail circling the chair. Johnson’s eyes were on him. The witness did not appear to be nervous, but alert and ready for the man standing next to him,

‘How old are you, Mr. Johnson?’ Bennett asked softly.

‘I am twenty years old,’ Johnson said. His eyes narrowed slightly.

‘How far did you go in school?’

‘Objection,’ Hogan snapped from his seat. ‘This has no relation or bearing on the matter before the court.’

‘I’ll take the answer, Mr. Hogan,’ the judge said. ‘He is entitled to know a little about the witness’s background. It goes to his credibility.’

Hogan frowned.

‘How far did you go in school?’ Bennett repeated the question.

‘The tenth grade,’ Johnson said, a bit more softly than his other answers.

‘How many years have you been out of school now?’

Johnson’s head snapped around, his eyes narrowed in anger. ‘I don’t think that’s any of your business,’ he snarled.

‘Answer the question,’ the judge said icily. ‘I’ll make the decisions whether it is his business or not.’

‘Uh,’ Johnson mumbled. He looked away from the lawyer and again faced directly front toward the courtroom. ‘Four years ago. I left school four years ago.’

‘Are you employed?’ Bennett asked.

‘I was. I am not now.’

‘How long have you been unemployed?’

‘Ah, a couple of months.’

Bennett looked at him. ‘How do you get along, Mr. Johnson? I mean, how do you live?’

‘I got unemployment for a while. I still get little jobs here and there. Charlie and me, we make out. We eat.’

‘Are you on welfare?’

‘No.’

‘Then how do you pay the rent, pay for groceries?’

‘Objection,’ Hogan said. ‘This is a cross-examination, not a fishing expedition.’

The judge nodded. ‘I think you are right. Mr. Bennett, unless you can show me where you expect to go with this line of questions, I think you have gone quite far enough.’

Bennett smiled easily at the judge. ‘All right, your honor, I’ll pursue a new line.’ He turned again to the witness. ‘Where were you before you came home to your flat on the night of the shooting?’

‘Larry’s pool hall,’ came the ready answer. ‘Charlie and me was shooting pool on Sixth Street. You can check, if you don’t believe me,’ Johnson sneered.

Bennett recognized that the witness had been well coached. It would be a job to try to shake his story. ‘What time did you get in?’

Johnson shook his head in annoyance. ‘I told you. Charlie and me got in just after eleven.’

‘At night?’

‘Sure. It was night.’

‘What was the weather that night, if you remember?’

Johnson looked at the attorney. ‘I remember all right. I’ll never forget it. It was raining.’

‘It was night time and it was raining?’

‘Yeah, just like I said,’ the witness snapped.

‘How far away were you from the officers that night?’

Johnson hesitated momentarily. ‘Oh, they was across the street. You know, on the other side, near the curb. I guess it must have been seventy, ninety feet, something like that.’

‘You’re not sure?’

‘Hell, no. You can measure the street if you like. It’s still there, man.’

Laughter rippled through the spectators at the back of the courtroom. The judge looked out at them sternly.

‘I suppose I could measure the street,’ Bennett agreed quietly. ‘In any event, you were on the second floor as I understand it?’

‘Yes,’ Johnson said, pleased with himself. ‘Our window looks right down into the street.’

‘Are there any trees there to obscure your view?’

The witness shook his head. ‘Naw, we could see the whole thing.’

‘How could you?’ Bennett asked, stepping back a pace from the witness and raising his voice slightly.

‘I told you we could see,’ Johnson said, irritated at the lawyer’s manner.

‘It was dark out and it was raining. How could you see?’ Bennett demanded.

An evil smile played across Johnson’s features. ‘Because of the street light, man, because of the street light. We got a light right out there, right by our place. I could see all right.’

‘Was that the only light?’ Bennett asked.

‘Yeah, that’s all we needed.’

‘Were the officers wearing caps?’

‘Oh yeah, they was all done up in uniform, like the Gestapo, ya’ know.’

The judge banged his gavel to silence the laughter.

‘You were across the street on the second floor?’

Johnson nodded,

‘And it was raining?’

‘Right,’ Johnson smiled.

‘And on the basis of that one instant, you are able to identify these two men as the two men you saw? Two men you only saw for a minute on a rainy night?’

‘Sure, man. You white folks don’t all look the same to me.’

This time the rapping of the gavel did not immediately silence the laughter. ‘I’ll have no more outbursts,’ the judge warned.

Bennett waited until the courtroom was quiet again,

‘Have you ever been arrested and convicted?’ he asked.

‘Objection.’ Hogan sprung to his feet.

‘I think not, Mr. Hogan,’ the judge said. ‘He has a right to test the witness, to determine credibility.’

Hogan remained standing but silent.

‘I’ll repeat the question,’ Bennett said. ‘Have you been arrested and convicted?’

Johnson frowned. ‘A couple of times,’ he said in a low voice.

‘What for?’ Bennett asked.

‘Now that’s going too far,’ Hogan said, striding to the lectern. ‘The witness has answered. He has no right to go further.’

The judge leaned back in his chair. ‘I will admit that the law is not too clear on that point, at the moment. However, I think he still can pursue it. It affects the witness’s credibility. I’ll take the answer.’

‘But it hasn’t got anything to do with whether he is telling the truth or not. It is just an attempt to smear the witness,’ Hogan protested.

The judge spoke quietly. ‘I will take the answer. Proceed, Mr. Bennett.’

‘What were you convicted of?’ Bennett asked.

Johnson shifted in his chair, looking uncomfortable for the first time. ‘I got busted for gambling twice. And once I was convicted of assault, felonious assault. I did nine months for that,’ he said defiantly.

Bennett paused for a moment. ‘Any other convictions?’ he asked softly.

‘No.’

‘Were you arrested for other crimes?’

Hogan leaped to his feet. The judge held up a hand and spoke to Bennett. ‘You know better than that, Mr. Bennett. Mr. Hogan doesn’t even have to make an objection to that one. Arrests without convictions have no part in any testimony. I will strike the question.’

Bennett nodded, then again turned his attention to the witness. ‘You don’t like policemen, do you?’

‘Objection,’ Hogan was still on his feet. ‘He is…’

The judge waived his hand. ‘I’ll take the answer.’

‘Well?’ Bennett asked.

‘No,’ Johnson said, with a snarl. ‘I don’t like them.’

‘Would you lie about them?’

‘No.’ Johnson shook his head. ‘I don’t have to lie about these two.’ He nodded toward Kirk and Maguire. ‘They killed that old guy. I don’t have to lie a bit.’

Bennett walked back to the counsel table. He whispered into his co-counsel’s ear. ‘This guy is a street smart. I don’t think I’ll get much more out of him. We can check on him before the trial. Anything you want me to ask him, Sam?’

‘Naw, he’s a lying son-of-a-bitch,’ Thomas growled softly. ‘We’ll do some investigating and get him at the trial.’

Bennett nodded, then turned to the judge. ‘I have no more questions.’

Johnson’s dark face split into a triumphant grin. He smirked out at the audience. He was excused. Johnson strutted off the stand arrogantly, his shoulders swinging as he walked casually pass the press table to the rear of the courtroom.

His room-mate, Charles McGee, was called next. He was a small black man, also very thin. Not the talker that Johnson had been, he looked nervous all the time he was on the stand. He repeated the story, and although shaken at several points, maintained that he had seen the two officers brutalize the deceased and then take him into the walkway. Bennett noted that the story was far too pat, too rehearsed. However, he felt that he would not be able to discredit the witness until he was armed with more information. When the trial came, and with more background on both of them, Bennett felt he would be able to destroy both witnesses, and with them, the people’s case.

Bennett sat down. He looked over at his opponent, seated across the table. He wondered if the young man was holding anything back, an ace to play at the trial. It was not uncommon; to lull the defense into a false sense of well-being, and then bring out the clincher as a surprise. Of course, the prosecution had to notify him of every witness they intended to call at the trial, so that helped hedge against surprises. The older lawyer studied the face of the younger man.

So far the case depended on the two eye-witnesses and on them alone. The conflicting stories told by the officers hurt, but they did no real legal harm. It was solely upon the testimony of the two young black men that a conviction could be based.

‘Anything more, gentlemen?’ the judge said.

Both attorneys indicated that no further testimony would be offered. It was not customary for the defense to offer witnesses on preliminary examination. Innocence or guilt was not to be determined, so the defense could have the advantage of not disclosing the theory of its case.

‘Your honor,’ Hogan spoke as he stepped up to the lectern, ‘from the evidence we have presented, we feel that we have shown that a crime was committed and that we have established probable cause that the defendants committed it. The charge here is second-degree murder…’

‘Ah, Mr. Hogan,’ the judge interrupted. ‘I am sure that I fully understand your position. The hour is growing late, I would like to hear from Mr. Bennett.’

Bennett walked to the lectern. He smiled up at the judge. ‘Of course, I disagree with the assistant prosecutor. Nothing but a mere suspicion has been shown by the prosecution. The first requirement at a preliminary examination is to establish the commission of a crime. Here, all we have is a regrettable shooting; a death by gunshot. The defendants, both police officers performing their duty, admitted that it was a tragic accident. The only evidence shown by the prosecution to refute that is the very questionable testimony of the two men who claim to have to have been across the street. Both men have police records. They have no reason to love the police, and much reason to hate them.

‘The night was dark and rainy,’ Bennett continued, ‘yet, both men claim they are able to identify both officers, even though they only saw them for an instant.’

The judge pursed his lips and then spoke. ‘They picked the right man for the driver and the other for the passenger,’ he said softly.

‘All that was in the newspapers,’ Bennett said. ‘Anyone could pick up that information. Under all the circumstances, such a positive identification is improbable at best.’

Bennett paused for a moment, then continued. ‘Judge, even for the sake of argument, taking the testimony of the two men as true, the prosecution has not shown the commission of a crime. At least not the crime of murder, in any degree. At the most, the only charge shown is assault and battery. The two witnesses claim they saw the officers rough up the deceased, that’s all. They did not see the shooting. The crime of murder has not been shown by the prosecution. Further…’

The judge interrupted him. ‘You admit that the death was caused by gunshot?’ He asked quietly.

‘Yes, of course, but —’

‘Now, Mr. Bennett, let me tell you what I see from my viewpoint. I have to accept the testimony of the two witnesses at this point, for the purpose of this examination. Although you were, as usual, highly skillful at cross-examination, there was nothing shown to either contradict or discredit the testimony. You and I both know that many of these cases in criminal court depend on the testimony of men and women who have had brushes with the law.

‘An altercation started in the street, according to the witnesses. They say they saw the two defendants fighting with the deceased. Almost immediately, they say they heard gun shots after the trio disappeared between the houses.’

‘But, your honor…’ Bennett protested.

The judge ignored the lawyer. He directed his attention to the court reporter and began to speak in a measured, formal voice. ‘It is the opinion of this court that a crime, the crime charged in this matter, was committed on the date, time and place alleged in the charge. Further, from the testimony, this court finds that the defendants here committed the crime. Therefore, as the examining magistrate, I bind over both defendants, John Kirk and Charles Maguire, for trial on the charge of second-degree murder.’

Bennett hung his head.

The judge started to get up, and then sat back down. ‘Oh yes, I will continue the same bail on the both men.’ He hurried off the bench.

As he strode into his chambers, the photographers moved into the chaos of the courtroom and began to get pictures. Kirk and Maguire sat quietly, both staring straight ahead.

Hogan turned and accepted the handshakes of the homicide officers. He smiled with pleasure as the newspaper reporters began to cluster around him.

‘No guts,’ Sam Thomas said in a low voice. ‘You know, that son-of-a-bitch of a judge has got no guts at all. He never should have bound this thing over.’

‘I agree,’ Bennett said, trying to control the rising feeling inside himself. ‘But he was in a spot, Sam, You’ve got to admit that.’

‘That’s what he gets paid for, damn it,’ the other lawyer snapped. ‘Hell, Nick, he just copped out. They didn’t show a thing. This is no murder case, even with those two lying bastards.’

‘I know, Sam, I know. Well, we will just have to get busy and line up some good ammunition to use on those two at the trial. I want to turn them inside out.’

‘You made up your mind to try it?’ Sam asked.

‘Oh Christ, I really shouldn’t, but I’m in too deep now to get out. Besides, Sam,’ Bennett grinned, ‘that young character, Hogan, gets under my skin. I’d like to shove that pompous face of his into a little dirt, if I can.’

Sam Thomas looked pleased. ‘You will, Nick. You will.’

‘What happens now, Mr. Bennett?’ Maguire asked, looking up at the lawyer, the strain showing on his taut tanned face.

‘There is one more step before trial. The prosecutor has to file a paper called an information. It is the formal charge. It will list the witnesses he expects to call. You will have to come in and be arraigned on that information. It’s just a formality.’

Maguire nodded.

‘After that, we go to trial. Sam and I will get busy and start digging now. Don’t worry, this will turn out all right in the end.’ Bennett spoke with an easy confidence that he did not entirely feel. As an experienced trial attorney, he knew that a case would be turned round on one witness, maybe one word. Nothing was sure.

‘Let my dad know. He’ll get word to me,’ Maguire said.

‘Yeah, you can pull him off that cushy job he’s got,’ Kirk said in a low angry voice.

‘All right, John,’ Sam Thomas quickly interjected, ‘let’s have no more of that.’

‘Bullshit,’ Kirk spat the word. ‘I’m grubbing around selling lousy shoes for peanuts. I’m not the guy that killed the man, but I’m the one paying for it.’

Maguire jumped to his feet and turned to face the still seated Kirk. Bennett stepped between them. He forced a wide smile, but whispered to the two men. ‘Cut it out. Both of you are in a lot of trouble. Keep your voices down and knock this business off. That’s all these newspaper guys need, is a fight between you two.’

Kirk sullenly looked away. Bennett tugged at Maguire. ‘Have a seat in the jury room and wait for me,’ he commanded. Maguire looked again at Kirk and then walked to the empty jury room.

Nancy Kelso caught Bennett’s eye. She was waiting, standing at the press table, ‘Excuse me a minute,’ he said, walking over to her.

‘Hi,’ he greeted her.

‘I’m sorry that it got bound over, Nick,’ she said quietly.

‘I expected it. There is just too much political heat on this case. The judge just passed the hot potato over to a jury, that’s all.’

‘Well, you are taking it pretty well,’ she grinned. ‘I thought you would be depressed.’

‘It’s like baseball,’ he replied. ‘If you strike out, the game isn’t over. I’ll get another turn at bat.’

‘And you’ll win,’ she said earnestly.

He laughed. ‘I’ll try to get you on the jury. I think I like your attitude. By the way, since I couldn’t make lunch, would you consider having dinner with a worn-out old man?’

‘No,’ she said, surprising him. ‘I would never have dinner with anyone like that, but I’ll go with you.’

‘Still selling youth, eh?’

She nodded.

‘I’ll be through here in a while,’ he said. ‘Stick around, okay?’

‘Don’t worry. I wouldn’t miss a free meal,’ she said,

‘Who said it was going to be free?’ he said as he walked away toward the jury room.

*

Bondo ran his long hand over the smooth gunstock. He felt pleasure at the feel of the gun. He hefted it. The rifle was a beautiful piece of equipment.

‘Big game rifle?’ he asked John Askins, seated across from him in his apartment.

‘Yeah. Forty-four caliber magnum. That will blow a big hole in those honkies, I mean it is a small cannon, ya’ know.’

Bondo nodded. He opened the breech with the flat of his hand. ‘Automatic?’

‘That’s what you wanted, that’s what you get. Six shots. You can snap them off, one right after the other, just keep pulling the trigger. Fire, power, that’s what that gun is. Bang, bang, bang, and a lot of dead cops.’ Askins grinned.

Bondo looked at him. ‘What about telescopic sights?’

‘That thing is fitted for them, just screw them in on top and it is all ready to go. Scopes are four-power with cross hairs. Can’t miss, baby, can’t miss.’

‘Maybe,’ Bondo said. ‘Our people haven’t used this kind of gun.’

‘Yeah,’ Askins agreed. ‘But a gun is a gun, man. They do all right with those little .22 calibers. They’ll do all right with these, especially with scopes.’

‘How many can we get?’

Askins frowned. ‘It’s legit, you know. I mean, they ain’t stolen or anything. We will have to pay top dollar. We can get as many as we have money for.’

‘I don’t want these things traced to us,’ Bondo said.

‘Don’t worry. The man is more scared of that than us. He’s a gun dealer. I guess he’s got ways of getting the guns without suspicion. All he wants is the money. It will be safe enough.’

‘It had better be. Or there is going to be one less gun dealer,’ Bondo growled.

Bondo enjoyed the light odor of the gun oil. He again examined the rifle. ‘How much?’

‘Ah, for the rifle alone, he wants a hundred and a half.’

Bondo clicked his tongue. ‘That’s a lot of money.’

‘I know, but it is worth it. That’s quite a weapon.’

‘How much with the telescopic sights?’

‘He wants another twenty bucks for each scope.’

‘One-hundred-and-seventy dollars per gun?’ Bondo’s voice was cold.

‘Yeah, but it’s a good price.’

Bondo snarled. ‘I can get this same gun downtown for thirty bucks less.’

‘Sure you can, Bondo. But you’d have to sign for it. As soon as the cops found out that you, or anybody else, had bought thirty rifles of the same make, we would have a lot of uniformed company.’

Bondo did not reply but again stroked the rifle as if it was a cat, a loving pet.

‘Besides, this way he really isn’t bleeding us. I mean there is a risk, you know. The man is entitled to some profit.’

‘What about ammunition?’

‘We get that when we get the guns. I figure we need thirty or forty rounds per gun.’

Bondo thought for a moment. ‘The whole package comes to over five thousand dollars.’

‘Yeah, I know,’ Askins said.

‘Too much.’

‘Damn it, Bondo, we’ve got the bread. We can afford the guns. We will need them.’

The tall man shook his shining head. ‘I’ve got other uses for the money,’ he said quietly. ‘We can only afford fifteen of these guns.’

‘That’s not enough,’ Askins shouted. ‘Goddamn it, Bondo, each of those rifles equals two dead cops. We need thirty snipers to nail every scout car in this part of the city. Just getting half won’t be good enough.’

‘We’ve got other guns,’ Bondo said.

‘Oh Christ, yes. Little .22s and some old war surplus junk. Big deal, goddamn deal! We need big powerful weapons. Killing sticks, that’s what you’ve got there, man, a killing stick.’

Bondo put the rifle to his shoulder and sighted the empty weapon out the window, aiming at a telephone pole. The balance was perfect, he thought. It was a killing stick all right. He dropped the weapon and put it against the wall.

‘Fifteen has got to do us,’ he said. ‘I will have to spread the money around. We can’t fight our way into everywhere. I’ll have to bribe some people. Not all the brothers are with us.’

‘Yeah, but still.’

Bondo held up a hand. ‘Besides, we’ve got to get us some explosives. That’s going to cost a pretty piece of change.’

‘Yeah, I suppose so,’ Askins agreed. ‘I think I can steal some dynamite, but we’ll have to buy some stuff off of those goddamn student shits.’

Bondo’s face creased into a cold smile. ‘They are useful sometimes. Let me take care of that.’

‘Yeah, those cats are all scared of you.’

Bondo said, ‘Bunch of fools, that’s all. Good for nothing. But we can get some explosives from them. That’s about all they are good for anymore, just sitting around making bombs.’

‘Okay, Bondo. When will we need the guns? I’ll have to give the gun dealer a date.’

Bondo sat down and looked across at the other man. ‘That depends, John. I can’t set a date yet. We’re not ready.’

‘For Christ’s sake, we’ll never be ready at this rate.’

Bondo bristled. He pointed a long finger at the other man. ‘Don’t give me no more of that shit, John. I mean it. Now you listen to me. I’ve been breaking my back organizing this thing. Man, those black people just won’t get up and fight, you’ve got to send them a message, get under their skin, push them into it.

‘And they are getting there, John. I’ve got more people going around town whipping them up, more than ever before. Nobody ever does this right, not Garvey, not Malcolm X. If they had, things would be a lot different. They are going to be a lot different. They are going to be different this time.’

‘Talk, man,’ the other said, ‘that won’t make a revolution.’

‘No other way, John. Talk first, then action.’ Bondo paused. ‘Tell your man we will want the guns in a month.’

‘A month?’

‘Yes, a month. Look, boy, this thing is keyed to go with the trial of those two police pigs. Not before, not afterwards. We’ll have this town so hot it will need only one match to explode. John, I am going to be that match. Tell your man one month. I figure the honkies will bring those two to trial last part of August or the first part of September. That’s the time we will go, John. I promise.’

Askins got up and excitedly did a little shuffling dance. ‘Hot Jesus, now you’re talking, Bondo. That’s all I wanted, just a date. We will be ready, Brother. We’ll be like a wind blowing those honkies right off the face of the earth. I’ll get the boys working right away. Oh, this is going to be just beautiful. Black, baby, and just beautiful.’

Bondo watched him, pleased at his enthusiasm.


Chapter Three

Dr. William Marshall examined the X-ray of the tooth. ‘Looks bad, Larry,’ he said to the man in the chair. ‘I’m afraid it is shot.’

The patient grimaced. ‘Jesus, I thought it probably was a goner, but I had hoped you might be able to save it.’

‘I’ve saved that old tooth three times, Larry,’ Marshall laughed. ‘I’m afraid it’s three times and out.’

His large powerful hands filled a hypodermic with novocaine. He walked back to his patient. ‘Open up wide,’ he said. He injected the fluid in two places to ensure that the entire area would be deadened.

‘That stuff will take hold in a minute or two, Larry, then we’ll get to work.’ The tall dentist leaned against the wall and looked at his patient. ‘While we’ve got a minute or two, maybe I can figure out something about getting you a job.’

‘I’d appreciate it.’

‘How long have you been out of the army?’

‘Three years,’ the other said.

‘What have you been doing?’

‘Oh, a lot of things. I had a good job with the Simpson Axel Company for a year, but they moved their plant to Ohio. They didn’t have any place for me at the new factory. I didn’t have enough seniority with the union to get placed.

‘Then I had a couple of pick-me-up jobs, car wash work, that sort of thing. I worked with the Zajac Ford people for a while, driving cars around, delivering parts and things. But they weren’t doing so good and they laid me off. Since then I haven’t had any steady work. I’ve been picking up a few bucks off Brother Bondo in the last few weeks.’

‘Oh?’

The other man smiled sheepishly. ‘Well, I really can’t be too choosy about where the money is coming from. Anyway, you know Bondo. He’s always got some screwy thing or other going on. I’ve been training his people in shooting. That was my job in the army for a while, you know, rifle instructor.’

‘What kind of training?’ Marshall said quietly, careful not to expose his sudden interest.

‘They’ve got the use of a big farm out in South Junction. Every week-end I take out ten or twelve of his people, they call themselves “commandos”, but they are just kids mostly. Anyway, I’ve set up a rifle range against a small hill out there and I have them fire .22 rifles. They have some bigger weapons, but I don’t allow them to fire those things, they are too powerful. A wild shot is liable to kill somebody a mile away. I get twenty bucks a trip. It’s eating money.’

‘Sounds dangerous.’

‘No, no. Like I said, it was my army job. These are a bunch of young kids. They are full of a lot of slogans and junk. I don’t pay any attention to them. But I do give them a good schooling in the use of firearms. A couple of them have developed into pretty good shots.’

‘Why is Bondo training them?’

‘Well, to hear them tell it they are going to take over the world. It’s kind of funny, really. Of course, I don’t let them see that I feel that way, you know, Twenty bucks is twenty bucks.’

‘What kind of rifles do they have?’

‘Mostly .22 caliber weapons, all kinds; both actions, little automatics, all kinds. They’ve got some war surplus junk, old German mausers. Now a mauser is a fine weapon, depending on where it was made. The best ones came out of the Spandau Armory. The stuff Bondo has is second rate. Of course, they can kill you nevertheless.

‘They came up with some good stuff recently, just a week ago or so. Nice new sporting rifles, .44 magnum babies, the kind you use if you’re going after bear or other big game. I wouldn’t let them shoot those things. Those rifles have about the same range as a cannon. Surer than hell, some poor old farmer would get his head blown off. I just let them sight in on the telescopic sights and taught them how to operate the weapons. Made them mad, but what the hell.’

‘How many of these new guns do they have?’

‘Hard to say. That Bondo is a close-mouthed guy. Could be a hundred, I guess. Although I’ve only seen a dozen or so. Expensive things. I don’t know where they get the money, that is if they didn’t steal them. Of course, I don’t know where they get the money to pay me, either. Or the other guys.’

‘Other guys?’

‘Oh yeah, this would make you laugh, all this preparation crap. Bondo’s recruited a couple of guys like me, you know, former army instructors. He’s set up a basic training course for his people. Man, that old farm looks like Fort Riley during the week-end. He’s got an infantry specialist teaching squad tactics and even a demolition expert.’

‘A demolition expert?’

‘Oh yeah. Of course they don’t use any of the stuff. But this guy gives classes in dynamiting and using that plastic stuff. Big deal. It’s like training boy scouts in a way. They are all young, for the most part. They run around the place playing soldier. Just a bunch of crap, really, but it keeps them out of trouble, I guess.’

Marshall fingered the instruments. It was a pretense. He wanted more information. ‘Sounds like they might be getting into a whole lot of trouble?’

‘I doubt it,’ the other said. ‘It is one thing to go running around pretending that you’re the world’s deadliest man. It’s quite another, when it is the real thing. I should know, A whistling bullet near the head has made a lot of peace lovers out of tough guys, believe me.’

‘Maybe. But it still sounds like trouble.’

‘Play acting, that’s what it is. Like I say, I’m grateful for the money, but these kids are just pretending, just fooling around.’

‘How many are involved?’

‘Hard to say. He’s got quite a group there. They come and go, you know. I suppose I must have trained nearly fifty kids in rifle fire.’

Marshall involuntarily dropped a metal probe. It rattled against the steel tray. ‘My god,’ he said.

‘Aw, it’s nothing to worry about, Doc, really. Just a bunch of nuts, as far as I’m concerned.’

‘I agree, but they might be dangerous nuts.’

‘Maybe. But I doubt it. It’s the same old crap; the fight for a new black nation. They run around with their skinny little fists stuck in the sky. Jesus, they must think that tanks and artillery and tear gas haven’t been invented yet. Anyway, Bondo whips them up and tells them they can actually take over the country. It’s really funny listening to them. They talk about the big day that is coming, a black military rebellion. Like I say, Doc, as soon as they grow up they’ll put that crap aside. They’re not bad kids in the main.’

‘This big day,’ Marshall’s voice was soft, ‘did they give any indication when it is to arrive?’

‘Oh, come on now, Doc, you don’t think they actually would try to pull off anything as nutty as that?’

Marshall forced a smile. ‘They might.’

‘Naw, it’s just a dream. They’ve got maps and they spend hours figuring out what they will do, team and individual assignments. It’s just nuts. I’m tempted to tell them so, but that would cut off the income.’

‘The day, Larry,’ Marshall tried to keep his voice calm. ‘When is the day when they are going to put this plan of theirs into operation?’

‘Jesus, the whole world is going nuts,’ the other man muttered. ‘It can’t happen, Doc. Oh, they’ve got it set to happen when those two white cops are tried for that murder. That’s the target date right now. But that will change. They’ll keep shoving the big day back. They won’t admit it, but they damn well know they don’t stand a chance with this foolishness of theirs.’

‘Maybe,’ Marshall said.

‘Don’t worry about it. Anyway, as far as I am concerned, it’s just about all over with anyway. They tell me that next week-end is the last training session.’

‘Who told you?’

‘Brother Bondo. I guess he has all those kids trained as much as he wants, or he has run out of money. He is closing up the whole operation at the farm. That’s why I am a poor risk for you, Doc. There goes the twenty bucks.’

Marshall did not reply. He merely smiled and began to pack the man’s mouth with cotton rolls. An extraction was an easy task for him. His mind was free to think.

*

Jim Evans sipped his Manhattan, savoring the tangy taste of the liquor. Like the first-class club that it was the Magna Club always provided the best. It was pleasant to be alone. It had been one hell of a day and Jim Evans now felt a slight ebbing of the tension that had consumed him. He fully knew what he was, a showcase, a test; the first Negro senior inspector in the police department. He was watched and he had to walk a shaky tightrope. The white officers watched him, alert for any showing of prejudice against them or bias for his own people. The black policemen watched also, to see if he was just an ‘Uncle Tom’, a Negro in skin only, anxiously dancing to the wishes of his white bosses.

Some days were easy and some days were hard. He had just put in one of the hard days. He had been picked as a man to use in tough situations. Jim Evans had grown up in one of the city’s roughest neighborhoods. He was not a large man, being of average height and build, so he tried to avoid fights as a youth, but if drawn in, he tried to be the last man standing.

He was not a brutal man and had used his good intelligence as a detective to get a high rate of convictions. When the social changes of the 1960s occurred, he had been one of the few qualified Negroes in the department, and his rise had been swift.

Jim Evans took another sip of his Manhattan. It was good, to have attained the high rank, and to have the respect of his fellow officers. Being a showcase was hard, a nervous thing, but a welcome challenge nevertheless.

He looked over at the entrance to the club’s bar room. The large figure of Dr. William Marshall loomed in the doorway. As the big man advanced to the bar he nodded at several members who were seated at tables.

‘Hello, Doctor,’ Evans greeted him easily. They had been friends from boyhood. Both products of the same area, they had remained friends over the passing years. They were worldly men, knowledgeable and experienced in the ways of the street as well as in the ways of polite society.

Marshall sat heavily upon the bar stool next to the police officer. He nodded to the bartender who hurried over. ‘Harry, give me a light whiskey and water,’ Marshall said.

The barman left to prepare the drink. Marshall looked at the policeman. ‘Well?’

‘I checked.’ Evans smiled at him. ‘I told you I would.’

‘What did you find out?’

District Inspector Evans’ face lit up in a sly smile. ‘Bill, you are becoming an old woman, you know that?’

‘Cut the crap, Swiftly,’ Marshall said, using the boyhood nickname of years before. ‘What did you find out?’

‘Our intelligence people have been keeping a careful eye on Bondo,’ Evans said quietly. He waited until the bartender had given the doctor his drink and had removed himself out of earshot. ‘You may not know it, but our intelligence officers have infiltrated most of these militant groups, either that, or planted informers. We are up on things.’

‘Christ, cut out the advertisement,’ Marshall growled.

‘I just want you to know that we know how to take care of things, Bill. Anyway, intelligence has a complete up-to-date file on Bondo. He is a screwball, that’s all. Pretty good organizer, I’ll admit, but just a nut, nevertheless.’

‘So?’

‘I checked out what you told me over the phone,’ Evans continued. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. Bondo is just a dime-store Marcus Garvey, a tin-horn Malcolm, that’s all. He had a bunch of seventeen-and eighteen-year-olds who think the sun rises and sets when he tells it to do so, but other than that he is just a big bag of wind.’

‘What about the guns?’

‘Bullshit, guns.’ Evans looked into Marshall’s face. The police officer’s smooth face gave no hint of emotion. ‘These clowns have a handful of .22s and a few war surplus pieces. They run the kids around, teaching them military drill and so forth. Nothing to worry about.’

‘What about the demolition men, the infantry tactics?’ Marshall demanded.

‘We have picked up nothing about that sort of thing. I’m not saying that your informant is a liar but, even if he was telling the truth, it is just a usual deal over semi-military training, God knows, every black man who ever started any organization to change the world, first tried to start his own private army. You know that. He gets a few kids, puts them in fancy uniforms, braid and all that, teaches a fancy thigh slapping drill and calls them soldiers. Christ, we have had regiments of them, if you put them all together.’

‘Swiftly, we’ve known each other since we were kids,’ Marshall said slowly. ‘Have I ever, all that time, ever been the kind of man to cry wolf?’

Evans smiled and shook his head. ‘Billy, these are strange times. You’ve heard a snatch of something here, a little bit more there, and now you’re ready to see a flaming black revolutionary behind every bush. I think, Doctor, that you are developing a mild case of nerves.’

Marshall laughed hollowly. ‘I tell you, this is important. Bondo is training snipers. You know whom he will kill?’

Evans nodded. ‘Policemen, if that ever comes to pass.’

‘Goddamn right,’ Marshall snapped.

‘But it will never come to pass, Billy,’ Evans said. ‘Look, every day the department gets feedback on nuts like Bondo. Both black and white, by the way. Hell, there is a group of crazy white folks out on the north side that drill every Sunday. They are planning to put all us black people in ovens. They are just nuts, same as Bondo, only in white faces.’

‘Bondo is more than a mere nut, believe me,’ Marshall said. ‘The man has a genius for organization. If he is training snipers and demolition men, he plans to use them.’

‘Come on now, Billy,’ Evans smiled. ‘This can’t be the old cool tight-end talking. I am telling you that we are on top of this stuff. Quit worrying about Brother Bondo. The first time that faker steps out of line we will jam him into jail, or the insane asylum, which I think is probably more appropriate.’

‘What will it take to convince you differently?’ Marshall asked.

Evans looked at his friend. ‘Proof, Bill. As simple as that. You’ve had one patient who claims to be a rifle instructor for Bondo. So what? We have been busy. Sure, Bondo is making the circuit, trying to whip people up over this police shooting, but that’s all. Hell, the whole town is tense over this case. What do you expect a nut like that to talk on, foreign trade? No, he is just like the rest of them, creating a fantasy, a dream of armed rebellion. Relax, Doctor, you’ve been working too hard.’

‘Swiftly, I know in my bones that I’m right. For God’s sake, Bondo has got to be stopped.’

‘Stopped from doing what? He’s got a constitutional right to whip up as many people as he likes. Free speech, they call it, in case you’ve forgotten. As for those guns, I don’t believe that. We would have picked up something if they had been stolen. And Bondo doesn’t have the kind of money needed for large-scale purchases. Like I told you, Bill, you’ve been working too hard. Running the Magna Club is a strain and you are a busy professional man to boot. I’d take a few days off, really, I’m not kidding.’

‘And I am not kidding,’ Marshall said. ‘Bondo is planning to touch this town off. He will bring death and destruction down upon our people like they have never known. For God’s sake, Swiftly, if the police won’t stop him, who will?’

‘Bill, you’ve known me all my life. I’m telling you, as a professional police officer, that you have nothing to worry about. If you told me a tooth had to come out, I’d respect your opinion, now I will ask you to respect mine.’

‘You’re wrong,’ Marshall said softly.

‘I doubt it,’ the other smiled. ‘Bill, take a few days off. Things will look better to you after that. We keep good tabs on all these nuts. A few days off, that’s the ticket. Martha and the kids would like it too. How about a promise?’

‘I’ll think about it,’ Marshall said.

‘Good.’ Evans patted him on the shoulder. ‘I’ve got to run. Just time for dinner and then off to a community meeting. Relax, Billy, everything will be all right.’

Marshall watched the slender policeman walk out of the bar room. He felt a great sinking feeling, not unlike his playing days when he was buried under a mass of football players, without a chance to move, powerless. He shook his head.

‘If they won’t stop him,’ he whispered to himself, ‘then who will?’

*

Ramilda Brown lay back on the lumpy bed and watched the John try to put on his trousers. She fought the temptation to laugh. Laughing at him would cut off any possibility of return business. They all wanted to feel superior, invincible, living for one sordid moment a shadow of some adolescent sexual fantasy.

He was heavy-set, with large pads of fat encasing his upper thighs. Even sober he would have had a problem getting into the trousers. But drunk, it was much worse. He stumbled around the small dingy room, trying to keep his balance on one leg so as to lift the other into his worn blue trousers.

Finally, he made it. Now he had a similar problem with the other leg. His large belly made it difficult for him to bend over.

Ramilda lay on her back, her large brown body entirely naked. Her clothes had been carefully hung over a rickety chair near the door. It had been a long night and a busy one. She felt tired, exhausted.

He was her last customer. The bars were all closed now. Men searching for girls had found them. Any further attempt at hustling would be futile. She wished the fat man would hurry.

‘You’re a first-class piece,’ the man said, a crooked smile breaking over his puffy features as he leered at her. He was busy shoving his shirt tails into his trouser tops. ‘Real good. Got my money’s worth.’

‘You, too, honey. You really know to thrill a girl,’ she lied. The fat man had been like a thousand bricks lying on top of her. Happily, it had been for only a moment as he had experienced an almost immediate ejaculation. She pitied his wife, if he was married. He would be a most unsatisfying mate.

‘I’ll be by again,’ he said. ‘That will give you something to look forward to.’

‘Oh, that will be nice,’ Ramilda cooed, forcing a smile. She hoped the next time the John would bathe before doing business. He had a heavy odor of days-old sweat. It was a hazard of her business.

He struggled into his suit coat, carefully checking to see that his wallet was still in his pocket. He had heard stories that pimps sometimes snuck into a room when the customer was in the throes of the sex act to steal wallets and valuables.

He paused at the door and leered at her, his eyes slowly moving from her feet to her head. ‘Damn, that’s really something,’ he mumbled. He staggered out the door, carefully closing it behind him.

Ramilda lay quietly for a moment or two, enjoying the quiet. The staleness of the dirty mattress blended with the musty odor of the room. She looked up at the cracked and peeling ceiling. The Spartan Hotel did not believe in wasting money in repairing rooms for the use of cheap prostitutes and their seedy customers.

She pulled herself up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. For a moment she felt dizzy, but it passed in a minute. She glanced at her watch. It was four o’clock in the morning. She stretched her arms over her head to ease the ache in her back. Slowly she padded into the small bathroom to clean herself up.

She hardly noticed the offensive odor of the cramped place. The toilet seat was broken and the sink greatly stained. She finished quickly and then splashed cold water over her face, feeling a sense of refreshment.

She suddenly felt the need for coffee. Her mouth felt dry and cotton like. The need for coffee hurried her along. She dressed quickly and pulled her purse from beneath the mattress. It was safer there. Some Johns had been known to steal from the girls. It had happened to her once or twice so she now took special precautions.

Ramilda had kept a careful count of the money. Eight tricks since nine o’clock. The prices had varied depending on the services rendered. She had one-hundred-and-forty-five dollars in the small purse. It had been a good night, not her best, but adequate. The Johns had not given her any trouble and Max would be pleased at the money she had earned.

Ramilda left the dingy room and walked down the narrow corridor to the stairs. She moved slowly, careful not to trip on her high heels. The small lobby was deserted. She could hear the snores of the night clerk coming from his cot behind the desk. She moved quietly so as not to disturb him. The old man liked talking to the prostitutes who worked the place, but she didn’t feel like talking.

The street was deserted. Nothing moved. She glanced up and down the avenue watching for anything suspicious. Holdup men liked to nail the girls at the end of an evening. She could see nothing moving so she began walking fast. It was two blocks to the all-night restaurant.

The sound of her heels striking the concrete was the only night sound. It seemed to echo off the empty parked cars along the street. There was no traffic. Soon she could see the large lighted window of the restaurant and the nervousness began to leave her.

She looked around to see if Max’s Cadillac was parked nearby. She did not see it. The restaurant was air-conditioned and she welcomed the feel of the cool air as she opened the door. The bored counter man looked up at her.

The girls sat at a table. ‘Hi, Ramilda,’ one of them called. She walked over and joined them.

She knew them both. Rose was a tall black girl. The other, Augusta, was dabbing at the corner of her face with a paper napkin. Little spots of blood soaked into the soft paper.

‘What happened?’ Ramilda asked.

‘Goddamn John bit me,’ Augusta said. She was built like Ramilda, heavy-set. She held the napkin away from her face, exhibiting two small cuts. Small drops of blood began to well from the wounds,

‘Teeth marks,’ Augusta sighed. ‘Jesus, he was a crazy son-of-a-bitch. Look.’ She moved her legs so that Ramilda could see and then pulled up her skirt. Her upper thighs were covered with angry welts.

‘Boy, he got you good,’ Ramilda sympathized.

‘Yeah,’ the other agreed. ‘I never saw it coming. A young guy, no more than twenty-two or so. Clean cut, looked like a college boy. Kind of cute, too.’

‘Big white teeth?’ Rose laughed.

‘All his,’ Augusta smiled ruefully. ‘Johns don’t turn me on, but this guy was cute. Anyway, I figure I might be in for a good time for a change. He says he wants a party. As soon as we gets in the room he starts feeling me up, you know, doing a good job of turning me on. I was really enjoying myself. He wasn’t like most Johns, no on-and-off stuff for this boy. Anyway, he starts nipping me a little, not to hurt. Kinda fun as a matter of fact. Then he starts getting carried away.’

‘I’ll say,’ Rose said sipping her coffee.

‘Anyway, he starts to hurt and I tell him to quit it. But he’s beyond hearing. It was like being in bed with a mad dog. He was all snapping teeth.’

The other two laughed.

‘It was kind of funny, to think about it. We were wrestling around that damn rickety bed. I’m trying to beat him off and he’s snapping away at me. I finally pull away and get up and grab a chair. You know, he’s got the nerve to ask me what’s wrong. Anyway, I tell him to get the fuck out. You think I was the crazy one. He tells me that is how he always makes love. I keep the chair in front of me and get the knife out of my purse. That kind of put the odds in my favor.’

‘Did he pay you?’

‘Damn right he did. Oh, he didn’t want to, but I told him I’d cut his cock off if he didn’t. He put a twenty on the dresser and left.’

Ramilda laughed. ‘Maybe you ought to call the dog pound and have him picked up. You could get rabies, you know.’

Augusta dabbed again at her face. ‘Bullshit, I’m just lucky to get out of that without a tit bit off.’

The three of them giggled,

‘Have you seen Max tonight?’ Ramilda asked.

‘No,’ Rose answered. ‘Of course, we haven’t been here long.’ She paused. ‘Did you have a good night, Ramilda?’

Ramilda nodded. ‘Not bad.’ She looked over at the counter man. ‘I’ll take a cup of coffee and two eggs over easy.’

He nodded, putting down the comic book he was reading. He busied himself at the grill.

‘I’ve run into a couple of those biters in my time,’ Ramilda said. ‘Dangerous.’

‘Yeah, this guy scared the shit out of me,’ Augusta said. ‘From now on I’m going to keep my knife handy, just in case.’

‘You’ll scare hell out of the Johns,’ Rose giggled.

‘Oh, I’ll keep it out of sight,’ Augusta smiled. ‘But I’ll have it where I can get at it.’

The counter man finished buttering the toast and brought the plate of eggs to the table. Ramilda began to eat quickly.

‘You were hungry,’ Rose said.

‘Yeah,’ Ramilda mumbled, her mouth full of the greasy fried egg.

No one noticed Max standing in the doorway. Ramilda looked up from a sip of coffee and saw him. He stood in the doorway his legs spread apart. He wore the double-knit slacks and sports outfit that she had bought for him. The garments clung to his powerful body. His face was a stern mask.

‘Max,’ she waved.

‘Com’on,’ he snarled. ‘Get your ass in gear.’

Hurriedly she stood up and fished a bill out of her purse to pay for the food. She walked quickly to the counter and paid for the eggs.

‘Come on, for Christ’s sake,’ he said, his voice low and mean. ‘I haven’t got all goddamn day.’

She felt a wave of fear surge through her at the sound of his voice. He was angry. Her throat seemed to clamp shut.

‘Come on, goddamn it!’ He shoved her out on to the sidewalk. ‘Get in the car,’ he snapped.

Dutifully, she opened the door of the Cadillac parked at the curb, and sat in the front seat. He walked around and jerked open his door, thrusting his body hard into the leather seat.

‘How much?’ he demanded.

‘One-hundred-and-forty-five,’ she said.

He pulled away from the curb; the tires of the Cadillac screamed as he accelerated into the empty street. The skin around his jaw seemed to dance as his muscles worked beneath the surface of his face. ‘Lousy goddamned whore,’ he spat the words. ‘A Friday night and the best you can do is a lousy hundred and change.’

‘I’m sorry, Max,’ she said. She wondered why he was so upset. She knew that it was a fair take for the night’s work. Something else was bothering him and he was taking it out on her.

‘Sorry won’t help,’ he said. The car sped down the deserted street. He braked and then spun into an empty alley. ‘Give it to me,’ he said, his eyes narrowing as he looked at her.

Ramilda reached into her purse and pulled out the matted wad of bills. He snatched the roll of money out of her hand, ‘Not nearly enough,’ he snarled.

‘What is it, Max?’

‘I’m in a game, a big one,’ he said evenly. ‘I’m down a couple of grand. I need a stake to get my money back.’

‘That’s all the money I got,’ she said testily. As soon as she said it she regretted it.

‘Get out,’ he said, his teeth clenched.

‘Why, Max?’

‘Get your ass back on the street and hustle,’ he said.

‘I’m tired, Max. Jesus! It’s five o’clock in the morning. Won’t be no Johns looking for girls at this hour.’

‘Get out,’ he snarled.

‘I won’t,’ she replied. ‘It’s no use at this hour.’

He seemed to glide from his seat. Before she could move he came around her side of the car and threw open the door.

‘Max,’ she started to speak, but he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her from the car. She fell on one knee.

His fist crashed into the back of her neck. Her senses reeled and she fell further, managing to stop herself with her hands before her face hit the rough broken concrete of the alley. ‘Please don’t,’ she pleaded.

He kicked her hard in the buttocks, sending her sprawling out flat.

‘Goddamn whore.’ She heard the whispered words above her. Then his foot smashed into her side, jolting her badly. ‘Not here, Max, for Christ’s sake, not here.’ She had lost her wind and could hardly speak.

His foot caught her again, even harder. Her sight seemed to disintegrate into a sea of redness. Pain, sharp and choking, shot through her body. ‘Please,’ she cried, tears beginning to stream down her face.

He stopped.

She managed to push herself up into a sitting position. Her skirt was torn and her legs dirty. She tried to brush away some of the dirt. He moved slightly and kicked before she could move out of the way. The toe of his shoe caught her just below the breasts. Her mouth opened to scream but the blow had driven the wind out of her lungs and she could not breathe.

She looked up at him. His dark face was barely visible in the gloom of the alley, but she could see the look of rage on his features nevertheless. She waved her hands as if to call time. Again he strode forward and delivered a powerful kick, striking her in the side. She fell over, skidding on the alley. Ramilda fought to retain consciousness. As if removed from the action, her mind raced for a solution, something that would make him stop. But no thought seemed to form.

Again and again, his foot smashed into her body. She tried to crawl away, away from the jolting blows, but this seemed to infuriate him more. She dimly heard him softly cursing as the blows rained upon her. The pain seemed as if she was being ripped open by a thousand knives.

‘You’re killing me,’ she whispered. A kick landed at the back of her head and she felt the rough concrete drive against her cheek, and then she was unconscious.

Max continued to kick the inert form at his feet. Then he stopped, his face contorted in a sneer. He cleared his throat and spat upon the body. Quickly he looked about him. Everything was quiet. There was no movement, he was alone. Hurriedly he got into the car and backed the big vehicle into the street. He gunned the engine and threw the Cadillac forward. The auto’s red tail lights receded into the gloom.

One of the tenants in the adjoining apartment building found Ramilda in the morning. He called the police.

*

She was conscious first of her terrible thirst. It seemed as if her mouth was swollen shut, puffed and dry. Then the pain. It seemed all over her at first. Then, as she began to regain full consciousness, she realized it was mostly in the area of her stomach and back.

She opened her eyes. The ceiling was a smooth light green. She moved her eyes slowly and fearfully. A sense of almost complete relief flooded her mind as she discovered she was in a hospital bed. A tube hung down from a bottle suspended above her into her arm. Another tube had been fixed into her nose. It was taped along her face.

She raised her head very slowly. She was in a six-bed ward. The others seemed to be sleeping, or in the same half-conscious state as herself. Light streamed in at the big window. She lay her head back.

The tube ran into her left arm. She carefully raised her right hand and very gently felt beneath the sheet. Her chest seemed to be encased in heavy tape. Other tape and bandage seemed to run the length of her stomach. The pain from that area stopped her from any further exploration. She lay back quietly.

She opened her eyes as she heard movement at the foot of her bed. A young black nurse grinned at her.

‘Well, you’ve decided to wake up, eh?’

Ramilda tried to speak, but her parched lips refused to form words and a strangled sound came out.

The nurse moved around the side of the bed. She placed a hand beneath Ramilda’s head and lifted it gently. Then she held a glass with a plastic straw to her lips. Ramilda had just managed to sip when the nurse pulled it away. ‘Not too much, honey,’ she said, ‘or you’ll regret it. How are you feeling?’

‘What happened?’ Ramilda’s voice was barely audible.

‘Somebody damn near killed you,’ the nurse said. Her manner was matter of fact, but cheerful. ‘They found you in an alley. Girl, you’ve come as close to dying as the Lord allows.’

‘How bad?’ Ramilda managed to ask.

‘Oh, you aren’t as bad off as some here.’ The nurse waved her hand toward the other beds. ‘But that beating didn’t do you no good either. Your ribs were broken and your spleen ruptured. The surgeons had to take it out. You are going to have a scar running up your tummy, I’m afraid. The ribs will heal, you’ll just have to be careful for a while. They got you taped up like a hog.’

‘What’s a spleen?’ Ramilda asked, terror rising in her.

‘Nothing much, girl. It’s a big old organ that sits back of your stomach. It doesn’t do much, so you can afford to lose it. A lot of athletes get the same kind of injury. It is nothing to worry about.’

‘How long will it take to heal me up?’

The nurse’s black face seemed to be permanently creased in a smile. ‘Couple of weeks. You will have to take it easy for a month or so after that. You’ve really taken quite a beating.’

Ramilda closed her eyes. ‘It hurts,’ she whispered.

‘You bet your boots it hurts,’ the nurse laughed. ‘Okay, girl, I’ll go get something to help you along. Then you’ll have to give me some information about yourself. All we know about you is what we found in your purse. By the way, who do you want notified?’

Ramilda almost said Max’s name. It was a habit, she had been so dependent on him. Then she remembered.

‘There is no one,’ she said softly.

‘Come on, sweety,’ the nurse said merrily, ‘there’s got to be someone.’

Ramilda thought of her brother. He had a job and a family. He was ashamed of her. They had not seen each other for years. Her brother would not want to help.

‘Nobody,’ Ramilda repeated. ‘A girlfriend only.’ She gave the nurse the name of another prostitute, a girl she liked.

‘I’ll get something for the pain,’ the nurse said. ‘Oh yeah, the police want to talk to you. They want to get whoever did this to you.’ Ramilda listened to the clatter of the nurse’s hard rubber heels as she walked out of the ward.

Ramilda gritted her teeth against the waves of pain, now becoming more pronounced. She felt alone, marred. The scar on her stomach would not be good for business. Johns were turned off by girls who were excessively scarred. She felt tears forming in her eyes.

He had ruined her. She had done nothing. All those tricks, all the smelly rooms, the insults, the physical abuse, she had endured it all for him, and he had tried to kill her, to beat her to death like a dog. Ramilda bit her lips to keep from crying.

She decided she would be glad to talk to the police.


Chapter Four

He leaned against the kitchen door and watched her. Her blonde hair had been loosened and it cascaded down around her shoulders, the long tresses catching the light from the ceiling. The pale blue dress she had selected matched her attitude, bright and cheerful. She was a beautiful woman.

‘I’m not a very good bartender, Nick,’ she smiled at him. ‘I suppose a single girl should really know how to whip up every kind of mixed drink, at least that’s what the men’s magazines say.’

‘You read them?’

She flounced her hair with a graceful motion of her head, throwing the long hair clear of her face. ‘Once in a while, I’ve got to check up on what the opposition is doing. What about you, Mr. Bennett, are girly magazines a secret vice of yours?’

‘Not especially,’ he grinned. He had taken off his suit coat and stood relaxed in his shirt sleeves. ‘There are two types of magazines. One is a slick production with pictures of plastic women who look as real as statues, not very provocative. The other kind are the cheapies with a bunch of tough looking women in uncomfortable positions. There doesn’t seem to be an in-between. Anyway, none that I’ve seen.’

She laughed. ‘I see you are an authority on the subject.’ She poured a dash of vermouth into the pitcher. ‘That should do it, I hope.’

‘Looks right.’

She stirred the clear liquid with a long glass rod and poured some of it into two large ice-filled glasses. ‘Try it,’ she said.

Bennett took a glass and slowly sipped. ‘Just right, Nancy. A professional martini. I think you’ve had a lot of practice.’

Her eyes sparkled. ‘Not really.’ She gripped his arm. ‘Come on, let’s sit down.’

She guided him into the small living room of her one-bedroom apartment. It was comfortable, feminine without being girlish. He admired her taste.

She led him to a sofa and then she moved to a mahogany cabinet. The front of it swung open exhibiting an expensive stereo set. He felt a stirring within himself at the sight of her well-formed legs. The soft music of Cole Porter filled the room.

‘How’s that?’ She seated herself next to him.

‘Just right. That’s my kind of music. I sort of figured you for a more progressive sort, you know, rock bands and the rest.’

‘I’ve got a few albums if you like.’

‘God forbid. No, this is my style, Nancy, the music of my distant youth. I like it.’

‘There you go again,’ she said. ‘I thought we had that age thing licked.’

‘We do,’ he smiled. ‘I won’t mention it again.’

‘Okay,’ she grinned at him as she raised her glass to her lips.

It had been a perfect evening, Bennett thought to himself. The restaurant had been perfect and dinner a wonderful meal, although he had been more interested in her company. They had gone for a drive. She had listened to him with intelligent interest and he found himself being drawn more and more toward her. Now, up in her apartment for a nightcap, he felt marvelous, better than he had felt for years.

‘Are you nervous about the trial Monday?’ she asked.

‘A little. I haven’t done that sort of thing for a while and I guess I am a little tense about it. Nothing serious though.’

‘I think I would be nervous, I mean.’

‘Why?’

A hint of a frown creased her features. ‘You are like a doctor. You have two lives in your hands. That’s a great responsibility, Nick. I don’t think I’d want it.’

‘That’s a little dramatic, Nancy. It is true in a way, I suppose. But that’s not the way a trial lawyer thinks. It would scare hell out of him if he did.’

‘What way do you think?’ She looked up at him. ‘Please, I’m interested.’

‘Well, not dramatically. I’ve got a job to do. My mind is full of the witnesses, what they will say, how it will affect the jury. Things like that. I suppose I really don’t think about the clients.’

‘That’s, well — sort of cold — isn’t it?’

‘Not really. Suppose you were a surgeon and you are going to take out an appendix. You don’t think about the human being beneath the knife, at least not in a personal way. If you started to dwell on the man on the table, his dreams, desires, fate, and so on, your hand would start to tremble, and you wouldn’t do a very good job. It is the same thing with a trial lawyer. You concentrate on the job itself, not the man.’

‘Still sounds cold to me,’ she said, but her eyes twinkled in amusement. ‘Of course, you’re probably a cold man anyway.’

He eyed her, wondering if she was waiting for him to do something, whether or not her remark was an invitation. He felt like a raw schoolboy, suddenly unsure of himself. He wanted desperately to hold her, to put his arms around her, but he could not bring himself to try.

‘No, Nancy, I’m not cold, believe me.’ He noticed his hand wobbled slightly as he took a sip of the martini. He almost drained the glass. He smiled to himself at his tenseness.

‘What’s funny?’ she asked.

‘Nothing, just a random thought.’

‘Like what?’

‘Nothing.’

She reached forward and took a cigarette from a box on the coffee table. He lit it for her. ‘Thanks,’ she said, blowing out a delicate stream of smoke.

Both of them fell silent for a moment. Nancy looked up at the tall man. He seemed to be nervous. She wondered at his reluctance to touch her.

‘Well, Mr. Attorney,’ she asked, ‘how do you propose to win the big case?’ The question was light, more for the sake of conversation.

His face grew serious. ‘The whole prosecution case depends on those two so-called eye-witnesses, Johnson and McGee. All the rest is just so much window dressing. I will have to nail those two boys on cross-examination, if we are to win.’

Nancy Kelso had not intended to pursue a serious discussion, but there was no retreat at the moment. ‘How are you going to do that, Nick? Both of them seemed to have their story down pat at the examination.’

‘I know. But I really didn’t intend to tear them apart at the examination. Mostly, I just wanted to see what they were going to say. They said a lot, too much. Now I’ve got some stuff to catch them in their lies. I think it will work.’

‘I hope so,’ Nancy said. ‘But enough of this, you’re supposed to relax before the big day.’ She grinned. ‘Well, what do you want to do, Nick — talk, play cards or go to bed?’ She watched his face for the effect of her words.

A slow grin broke across his craggy features. ‘What kind of cards?’ he asked and they laughed.

‘Well, I guess I know where I stand,’ she said.

‘Nancy, I’ll confess something to you. I feel the way I did when I was out on my first date. I honest to God don’t know what to do with my hands. I’ve heard of second childhood, but I didn’t think it started this soon. Anyway, it’s sort of painful.’

‘What kind of girl was she, your first date?’

He paused, taken aback by the question. ‘Well, as a matter of fact, she was a tall, skinny red-head. Boy, she scared me silly. For one thing, she was taller than me.’

‘Size makes a difference?’

‘When you’re fifteen everything makes a difference.’

‘What happened?’

He smiled at the memory, ‘Quite a bit, actually, I took her to the movies. She was more experienced than I. Of course in those days, who wasn’t. Anyway, she insisted we sit in the back row.’ He seemed more conscious of her as he talked. ‘As soon as the feature started she grabbed my hand. That was big stuff in my day. And then, by God, she kissed me.’

‘Started you on the road to hell,’ Nancy laughed.

‘More or less. She was quite a passionate necker. I was scared and happy all at the same time.’

‘Well, go on, what happened?’

‘That was all. I guess I didn’t measure up to her idea of a hot lover. She picked up with another fellow. Too bad, too, I had just gotten the hang of it.’

‘Sad story.’

‘Yes, in a way. Sad, when you think that I feel now like I did in that back row.’

Nancy reached over and grasped his hand. The warmth of her flesh seemed to send an electrical charge through him. He was filled with urgent desire for her.

‘That help?’ she asked with false coyness.

He reached clumsily for her, awkwardly hitting the back of her head as he pulled her to him. He crushed his lips upon hers. All other thoughts left him as his mind seemed to drown in her heady presence.

He broke off the kiss, ‘Oh, Nancy, how I’ve wanted…’

‘I know, Nick. I know,’ she whispered. She kissed him, unleashing a passion that had been welling inside her since she had first seen the tall, rugged man.

*

‘Hey, man, where did you get them wheels?’ Chris Johnson asked the thin black youth.

‘My cousin. He’s drunk over at my house, so he said I could use his car,’ Leroy Jones replied happily.

‘Real nice, real sharp,’ Charles McGee said, patting the fender.

McGee and Johnson had been standing in front of the pool hall. Due to their status as key witnesses in the police shooting case they had become celebrities in their neighborhood. The case was to start in two days and they had been enjoying Saturday night exhibiting themselves for all to see and question. Chris Johnson had done all the talking as usual, but Charles McGee had enjoyed the quite side of the limelight.

‘You cats want to go for a ride?’ Leroy asked.

‘What do you think, Charlie?’ Johnson asked his companion.

‘Sure, man. But shouldn’t we get ourselves something to take with us. I mean a little something to drink?’

‘Right on,’ Leroy said. ‘I’ve got a half-buck.’

Johnson reached into his pocket. ‘I got a couple of dimes. That’s all,’ he said dejectedly.

‘I got a buck,’ McGee said.

‘You been holdin’ out on me.’ Johnson pushed McGee playfully.

‘Sort of,’ McGee laughed. ‘Just waiting to spend it wisely, man, that’s all.’

‘We can buy a couple of bottles of apple-jack wine with what we got between us,’ Leroy said.

They climbed into the nearly new Ford and roared off to a party store down the street. Johnson went in and bought the wine.

They drank a little before starting off.

‘There’s a party over at the James Project tonight,’ Leroy suggested. ‘Those girls got their ADC checks this week. Big Swinging week-end over there, always is.’

McGee giggled. ‘That’s what I could use, a little lovin’.’

‘Let’s go, man.’ Johnson poked Leroy and he started the car and pulled from the curb. They drank the wine as they drove, passing the bottle to each other. They watched carefully for police, all three knowing that it was illegal to drink anything while driving.

The cheap wine loosened them up. They felt free, enjoying the vinyl-and-plastic luxury of the borrowed car.

‘What will this thing do?’ McGee asked as Leroy sped down the entrance ramp into the traffic of the expressway.

‘Oh, I don’t know. My cousin’s got a big engine in this car. Should go fast as hell.’

‘Go, man, go,’ Johnson shouted. ‘Let’s see this mother go.’

Leroy grinned and pressed his foot on the accelerator. The Ford shot ahead in response.

Traffic was medium and moving well. Leroy steered the car through the maze of moving cars. The speed limit was set at fifty-five miles per hour, although most of the traffic was moving at sixty. Leroy’s speedometer registered eighty miles per hour and was climbing.

‘Whoee!’ Johnson yelled. ‘This is living, man!’

McGee in the rear seat became afraid as the car rocketed through traffic. He was thrown about as Leroy missed car after car, swerving in and out.

Leroy was in the outside lane, hitting well over ninety miles per hour.

‘Hey, man,’ Johnson called out, ‘the next exit is the one for the Project.’

Leroy swung the wheel, narrowly missing a sedan. He roared into the middle lane up behind an ancient Buick, then swerved to gain the curb lane. The exit was coming up fast. Horns honked behind them as Leroy twisted the Ford toward the exit.

The exit ramp, like all the others in the expressway system, had been designed by skilled traffic engineers. The rate of safe incline speed had been determined allowing an extra margin for safety. The ramp was built up a hill to the flat surface of the service drive. A bridge carrying an intersecting street across the highway met the service drive at that point. It was a well-built bridge with heavy stone and concrete railings.

Leroy was doing eighty-five miles per hour as he entered the ramp. The ramp had not been designed for that speed. Seventy-five was the maximum safety factor. The engineers had tested the effect of greater speed, it lifted a car like an airplane taking off from a runway.

The high speed, plus wind resistance, lifted the front wheels of the Ford as it screamed up the ramp. Leroy instantly realized that he did not have control of the car. He was not an experienced driver. He hit the brakes hard, skidding the car. It was hurtling through the air at sixty miles per hour when it smashed into the concrete bridge railing. The railing stopped the car, compressing it like a child’s accordion. The forward force of the car lifted it up, over the railing, and like a giant falling brick it landed on its top in the middle of the intersecting street, narrowly missing a bus.

All three young men were killed instantly.

It was not until Sunday morning that Johnson and McGee were identified.

*

‘All right,’ Brother Bondo commanded, ‘let’s see what you’ve got?’

The boy was no more than fifteen years old, thin, with oversize lips, thick glasses and a protruding adam’s apple. His long black arms brought up a shiny new black briefcase. His sensitive fingers snapped the catches and they sprang open. Carefully, he opened the top of the briefcase.

‘Oh, Jesus,’ John Askins whispered.

The briefcase contained six sticks of dynamite, a stripped alarm clock, several pounds of short steel nails and wads of matted newspapers.

‘Here’s how it works,’ the boy said. ‘The dynamite has blasting caps attached to the sticks. They all connect with these little wires, see?’ His long fingers pointed to the top of the sticks. ‘This here is the battery. It supplies the juice to set off the caps, they blow up the dynamite.’

John Askins felt his scalp tighten. He did not like explosives. He looked up at Brother Bondo. Bondo’s eyes were shining with interest.

‘You need the clock,’ the boy continued. ‘The hour hand will make the connection between the battery and the wires to the dynamite. You can give yourself up to twelve hours before it goes off. You know, that would be the time for the hour hand to completely circle around the clock.’

‘What are the nails for?’ Askins asked.

‘Hey, that’s the best part,’ the boy smiled. ‘When the sticks explode they send those nails around like bullets. Kill everything within a hundred feet. Same principle as a hand grenade. It ain’t the blast so much as the flying steel that does the damage.’

Bondo’s fingers carefully felt along the back of the clock. ‘How do you set it?’ he asked.

The boy tilted the clock so that Bondo could see the naked back with its works exposed. ‘The alarm bell is off. I’ve wired the alarm mechanism to the dynamite. Now all you have to do is set it just like you would any alarm clock. Just pull out the switch and select a time on the alarm dial. Then you twist the little copper wire around the hour hand. You wind up the clock. When the hour hand gets to the time you have selected the juice from the battery will flow right through the new connection and the whole thing will blow up.’

‘Can’t it go off accidentally?’ Askins growled. ‘If you’re walking around with that damn case and something comes loose you could get blown up.’

‘No,’ the boy smiled. ‘I’ve thought of that. See, everything is taped down securely. These wadded papers will keep the nails from getting to the works. Of course, if this thing got a real hard hit or something like that I suppose there is a possibility it could go sky high.’

‘It’s all set to go then?’ Bondo asked.

‘Yes, sir, Brother Bondo. I tested the battery. It works. I tested the whole thing. Of course, without the dynamite. It works. Just wind the clock, set the alarm and wrap that little copper wire around the hour hand and you’ve got yourself a real fine bomb.’

Askins scowled. ‘Won’t it be discovered? I mean, it ticks, man. Even those honkies got ears, you know.’

The boy looked unconcerned. ‘Well, there is a soft noise, I got the most expensive clock I could get, it’s advertised on the basis of being quiet. Only if you listen real close can you hear it ticking through the briefcase, but you’d have to concentrate real hard.’

‘Wind it up,’ Bondo commanded.

‘Aw, come on,’ Askins protested. ‘That goddamn thing is dangerous, Bondo. Do you want to get us blown up?’

Bondo looked at him and sneered. ‘Sometimes, John, I have some real reservations about the degree of your courage.’ He turned to the boy. ‘Wind it up.’

The boy reached behind the clock. ‘Ain’t no danger,’ he said, ‘as long as that copper wire don’t get connected.’ The sound of the twisting stem seemed to fill the room. ‘There,’ the boy said. He closed the top of the brief case.

The three men were silent as they listened. A soft ticking, barely audible, pulsated from the briefcase.

‘See, it ain’t so bad,’ the boy said. ‘I doubt that anyone would notice this thing. You know, if you put it in a bus station or some busy place, nobody would notice it.’

Bondo nodded. ‘Open it up and show me again how to set it.’

The boy carefully and patiently went over the steps with Bondo. The tall black man repeated all the boy said and purposely touched everything that pertained to arming the bomb. ‘I think I’ve got it,’ he said.

Bondo’s long arm reached out and encircled the boy’s thin shoulders. ‘You’ve done a mighty fine job,’ he said. ‘You’ve learned your lessons well and from now on you are our top demolition man.’

The youngster’s eyes shone up at the tall imposing figure.

‘In fact, I am so pleased,’ Bondo continued, ‘I am going to promote you from captain to major.’

The boy grinned. ‘Thank you, Brother. I’ll do a good job.’

‘I know you will, Major,’ Bondo said. ‘Now we have some more work to do, so you can leave now. On your way home, stop by headquarters and see if the adjutant is there. If he is, tell him I said to put your promotion on the books.’

‘Oh man, that’s great,’ the boy said.

Bondo waited until the boy had gone, then he went back to the briefcase and once again went over the procedure for arming the dynamite.

‘Quit fooling around with that thing,’ Askins protested from the farthest point in the room.

Bondo carefully closed the top of the briefcase and looked at it. ‘This is a work of art,’ he said. ‘I thought that boy could do the job. He was the most interested at the demolition lectures. He gets good grades in the sciences at school. I knew he was the man for the job.’

‘Maybe,’ John Askins said, ‘but I don’t like bombs, man. I don’t care what you say, those things have a habit of going off at the wrong time.’

Bondo patted the case. ‘This is more than a bomb. This is the signal for the revolution, the real honest-to-God revolution. When this thing goes off, John, the whole town goes up.’ He fondled the case lovingly.

The anxiety on Askins’ face was replaced with sudden interest.

Bondo turned and again smiled his cold smile. ‘The trial of those two pigs starts tomorrow morning. I figure it will take them a day or two to select a jury. Then the prosecution will present its case. John, during those days I will get this city worked up until it is boiling. Then, just as the defense starts, we will plant this bomb in the courtroom. Everything will be timed perfectly.’

Bondo’s eyes narrowed. ‘We will have our snipers in position. Our people will be ready with gasoline bombs to throw on the expressways. This bomb and all hell will go off together, all at the same hour, all at the same minute.’

‘Now you’re talking,’ Askins said. Then he paused, a scowl crept across his face. ‘But how are we going to plant the bomb? I mean, you just can’t walk in and set it down on the floor.’

‘That’s exactly what we are going to do,’ Bondo said.

‘That’s crazy.’

‘No. I told you before that everything has to be carefully planned, down to the last detail. Did you think I would go to all the trouble of having a bomb made without figuring a way to get it in where I want it? That’s your way of doing things, not mine.’

‘Go on.’

Bondo walked to the window, his back to Askins. ‘Everything has to be natural. Harry Cross, in a business suit, would look like a young lawyer. He’s had a year of law school, so if anyone questioned him, he could get away with pretending to be an attorney.’

‘So?’

‘So, we dress up Harry to look the part. What is more natural than a lawyer taking a briefcase into a courtroom.’

‘Harry would get himself blown up,’ Askins protested.

‘No. He would come into the courtroom in the morning, just before the trial started. There are always a lot of folks milling around then. All he would have to do is put his briefcase down beneath the counsel table, go over and ask the court clerk some questions. Then he would leave. Nobody would notice the briefcase.’

‘What if they did?’

Bondo grunted. ‘They won’t, but even if they did, what difference would it make? Everything else would go off according to schedule. Blowing up that courtroom is more symbolic than anything else. Anyway, they won’t notice.

‘We will have all the riflemen and the others meet at headquarters that morning. I want you to see that they all get to their positions. I don’t want anyone finking out at the last minute. Besides, it will make them feel braver when they see everybody else at headquarters.’

Bondo stretched his long arms over his bald head. ‘John, it won’t be long now.’ He turned from the window. ‘We have a lot of work to do. You get the unit commanders together and run over every step of what they are to do. I will have a heavy speaking schedule. The trial starts tomorrow and that leaves us only a few days to put it all together.’


Part 3: Trial

A ‘trial’ is a contest held just once between well-prepared adversaries of roughly equal strength.
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Chapter One

Charles Maguire had come up with his attorney, Nicholas Bennett, by way of the judge’s elevator. It was a precautionary measure to prevent any attempt on his life. Maguire had been escorted across the front of the courtroom to the empty jury room.

The jury room was large with a great table dominating it. Comfortable padded chairs had been set around the table. Two small lavatories had been provided. There was no other furniture except a water cooler set against one wall. Scarred ashtrays dotted the long table. It was a room designed to keep people’s minds on their business.

The room’s large windows looked out on the street three floors below. The sight was uninteresting, with only the flat brick front of the city hospital looking up across the concrete ribbon. There was little opportunity for diversion in this room.

Maguire lit a cigarette and sat down on one of the chairs. He was nervous, experiencing an unreal floating sensation. His mind seemed blank to him, no conscious thoughts forming at all. His mouth was dry.

It had been a tense week-end. Friday he had quit his job at the lumber mill. Then the long drive to Ohio to see his wife and child. He had looked forward to the reunion, but somehow, it was uncomfortable, strained. His in-laws, out of regard for him and his wife, persisted in flitting around the house in a constant show of optimism. It was so forced that it had a reverse effect, making things even more worrisome than they were.

He knew now how men must feel before their execution. It was coming, that was certain, only a hope lingered that somehow, like a dream, it would all go away. But it was no dream. He could tell from his lawyer’s attitude that something had happened. Bennett seemed less confident than he had been. Maguire crushed the cigarette out. He wondered if he was just seeing everything in a bad light.

He got up and walked to the window. Traffic streamed by below. The morning rush hour had ended, but the street was still quite busy. There was no sign of a demonstration on the sidewalks. Maybe it would all blow over, he thought to himself, hoping somehow that the passion and hate kicked up by the case had blown itself out during the summer. He had been away in the north country, there all had been peace and quiet. It had seemed to him at times as if none of the past had happened. But it had, and now the final act would be performed.

‘Hello, Chuck.’

Maguire spun around. John Kirk was standing in the doorway.

‘Hi, John,’ he said, walking over. He wondered if Kirk still resented him.

‘How have you been?’

They shook hands. ‘Pretty good,’ Kirk said. Maguire detected a faint smell of alcohol. ‘You look good, tanned and fit,’ Kirk said, his voice strained.

‘Yeah.’ Maguire looked carefully at Kirk. The other man seemed to have aged. His face was puffy and his eyes looked bloodshot.

‘I’m a father now.’ Kirk forced a smile. ‘I’m sorry I don’t have a cigar to give you. It happened a couple of weeks ago.’

‘That’s great, John. Boy or girl?’

‘Boy. Big guy, seven-and-a-half pounds.’

‘Like his old man, eh?’

Kirk nodded. They were both silent for a moment.

‘Wife and son okay?’

‘Yeah, everybody’s all right.’ Kirk walked to the table and pulled out a chair. He sat down heavily. ‘Jesus, this has been tough,’ he muttered, pulling out a packet of cigarettes. He offered them to Maguire.

‘What have you been doing, John?’ Maguire asked.

‘Shoe salesman, believe it or not,’ the other man laughed. ‘It was rough for a while. I work out at a suburban store, way out, you know, so there wouldn’t be any troubles. At first, I couldn’t get into the swing of things, but after a while I started to get the hang of it. I get a small salary and then look to my commissions for most of my bread. Things have picked up, you know, mothers buying back-to-school shoes. I’m making just about what I was making as a cop.’

‘Like it?’

Kirk blew out some smoke. ‘Not much. I really miss being a policeman. Christ, there just isn’t any excitement in what I am doing now. I mean it pays pretty good but one day is just like another.’

Maguire nodded. ‘I know what you mean. I’ve been working in a lumber mill up north. Not bad, plenty of exercise and outdoor living, but it sure isn’t anything like working a scout car.’

Both men fell silent again. They could hear the muted noise of the courtroom outside.

‘How do you think we’ll do?’ Kirk asked quietly.

Maguire looked down at the seated man. Kirk’s face was a tense mask. ‘Oh hell, John, we will do all right. What the hell, it was an accident.’

The other man breathed deeply. ‘Suppose we don’t.’ He looked up at Maguire. ‘Did you ever think what might happen if we got convicted?’

‘No.’ It was a lie. Maguire had found himself dwelling on his fate, and the fate of his family, if the case went against them.

‘They would eat a couple of former cops alive up in prison,’ Kirk said, his voice trailing off. ‘Oh God, I don’t think I could take it.’

Kirk looked away. ‘I’ve got no money,’ he went on in a near whisper. ‘Jesus, I don’t know what would become of my wife and kids.’

Maguire put a hand on Kirk’s shoulder. ‘Come on, John, for Christ’s sake. That’s not going to happen.’ He tried to force a note of confidence into his voice for the other man’s benefit. ‘We should be talking about what we will do when this is all over.’

Kirk looked up at him. ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Still…’

‘Listen John, all the worry in the world won’t help a bit. By the way what are you going to do when this is done?’

Kirk hunched his shoulders. ‘I really haven’t thought about it, Chuck. I guess I have been looking on the other side of things.’

‘I thought we might get our jobs back.’

Kirk snorted. ‘Now who is dreaming? Do you honestly think the department would have anything to do with us after this? Naw, that’s out of the question. Hell, every black guy in town would be gunning for us anyway.’

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ Maguire said. ‘Still, I like being a cop.’

‘Me too,’ Kirk nodded. ‘Maybe, if we get out of this thing okay, we could go to some other city. Every place needs cops nowadays. Anyway, it might be worth a try.’

‘Yeah,’ Maguire sighed. Both men realized that it was unlikely that any other police department would hire them after their backgrounds had been investigated.

They fell silent, each lost in his own thoughts.

*

‘Gentlemen,’ the clerk called from the chamber doorway. ‘The judge would like to see the attorneys.’

The three of them, Bennett, Thomas and Hogan, were ushered into the judge’s long office. Judge Lebonock, an out-state judge called in to hear the case, sat behind his desk smoking a long black cigar. The attorneys were introduced to the judge by the clerk. Each lawyer took a turn shaking hands with the small balding jurist.

‘Sit down, sit down,’ Judge Lebonock rasped. His stern eyes studied each man in turn. ‘I wanted to go over a few things before we begin,’ he said. ‘I have been here in the big city before. I noticed then that you local people do things a bit differently than we do up in the country.’ He dragged deeply on his cigar. ‘Now I want to make this absolutely clear, we will do things exactly according to the book. I will not put up with any foolishness. I trust you understand me?’

‘Of course, your honor,’ Hogan began.

The judge looked at him closely. ‘First off, I expect the prosecutor to conduct himself like a public officer. In other words, Mr. Hogan, you had better be all business out there. Any theatrics or foolishness will be called on the spot.’

Hogan looked uncomfortable. ‘Of course, but I have to try this case in my own way, in the manner…’

‘Look,’ the judge cut him off sharply. ‘I’m giving you fair warning, young man. Last time I was here you would think that the assistant prosecutors all studied at some acting school, jumping around, snorting, making jokes to the jury. I’ll have none of that. You will present your case according to the rules of evidence. Your methods will be confined to the rules set forth in that glorious book, Glusac on Evidence. You understand?’

Hogan forced a smile. ‘Of course. I think you’ll find that…’

‘That’s fine,’ the judge snapped. ‘Now you gentlemen for the defense will be guided by a similar rule. Some judges permit much in a courtroom, but I do not. I realize that you have your clients to defend and I expect you to do a spirited job. However, if those spirits carry you away, I will land on you with both feet.

‘In other words, gentlemen, this is going to be a very clean trial with a very clean record. I expect any lawyer who opens his mouth to be on his feet when he executes that physical act. Last time I was here, most of your people sat in their chairs, or at least they tried to.

‘If you wish to address this court you will stand at the proper place. I’m not going to shout at some wise guy at the back of the courtroom. I am a book judge,’ he said. ‘If you stick to the proper procedure, you have nothing to fear from me. However, if you decide to move off on your own, then I assure you, that person will be most sorry.’

He looked at each of them. ‘The practice in this court is to allow the attorneys to question the prospective jurors. That’s not done where I come from. However, I think we can bend a little on that one. I will open with my questions and then each side shall have a reasonable time to interrogate the jurors.’

All three attorneys nodded.

‘All right then,’ the judge said. ‘Unless there is something else, we will begin the trial.’

‘Your honor,’ Nick Bennett spoke.

‘Yes?’

‘Something is going to come up in this trial and I think it might just as well be discussed now.’

‘Go on,’ the judge said, his face a hard-eyed mask, his clipped words a challenge to the attorney.

‘The prosecution presented two young men at examination, two alleged eye-witnesses. They were killed Saturday night in a car accident. If the prosecutor attempts to introduce their recorded testimony given at the examination I am going to object.’

‘That true?’ Judge Lebonock snapped the question at Jack Hogan.

‘Yes, of course,’ Hogan said. ‘It is crucial to our case.’

‘It is the whole case,’ Bennett interjected. ‘We did not question them closely at the examination. Sam and I decided to wait until the trial to really open up on them. If their prior testimony is read to the jury it will greatly prejudice the rights of our clients.’

The judge glowered first at Bennett and then at Thomas. ‘Well, did you cross-examine them at the other hearing?’

‘Yes,’ Bennett said. ‘But, as I say, it was not for the purpose of discrediting them, only to get their story on the record so we might be able to use it against them.’

‘Regrettable under the circumstances,’ the judge said. ‘However, Mr. Bennett, the law is clear on this point.’ Judge Lebonock got up and walked to a bookcase set into the wall. ‘Let’s see, which set is the Compiled Laws. Oh, here it is.’

He selected a volume and returned to his desk. ‘Yes, here it is.’ The judge looked up. ‘Section 28, 1049, Mr. Bennett, as I am sure you already know.’

The judge began to read aloud. ‘Testimony taken at examination, preliminary hearing, or former trial of the case, may be used by the prosecution whenever the witness giving such testimony cannot, for any reason, be produced at trial, or has become mentally incapacitated to testify.’ He closed the book.

‘That may be true,’ Bennett protested, ‘but the circumstances of this case…’

‘That is a statute I read, Mr. Bennett,’ the judge snapped. ‘A law of this state. It says that the testimony may be used. That is good enough for me.’ He paused briefly. ‘I can understand your feelings about this, but you employed a common tactic at examination, and, through no fault of your own, it backfired.’

‘But these two officers may be convicted on the word of two lying…’

‘Just a minute,’ Hogan roared, starting from his chair.

‘Both of you, shut up!’ Judge Lebonock’s voice crackled out flat and hard. ‘If this is any indication of what I can expect from you two in the courtroom, then you both are in for a lot of trouble, believe me.’ He glared at both men.

In a quieter voice, he continued. ‘Mr. Bennett, the law is clear. I will be guided by the law. That’s as clear as I can put it.’

Bennett sighed. ‘I will still make the motion to bar the testimony when he presents it.’

‘Of course,’ the judge replied evenly. ‘All this is informal and you will want to build a clean record for appeal, if there is a conviction. You can make the motion, but unless you can show me some different law, you know what my ruling will be.’

Bennett nodded.

‘All right, gentlemen, I think we know where we all stand. Now if you will be good enough to leave, I’ll put on my robe and we will get underway.’

The three attorneys stood up,

‘By the way,’ the judge continued. ‘I run on a tight schedule. Court starts promptly at nine-thirty. We break for lunch at twelve-thirty and then run from two until four. There will be no coffee breaks, understand?’

The lawyers nodded and then left.

The judge took one more deep puff on his cigar, savored the taste of the smoke and then walked to the hanger at the end of the room. He took the black robe, slipped his arms into it and zippered up the front.

He patted the robe to make sure it hung correctly, then strode out of his chambers into the courtroom.

*

Hamilton Durst tired of endlessly penciling interlocking circles on his pad of paper. Jury selection was dull business. Ham Durst felt rankled that the newspaper had sent over another reporter to sit in with him at the trial. They did not have to explain the action to him, he knew. The other man was insurance against Durst suddenly disappearing into a bottle.

The resentment had been growing since the morning when he had discovered the other man, a seasoned reporter and capable workman. Durst liked the man, but he felt betrayed by his employers. Ever since the case had begun, a case that he had created, he had been careful not to become drunk. Over the months, he had turned in story after story, all good stuff. Now his reward was to have a replacement seated behind him, like a guardian for an errant child. His thoughts raced despite himself and he felt a rising surge of feelings.

He turned to the man seated behind him. ‘Barney, this is pretty dry,’ he whispered. ‘I think I’ll stroll around the other courtrooms and see what’s happening.’

‘Sure, Ham,’ the other replied quietly.

Durst eased his chair back carefully so as to avoid making a noise and almost tip-toed from the packed but tensely quiet courtroom. He could hear the droning voice of the young prosecutor interrogating a prospective juror as he slipped out of the courtroom.

He welcomed the freedom of the hallway, A few lonely knots of people stood in the hall. He walked along the tile floor, listening to the loud clack of his heels. He pressed the elevator button and waited only a moment for an upbound car.

The ride was quick and he hurried to the press room. He fumbled with his key, then finally got the door opened. It was deserted, all the reporters left behind in the courtroom covering the murder trial. Durst hurried to his desk and threw open the bottom drawer. His hand searched behind a pile of magazines and a rolled-up sweater until he felt the cool smoothness of the bottle.

It was a pint of cheap fruit-flavored brandy. He broke the seal and unscrewed the plastic top. Quickly he raised the bottle to his lips and swallowed. The liquor burned his throat and he could feel its warmth descending to his stomach. He sat down at his chair, placing the bottle on the desk before him.

Hamilton Durst waited for the pleasant sensation, the point when the alcohol would mix into his blood stream and produce a warm and relaxed feeling throughout his body. He stared at the brandy bottle. He had purchased it three weeks before, but had not touched it until now, a record of sorts, he thought ruefully to himself.

He reached again for the bottle and then stopped. ‘That’s just what the sons of bitches expect,’ he said aloud. Stopping was the last thing he wanted to do. His mind, will and being called for just another drink. But he forced himself to rescrew the top and replace the bottle in its drawer.

He pushed himself erect and walked to the windows. He looked out, not really seeing the collection of buildings below.

‘Damn them,’ he whispered in the empty room. Hamilton Durst had started the entire thing. The paper had been building on the story all summer long, using it as a base for a crusade for a number of police department reforms. The two officers had been tried and convicted over and over again in its editorial pages. It had sold newspapers. And it had been all due to him. For months he had been the number one producer for the city desk, each story a little gem. Now they rewarded him by warming up another man, just in case.

It revealed to him his future. They would never treat him as anything but a drunk.

The two policemen were sure to be convicted now that the two key prosecution witnesses were dead, their damaging testimony forever preserved and unattackable by their demise. There would be a conviction. The newspaper would bellow out a stream of righteous triumph and take bows for seeing justice done. But he would be relegated to the mundane task of reporting the dull happenings of the criminal courts forever, forever watched for any signs of drinking.

He could not do it, he knew that. The dull routine, the easy unchallenging job was just a sure road to the release of boredom by alcohol for him. Other men might be able to settle into a comfortable rut, taking life as they found it, but Hamilton Durst knew as he stared out the window, that he could not.

A flame of anger began to lick the recesses of his mind. They would profit by his work, his created story. They would take it from him, use it, and then, as soon as he missed one morning, fire him with pompous and righteous indignation. They would profit, they would use him.

He fought an almost overwhelming desire for another drink, to submerge his tortured feelings in a pleasant, hazy liquid dream.

Durst fumbled for a cigarette in his shirt pocket. He lit it and exhaled a cloud of smoke that for a moment obscured his view from the window. He forced his mind to think of something besides the brandy,

‘Maybe the policemen won’t be convicted,’ he said aloud. But then he dismissed that idea as wishful thinking. They were nailed, there was no doubt of that. The voices of the dead men being read to the jury guaranteed that. The two cops had only their own denial, already questionable because of the conflicting stories they had told at the beginning.

For the first time since he had seen the partially typed report in the police special-investigation room, Hamilton Durst wondered if the policemen were actually guilty of murder. He had from the first moment, and in his desperation, operated from the unquestioned position that both uniformed men were killers. Now, the jury being selected in the courtroom below, he wondered if there might be something, or someone, who could back up their stories.

A wry smile twisted his mouth. That would blow the paper out of the water. They had taken a hard editorial position on the case. By God, if the two men were actually innocent, and shown to be innocent, the newspaper would be left with giant egg on its corporate face. And no amount of weaseling by their college-boy editors would ease them out of their embarrassments

‘That would serve the sons of bitches right,’ he muttered. Durst forgot about the brandy bottle and paced slowly up and down the room. ‘The cops went over everything,’ he said aloud. He knew the department had been especially thorough in its investigation. If they had found anything to help or hurt, it had been produced. Like the people who had lived beneath the two dead witnesses. They had retracted their earlier story, and that had not helped the two young cops.

But there still might be something. A good reporter just might find something. He walked quickly to the telephone on his desk and dialed the paper. He was put through to the city editor.

‘What’s up, Ham?’ the editor inquired,

‘Listen, this jury selection thing it going to go on for a couple of days. Real dull stuff. Since you sent Barney over, I think I’ll let him cover it. I’ve got a few leads on some good stuff, so I’ll be busy on that,’

There was a pause on the other end of the telephone. ‘What kind of leads?’ The editor’s voice was suspicious.

Durst felt a surge of anger. ‘Look, goddamnit,’ he snapped, ‘this has been my story right from the beginning. You haven’t had any complaints about the way I’ve covered it so far, so let’s not get edgy now.’

‘Your story is down in that courtroom,’ the other man said firmly.

‘Hell, I’m not drinking, if that’s what’s worrying you,’ Durst said. ‘I think I am on to something. Might be nothing, but it’s worth checking out. You’ve trusted me so far,’ he said, ‘so why not now?’

The other paused, as if trying to reach a decision. ‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘okay, Ham, but let’s understand each other. This is where the whole thing pays off. The trial is the biggest story we have had in years, we can’t afford to take any chances on the coverage. If you stay off the bottle, okay. But, Ham, if you don’t, then that’s it, understand?’

Durst fought to control himself. ‘I understand,’ he said slowly and carefully.

‘All right then,’ the other man replied. ‘But I want you to check in with me every so often.’

‘Sure,’ Durst said. He waited until he heard the click on the other end and then he slammed the receiver down, almost breaking it. The image of the pint of brandy flashed into his mind. He wanted a drink, but he pushed himself away from the desk. ‘I’ll drink,’ he almost shouted the words. ‘I’ll get good and drunk, but first I’ll teach you rotten bastards a lesson.’

He stalked from the room, slamming the door behind him.


Chapter Two

‘What do you think, Sam?’ Bennett leaned against the back of his chair, turning to the other lawyer.

Thomas’ face was a mask, only his eyes betraying the worry that gripped him. ‘I don’t know, Nick,’ he whispered back. ‘I’m worried about the tall black woman, she looks like she might be a natural leader. With the other three Negroes on the jury, she might have an undue influence.’

Nick Bennett stole a glance at the woman. She was seated in the middle of the back row of jurors. She had a strong face, her neat hair streaked with gray. She had good posture, shoulders back, her manner alert. She was a housewife with three children and a husband who worked in a factory. Bennett had to admit that Sam Thomas was right, she did look like a strong personality, one capable of leadership. But there was no way of knowing if she held strong secret feelings about the police, especially white policemen. But that was also true of all the other jurors. With a racially mixed panel, there was no way of effectively keeping blacks off the jury. It was a gamble, it was always a gamble.

‘What about the salesman?’ Bennett asked the other lawyer.

‘Looks safe enough. He’s had some college. Looks all right to me.’

‘Well, Sam, I’m inclined to keep the woman on the jury.’

‘Okay,’ Sam nodded. ‘I guess that’s it then.’

Bennett got to his feet slowly. He looked over at the jury. There were fourteen of them, and now he knew the personal history of each person. He had questioned each member. All of them watched the tall lawyer.

The courtroom was quiet. The prosecutor had declared that he was satisfied with the jury. Now it was the last chance for the defense to exercise a challenge. The defense still had seven peremptory challenges left. The selection process had gone on for three days. Forty-eight prospective jurors had been questioned. All but the fourteen in the box had been challenged.

Bennett again examined the stolid faces of the fourteen men and women seated in the jury box. It would be all up to them. If one of them, just one, had hidden hatred, then justice would be caught and twisted.

Nick Bennett inhaled deeply and walked to the front of the judge’s bench. He knew all eyes in the courtroom were on him. He looked up at the stem-faced judge, who stonily stared back.

‘The defense is satisfied,’ Bennett announced in a loud voice. Immediately a sound, like a flock of busy insects, rose from the spectators.

‘Silence.’ Judge Lebonock glared out at the packed courtroom. Then he turned his eyes to Bennett.

‘Thank you, Mr. Bennett,’ he said. ‘Clerk, swear the jury.’

Bennett walked back to his seat and remained standing as the clerk intoned the words of the oath to the jurors now standing with their right hands raised.

He could not throw off the smothering feeling of impending failure. He looked at the strained faces of the two officers. Kirk and Maguire stared ahead. Unless something happened, Bennett knew, they were going to be convicted. He felt helpless, frustrated. If only those two witnesses had not been killed, then things would have been different. But now. He took another deep breath and tried to push away the dread feeling. He had won other cases, hopeless cases, but that was all past, years ago.

The jury settled back in their chairs.

The judge waited until they were quiet and then addressed the two attorneys. ‘Both of you gentlemen ready?’

Hogan arose. ‘The people are ready, your Honor.’

Bennett uncoiled and stood up. ‘The defense is ready.’

‘Mr. Hogan, you may begin your opening statement.’

‘Thank you, your honor,’ Hogan said. He took a position facing the jury. He looked relaxed and sure of himself. His handsome face curled into a friendly grin.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he began, ‘it is a pleasure to try a case before such a carefully selected jury as yourselves. I know from your answers and your attitude that each of you is intelligent and here to listen carefully to each and every witness. So I am going to thank you in advance for your attention.’

‘Mr. Hogan,’ the judge’s voice was a growl. ‘Please limit the public relations and get on with it.’

Several of the jurors had a hard time concealing smiles. Hogan, carefully concealing his feelings, laughed. ‘You bet, your honor.’ He paused and the smile left his face. He clasped his hands behind him. ‘Now, as you know, this is a charge of murder in the second degree…’ Hogan began adeptly to lay out his case, a seemingly damning case, against the two defendants. The young prosecutor cautiously toed the invisible line between a statement of the case and an outright prejudicial argument. Whenever he came close to raw argument, he would suddenly veer away and again return to the facts to be shown. Nick Bennett had to admit the skill of his opponent.

Hogan managed to get it all in. The jury heard of the deceased’s deafness. The prosecutor described what his witnesses would say, the cause of death, the path of the bullets, the lie told to the defendants’ police superiors. Hogan covered it all. The jury watched the two young policemen.

Bennett knew he was being hurt by the skillful presentation. Yet, he held back from objecting until he felt he had something that would be more than mere harassment. Nick Bennett, from years of experience, realized that Judge Lebonock, if he got down on one or the other lawyer, might be a powerful influence in the trial. Therefore, Bennett reasoned, it would be better to follow the book for a while.

Hogan’s voice had become strident, his manner more intense. He began to emphasize the damaging testimony of the deceased eye-witnesses.

‘We will show you that the deceased, coming home from work, was set upon by the defendants. That because of his deafness he could not hear their questions and for that reason, and that reason alone, these two men, sworn to uphold the law, executed the poor old…’

‘Objection!’ Bennett shouted the word. ‘This is going too far. The prosecutor is arguing the case.’

‘I quite agree,’ Judge Lebonock said. His voice flowed quietly but with a twinge of menace. ‘Mr. Hogan, you have been on the line all through your address. I warned the attorneys that I would tolerate no foolishness. Now, sir, if you wish to argue this matter, you will have your chance at the end of the case. Until that time, I would strongly advise you to restrict yourself to an absolutely proper presentation. If you do not, I warn you I shall deal harshly with you. This, Mr. Hogan, is the only word I am going to say by way of caution. Do you understand my meaning, sir?’

Hogan felt his face flushing. The judge’s remarks made it appear to the jury that he had been cheating; a dishonest advocate. Although, as the judge knew full well, it was common practice for prosecutors to color their opening statements. Hogan knew he had been doing well with the jurors. He would have to make a fight on the issue, or possibly lose them.

He walked from his position in front of the jury until he directly faced the judge. ‘If the court please,’ he began, ‘I am doing my level best to lay out the prosecution’s case to this jury. They have a right to know what evidence I am going to produce. I am going to show that the deceased was a poor old deaf black man.’

The judge started forward in his chair, his face clouding.

‘This is not my opinion,’ Hogan snapped quickly, ‘that is a fact, sir, and I intend to prove it.’

Hogan knew that if he was strong enough and seemed to be fighting against an unreasonable judge, the jury would become sympathetic toward him.

‘Further, if it please the court, I am going to show that this poor old deaf man was, in fact, executed. There is no other word for it. It is not argument, it is a fact. And I intend to prove it. These good people on the jury have an absolute right to know.’ His last words were almost a shout.

Bennett had remained standing all through Hogan’s short statement. ‘This is merely a raw attempt to poison the minds of the jury, not inform them,’ Bennett said, his voice filled with disgust. ‘If presented in a fair manner, the prosecution has no case, and he is trying to build TV.’

Judge Lebonock held up a hand for silence. He seemed to be composing himself before speaking. ‘Gentlemen, you will both refrain from any further discussion on this point. Mr. Bennett, you will sit down.’ The judge waited until Bennett had regained his chair. ‘And you, Mr. Hogan, will continue your opening statement, within the limits I have prescribed.’ He looked from one attorney to the other. ‘Now I don’t know how your big-city judges handle these matters, but when I make a ruling, that is the end of it. If you feel the need of further debate, there is an appellate court to which you may go. But once my ruling has been made I will tolerate no further discussion on the matter! Do both of you understand?’ He looked down on the prosecutor. ‘Mr. Hogan, have I made myself perfectly clear?’

Hogan glared back at the judge. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said.

‘All right then. I wanted to get all this on record, for future reference.’ The last remark was a clear threat to both lawyers, that the judge would not hesitate to use his contempt citation powers against either man.

Hogan’s speech was more subdued after the exchange. He was careful not to include any colorful adjectives, but stayed close to a clean, factual presentation. He was not sure how far this out-state judge might go. Being disciplined did not bother him but if the judge declared a mistrial and blamed it on his actions, it would be disastrous to his career. He was much more careful.

At last, Jack Hogan finished. Again a watchful quiet descended on the courtroom. Nick Bennett felt bone tired. He had been hammering away at the jury selection for three days. Each of those nights spend pouring over law books, trying to find some way to bar the testimony, the damning testimony of the dead witnesses.

He walked sluggishly to judge’s bench. He looked up into the hard eyes. ‘I wish to reserve my opening statement until the conclusion of the people’s case,’ he said quietly.

‘All right,’ the judge said. He looked over at Hogan. ‘We’ve some time before lunch, Mr. Prosecutor. Call your first witness.’

Bennett walked back to his seat. He avoided looking at the faces of his clients. He did not want them to read the fear in his eyes.

*

‘I’m going to go over the whole thing one more time,’ Bondo said.

‘Oh, man, we’ve got it all memorized now. Jesus! We all know what to do.’

Bondo’s eyes flashed at the man. ‘One more time,’ he snarled.

‘Aw crap,’ the other muttered.

Six men sat around the rickety table in Bondo’s kitchen. The ashtrays were piled high, evidence of the time they had spent there. It was late, almost midnight.

‘All right,’ Bondo began, ‘tomorrow is the big day. Basically, there are four operations. First, we got to plant that bomb in the courtroom. That’s your job, Harry.’

The young Negro nodded silently.

‘You have had a year of law school, so if anyone asks any questions, you should be ready for them.’

‘Uh huh,’ the other agreed, nodding his head.

‘Okay,’ Bondo said, ‘let’s hear it from you, Harry. Every step.’

Harry Cross shrugged. ‘I take the briefcase with the bomb into the courtroom. I go there just before the trial starts, so there is a lot of confusion. Then I lay the briefcase under the counsel table and ask a question of the clerk.’

‘What question are you going to ask?’ Bondo prompted him.

‘I’ll ask if Casey Simons is going to be sentenced that morning.’

‘Right,’ Bondo said. ‘Now this is an important detail. Simons is to be sentenced tomorrow, but before Judge Zajac. So if anyone thinks to check, it will look all right.’

Harry nodded. ‘Yeah. Anyway, the clerk will tell me that I’ve got the wrong courtroom and I’ll leave.’

‘Have you got the bar association card I provided?’ Bondo asked him.

‘Yeah.’ His face split into a grin. ‘Say, how did you get that anyway?’

Bondo’s eyes glittered. ‘I’ve got sources. If anything happens, though, get rid of the damn thing.’

‘All right,’ Harry said, a little less surely.

‘Now,’ Bondo addressed the others, ‘the bomb will be set to go off at eleven o’clock. All those honkies should be in their seats when it goes off. The next witness they will hear is Old Saint Peter himself.’

The other men laughed.

‘Eleven o’clock will be the kick-off time,’ Bondo repeated. ‘Okay, let’s hear your part, Brother Hawkins?’

Hawkins was a young man with handsome, even features. His smile seemed tinted with a hint of devilishness. ‘I am to get all my people to headquarters at eight o’clock. Each of my men knows his assignment. We get issued the rifles and ammo, then I personally take them around to their sniper posts. At eleven o’clock they open fire. This town is going to be ass-deep in dead cops.’

Bondo’s face was grim. ‘You let each of your people know, that if they fail I will personally see to it that they pay for it with their lives.’

‘They already know that, Brother Bondo,’ the other man replied quietly.

Bondo’s eyes fastened upon the youngest man at the table. He was a heavy-set youngster. His starched fatigue uniform had major leaves pinned to each collar. ‘Well?’ Bondo asked.

The boy smiled nervously, ‘My troops will position themselves by the expressway overpasses and fire bomb the passing cars.’

‘Eleven o’clock?’

‘Yes, sir,’ the boy replied.

‘You got the necessary supplies?’ Bondo asked.

‘We got lots of old wine bottles, plenty of gasoline and rags at headquarters. We are all set.’

‘How about matches?’ one of the men asked. ‘You ain’t going to touch off anything without matches.’

The others laughed.

‘We got matches,’ the boy snapped.

‘That leaves it up to me,’ the man at the far end of the table spoke. He was older, his face severely pock-scarred. Thickly muscular, he had large shoulders and a heavy neck. ‘Myself, Leroy and Jimmy will rip off the National Bank Branch at Cherry Street at exactly ten minutes after eleven o’clock. By that time, there won’t be a policeman left alive in this precinct.’

Bondo nodded. ‘That bank will have a lot of cash on hand tomorrow morning. The day shift at the plant gets paid tomorrow and they have to have money to cash the pay checks. That money will keep us going until the revolution really takes hold.’

Bondo looked at each man at the table. ‘When we hit at eleven o’clock, all hell will break loose. We must keep it going. You can count on over-reaction by the honkies. By tomorrow night it will be a full-scale riot, by the next day it will be a black revolution. And the day after that I will take over the central city with the blessings of the white establishment. Then, my friends, we will run things to suit ourselves.’

The other men murmured their assents.

‘All right, I want each of you to start leaving now, but one at a time. I’ll see all of you tomorrow morning at headquarters. Get your sleep, you’ll need it.’

The men stood up. ‘Harry,’ Bondo said, ‘you come by here about eight-thirty, pick up the briefcase and then cool it here until it’s time for you to go to the court. All right?’

Harry nodded, he bit his lip nervously.

‘I’ll set the thing myself tomorrow morning,’ Bondo said. ‘Nothin’ to worry about,’ Bondo’s face slowly set in an icy smile. ‘You are going to be far away when that thing goes off. Man, that is going to be sweet, one big bang and nothing but pieces of white flesh flying around.’

They left one by one, going at five-minute intervals, so as not to arouse any suspicion in the neighborhood.

*

Hamilton Durst had worked at it all day. He had painstakingly covered all the angles he could think of, without results. It was getting dark and he felt the need of a drink. The anger had subsided somewhat and he was on the verge of throwing the whole project over. Now, all that was left of his original plan was a visit to the various police bureaus to see if they might have anything useful. He knew it was unlikely. Durst walked along the deserted sixth-floor corridor of police headquarters. He was surprised to see the door open and a light on in the vice-squad offices.

Lieutenant Hiram Cyranski looked up at him. ‘Hiya, Ham,’ he said. ‘What are you doing, prowling around at this hour?’

‘That’s about it, Hiram, just prowling. By the way, you’re starting off a bit early tonight, aren’t you?’ Durst knew that the vice squad did not report for duty until seven-thirty in the evening. It was just a few minutes before seven.

‘Paper work,’ Cyranski replied. ‘You know, being a policeman nowadays is just a matter of paper work. Christ! I hate to lock up anybody any more, it’s getting so bad, Forms, reports, work sheets, it’s hardly worth the bother.’

‘At least you meet a lot of interesting women,’ Durst grinned.

‘Aw, com’on, Ham, you’ve seen the dogs we get. God Almighty, I wouldn’t touch one if they paid me to.’

‘Hiram, don’t tell me that you haven’t settled a few cases out of court?’

The other man laughed. ‘When I was younger, maybe, but I’m just an old man now. A young whore would kill me dead.’

‘You protest too much.’

Cyranski laughed again. ‘Maybe. Anyway, what can I do for you, Ham?’

‘Just nosing around. Got anything interesting going on?’

The policeman shook his head. ‘Naw, same old crap, night after night. The usual run of whores and fairies. One thing, though, we finally got one of those bimbos to blow the whistle on her pimp.’

‘That’s a novelty.’

‘The guy damned near killed her. She’s had half her guts removed. She is all through in the whore business, she’s got more scars on her belly than a hockey player’s face.’

‘Bad as that, eh?’

‘Worse. Anyway, she says she’ll testify against him. Of course, you can’t trust these sluts, Ham. They change their minds more often than they change their pants.’

‘I suppose.’

‘This one will probably go through with it. I mean she is really ruined for life. Besides, we’ve got her in protective custody in the hospital as a police witness. The pimp is out on bond, but we’ve got her where he can’t get to her.’

Cyranski handed the reporter a manila folder. ‘Here’s the file, if you’re interested.’

Ham Durst thumbed through the reports in the file. She was an old customer having earned a three-page record of vice arrests. ‘An old pro,’ he remarked.

‘Yeah, I’ve known her for years. Not a bad sort, ya know.’

‘Uh huh,’ Durst mumbled. His eyes caught the date of her last arrest. It was the same night as the police shooting. ‘She say anything about her other arrests?’

‘What do you mean, Ham?’

‘Oh nothing, I guess.’

Durst searched through the reports of arrests until he found the one he was looking for. The date was right. According to the arresting officer the time had been shortly after the police shooting and only a few blocks away. Durst decided that it was probably nothing, yet it might be worth exploring, just for the hell of it. He had nothing better to do, and it would keep his mind off his need for a drink.

‘Any chance that I could talk to this girl, this Ramilda Brown?’

‘Like ’em scarred up, Ham?’

Durst laughed. ‘Not especially.’

‘If you want to talk to her, it’s okay with me. She’s over at the hospital in our restricted ward. You want me to call ahead and clear things for you?’

‘If it’s not too much trouble.’

‘No trouble at all, Ham,’ Cyranski replied, reaching for the police telephone.

It was a quiet time, twilight. The rush hour was over. Hamilton Durst walked along the deserted street until he reached the hospital in the next block. He knew every inch of the place and had no trouble finding the right ward. The steel door had wire mesh windows. He tapped, and the matron inside got up from her desk and admitted him.

‘Ramilda is in the first room on your right,’ she said. ‘You want me to come along?’

‘No reason to,’ Durst said. ‘I mean she’s not the violent type, is she?’

The matron, a large black woman, laughed softly. ‘She’s not, but even if she was, she couldn’t do anyone any harm. That girl is just one big line of stitches all over her poor body. Come on, I’ll introduce you.’

He followed the big woman to the small room. It was long and narrow, the only furnishings a plain hospital bed and a metal nightstand. He felt a stab of pity as he looked at the woman in the bed.

Her face still bore the marks of the beating. Her head looked like a swollen globe that had been twisted out of shape. Her black straight hair was matted all on one side where she had been lying. A grimy old magazine lay on her lap above the sheet. Her eyes were frightened.

‘Ramilda, this here is Mr. Durst. He’s a reporter, and he wants to talk to you.’

The girl in the bed just continued looking without any response.

‘Thanks,’ Durst said as the matron left the room. He stood awkwardly by the bed. ‘Glad to know you, Ramilda,’ he said.

She nodded slightly.

‘I guess you’ve had a pretty bad time?’

‘What do you want?’ she asked very softly, almost inaudibly.

‘Oh, nothing much. Like the lady said, I’m a newspaper reporter. Lt Cyranski said that you are an important witness in a big vice case.’

The ghost of a smile played about the lips of the woman in the bed. ‘No big case,’ she said a little louder. ‘Man almost killed me, that’s all.’

‘But you are going to testify against him for pandering, aren’t you?’

Her eyes widened and fear gripped her features. ‘What do you want?’

‘No, don’t worry, Ramilda,’ he laughed. ‘I’m just interested in your case, that’s all.’ He knew that for a moment she thought the pimp had sent him. ‘Everybody would like to see those pimps out of business,’ he went on. ‘They abuse the girls and make a lot of money off them. That’s all I’m interested in, the story.’

‘Yeah,’ she murmured, ‘Man almost killed me. I gave him everything, you know, and he almost kills me.’ She paused. He noticed that her eyes were tearing up.

‘Rotten thing,’ he sympathized.

‘Sit down,’ she said. ‘Right there on the end of the bed.’

‘Won’t I hurt you?’

‘No. I get up and go to the bathroom now. I hurt, but you sitting on the bed won’t do me any harm.’

Cautiously he perched himself on the far edge of the hospital bed. They talked quietly about the assault for a while. He managed to joke with her a bit and slowly won her confidence. It was no trick for Hamilton Durst who spent a lifetime doing the same thing to an endless procession of people in all walks of life. Getting people to talk was part of a good reporter’s job. Ramilda seemed glad to have company. Durst offered her a cigarette.

‘Thanks,’ she said, taking it.

‘You got any?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Keep the pack. I can get more.’

She nodded her appreciation, placing the pack of cigarettes on her nightstand. Durst lit the cigarette for her.

‘I noticed you were arrested on the same night that the policemen shot that old deaf man.’

‘Yeah, that was some night. I jumped into that vice-squad cop’s car. Kind of funny, in a way. It was raining and I hadn’t turned a trick all evening, so I got sort of over-anxious.’ She blew out a stream of smoke. ‘I saw that cop shooting, or at least part of it,’ she said, her eyes fixed on the smoke rising above her toward the ceiling.

Durst wondered if he had heard her correctly. ‘Pardon me?’

‘Those two policemen, they stopped me. I was hustling in a doorway. Like I said, it was raining. You know if you get those wigs wet, they take forever to dry. So I was standing in a doorway, you know, to keep the wig dry. Anyway, this scout car pulls up and they call me over. I thought they were going to run me in, but they just told me to move on. I was walking away when I heard one of those cops say something about a man ducking between houses. I turned around. God, they really burned off some rubber on their tires, they took off so fast. They only went a short distance, hit the brakes, and the two of them pop out of that car and run between the houses. I heard a couple of shots, and I take out of there as fast as I can go.’ Her battered face relaxed into a wry smile. ‘I only went a couple of blocks. That’s where I hopped into that vice cop’s car.’

Durst looked at her closely. She obviously had no idea of the importance of what she had just said.

‘Were the two officers between the houses for a long time before you heard the shots?’

She shook her head. ‘Those two? No. It seemed like I heard the gunfire right after they run in off the street. Like I said, with my record, it was no place for me to be. Anyway, they had told me to get out of there. If I stayed, they would have run me in for sure. They had talked kind of tough, like they meant business, so I left.’

Hamilton Durst was silent for a moment. ‘How do you feel about those cops?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you hate them?’

She laughed quietly. ‘Oh hell, no. They were just doing their job. I don’t love them. I mean, they are there, cops, just a fact of life to me. I’ve run into some rotten ones, a few good ones. Just like people, I guess.’

‘Would you testify at their trial? It’s going on right now.’

‘What?’ Her eyes widened.

‘If you are right, Ramilda, those two are innocent. The prosecution says they beat up the old man in the street and then pulled him between the houses and shot him.’

‘That’s a lot of shit,’ she snapped. ‘Didn’t happen that way.’

‘Would you tell your story on the stand?’

She was silent, her eyes on the ceiling. ‘I’ve got enough trouble, Mr. Durst,’ she said quietly.

‘I know you have, Ramilda. But I think it would be a good thing if you told what you saw.’

‘Who would believe a whore?’ she laughed.

‘Oh, you never know,’ he replied. ‘Anyway, it might help those two cops out a bit.’

‘I’m not used to helping cops,’ she said quickly. ‘Lots of those goddamn vice-squad men have lied about me in a courtroom. You know that I gave them a price when I never did. They would just see me on the street and throw my poor black ass into jail. Then they’d invent a whole story for the judge next morning. I don’t see no way that I should do anything for a cop, one way or the other.’

‘Did you feel bad when they lied about you?’

‘Goddamned right. How would you feel? Look, I’m a prostitute, no kidding about that. They’s the ones that sets up the rules, then they breaks them. I don’t mind getting busted, if it’s fair.’

‘Imagine how those two young policemen must feel? They are catching lies over there in court, and it won’t be just a ninety-day sentence, it will be life.’

‘Shouldn’t of shot that old man anyhow,’ Ramilda said. ‘I mean, they did kill him.’

‘I know that, and I agree,’ Durst said. ‘Still it seems only fair that the whole truth be told, you know.’

‘Shit,’ Ramilda spat out the word.

‘Yeah, I guess I know how you must feel,’ Durst said. ‘Well, it is a tough world, Ramilda. I suppose I was thinking more about the wives and kids of those cops. In the long run, they’ll be the ones to suffer.’

‘No skin off my ass,’ she said, looking away.

‘Yeah,’ Durst said quietly.

They smoked in silence.

‘Young kids?’ Ramilda asked.

‘Yeah,’ Durst said. Again there was silence,

‘I don’t think it would do any good, anyway,’ Ramilda said. ‘Christ, who would believe me? Nobody ever believed me in court before, why should this be different?’

‘It might be. I don’t know.’

‘Do you think it would be the right thing to do, Mr. Durst?’ The large eyes examined his thin face.

‘Well, I think so. But it would be up to you entirely.’

She ground out her cigarette in a jar top that served as an ashtray. ‘Okay, but I won’t do it to help those bastards. I will just tell what I saw, and let the chips fall where they may.’

Durst reached over and patted her knee. ‘I’ll tell you what, Ramilda, I’ll pass this along to the policemen’s attorney. His name is Nick Bennett. If he thinks that it would be a good idea for you to testify, he’ll get in touch with you. Okay?’

She scowled. ‘Won’t do any good, but all right.’

Hamilton Durst stood up. ‘You need anything, Ramilda?’

‘Maybe you could send in some cigarettes. I’ll pay you for them when they let me out.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. You need anything to read?’

‘Not much of a reader.’

‘Anything else?’

She shook her head.

‘I’ll be seeing you, Ramilda,’ Durst waved from the doorway of the small room as he left. The girl nodded an acknowledgment.

Durst left the hospital. He experienced an odd sense of discomfort, a discomfort born of conflicting feelings. It had been his story, a big one. He had found it, enlarged it, and colored in all the blanks. Now he had information that would smear the picture he had labored to paint. Also, he felt a strange sense of sympathy for the poor maimed whore in the dingy hospital bed. He was using her, she would be his instrument of revenge on the paper for their distrust of him.

If he called Bennett and told him what he knew, he would be disloyal to the newspaper that employed him. However, if he did not, he would be sealing forever the fate of the two young policemen. Ramilda Brown’s testimony might not get them off the hook, but it could only help an otherwise doomed cause.

He listened to the sound of his own heels clack along the deserted street.

‘Screw the paper,’ he said to himself as he walked along. He made up his mind to call Bennett. He decided against using the newsroom telephone at police headquarters. The paper had a night man who might overhear his treachery. The garish neon sign of the Spartan Bar gleamed at the end of the empty street. He decided to make the call from its pay booth. It was very familiar territory for him.

Only three men sat drinking at the long bar. ‘Hi, Ham.’ Charlie, the bartender, smiled at him as he came in the door.

Durst perched on a bar stool. ‘Double bourbon, Charlie.’ He watched the bartender lift the brown bottle and pour the liquid into a glass.

‘Anything with it, Ham?’

‘No, I’ll take it neat.’

‘Suit yourself.’ The bartender placed the glass in front of him. Durst handed him a five-dollar bill.

‘Give me a couple of dimes in my change. I’ve got to make a phone call.’

Durst picked up the glass and gulped the liquor down. The bartender slapped down the bills and change in front of him.

‘Thanks, Charlie,’ Durst murmured. He picked up a dime. ‘Say, while I’m making this call, hit my glass again will you? Same thing.’

The bartender nodded.

The effect of the whiskey blunted any remaining uncertainty. He pulled out his grubby note paper from his inside coat pocket. He had made a point of getting the home telephone numbers of all the key people in the murder case, a precaution against the need to contact them on a fast-breaking item. It was an old trick, something that never occurred to the new breed of reporter.

He eased himself into the telephone booth and slid the glass door closed. He inserted the dime and waited for the signal. Referring to his notes, he carefully dialed the home telephone number listed for Nick Bennett. An empty ringing was the only response.

Nick Bennett was not at home. He was busy at his office, putting the finishing touches to a legal brief to fight the introduction of the dead witnesses’ testimony.

Durst hung up and waited until the dime was returned. He tried again. Again there was no answer. He looked at his watch, it was almost eight o’clock. He decided he would sit around the bar for a while and try the lawyer later.

The double shot was waiting for him when he returned to his stool. He swallowed the liquor quickly.

Like many alcoholics, Hamilton Durst had lost his tolerance for alcohol. But the third round he was drunk. He had eaten no dinner. The effect of the bourbon, plus the burning resentment toward the editors of his paper, had combined to drive out of his mind the resolve not to drink too much.

‘Did you make that telephone call, Ham?’ the bartender asked.

‘Wha’ telephone call?’ the newspaperman asked, his eyes puzzled.

Charlie laughed. ‘When you came in here you said you had a call to make.’

‘I did, huh? Well, if I said it, it must be true,’ he giggled. ‘But I can’t remember what it was about. Give us another, hey, Charlie.’

‘This is the last one, Ham. You’ve had enough already,’ Charlie said as he poured just one shot into Durst’s glass.

The newspaperman again threw the drink down his throat. He stood up shakily.

‘Well, my dear man, if that’s the way you feel, I will throw my considerable business to some other establishment.’

Durst stumbled toward the front door.

‘You ought to get something to eat and then go home, Ham,’ the bartender called after him.

‘Screw you, innkeeper,’ Durst snorted as he stepped out of the door.


Chapter Three

‘You’ve got good teeth, James,’ Dr. Marshall said to the wide-eyed twelve-year-old boy in the chair. ‘Just one little old cavity, not bad.’

The boy, who had a mouth full of cotton rolls and a saliva drain in his mouth, made a gurgling sound, indicating his approval of the doctor’s comment.

‘Your front teeth are tough. The back ones are the ones you’ll have to watch.’ Marshall reached for his drill. He half smiled as he saw the youngster’s eyes grow even wider. ‘I’m just going to sand off the rough edges of that filling, Jim. It won’t hurt a bit. Okay?’

The boy’s eyes remained worried.

As Marshall moved his drill into the rough top of the silver filling he heard Mrs. Henderson, his dental assistant, answer the telephone. The drill whirred as the dentist skillfully smoothed off the surface of the metal patch.

‘Doctor,’ Mrs. Henderson called. ‘There’s a man on the line who wishes to talk to you.’

‘Tell him I’m busy. Take a number. I’ll call him back.’

‘I already told him that, but he insists that it is important that he speak with you.’

‘Oh, all right. Tell him I’ll be there in a minute.’ Doctor Marshall finished with the drill. ‘That’s it, Jim,’ he said as he picked out the obstructions in the boy’s mouth. ‘Now take some water and rinse your mouth out.’

The youngster did as instructed.

‘Now don’t bite on anything for at least an hour,’ Marshall said. ‘Have Mrs. Henderson make an appointment for you for about six months from now. Those teeth are good and we’ll try to keep them that way.’

‘Thanks, Dr. Marshall,’ the boy smiled up at the dentist.

Marshall finished washing his hands then stepped into the back office to take the call. He guessed that it was a patient with a toothache who wished to plead directly with him for an immediate appointment.

He picked up the receiver. ‘Hello, this is Doctor Marshall.’

‘It’s me, Doc, Larry.’

‘What can I do for you, Larry?’

‘Well, nothing really, Doc. It’s just that you seemed interested in the stuff Brother Bondo has been doing.’

‘Go on,’ Marshall said.

‘Something is going on this morning.’

The dentist took the opportunity for a quick cigarette. He flipped one to his lips. ‘I’ve got a busy morning, Larry,’ Marshall said. ‘What do you mean, that something is going on?’

‘Well, I ran into one of my former students last night. This kid was hinting around that all my training was going to pay off today. You remember, I trained those kids to shoot.’

‘Yes, I remember.’

‘Anyhow, this kid was pretty excited. He wouldn’t give me any details, but I think from what the kid said, that this might be D-Day for Brother Bondo.’

‘Maybe Bondo was just stringing the boy out, or maybe he was just talking. You know how boys are, Larry.’

There was a pause. ‘Maybe, but this kid is sort of different, He was real cool, nothing excited him when I worked with him on the shooting range. If he is excited I figure it must be for a good reason. It’s a hunch on my part, Doc, but I thought you might be interested anyway.’

‘Anything else?’ the dentist asked.

‘No, I guess not. I’m sorry if I bothered you, Doc.’ The other man sounded embarrassed.

‘Don’t feel that way, Larry. I appreciate the call.’

‘Any time, Doc,’ the other man said and hung up.

Doctor Marshall looked at his watch. It was just after one o’clock. He had a full schedule of patients. He frowned as he took a deep pull on his cigarette. He wondered if the information was just another false alarm. Still, Bondo had been buying guns and training his young disciples. The police were not worried about the situation, but then they just might be wrong.

Hell, he thought to himself, it’s not my job to police that crazy fanatic. He crushed out the cigarette. Still, he mused, if there was something to it, the town, and especially the blacks, might be in for a monumental blood bath.

He debated calling the police. But they would only laugh at him, alarmed over the vague bragging of a young boy. He would have to give them more than that in order for them to move.

It was probably foolish, he admitted to himself, but if he took a look around Bondo’s headquarters, then he might be able to provide the police with something. Foolish or not, he decided to do it.

‘Mrs. Henderson,’ he called. The woman poked her head around the door. ‘Please reschedule my morning patients. Something has come up, and I’ll have to leave for a while.’

‘But you’ve got a full…’

‘I know, I know,’ he said. ‘If somebody can’t wait, let me know this afternoon and I’ll work late tonight. Okay.’

‘Of course, Doctor,’ she said, her voice dripping with disapproval.

*

Nick Bennett pushed his way through the gathering crowd outside the courtroom. He nodded to the policeman holding the door open for him. Inside, the courtroom looked almost deserted. A few homicide officers lounged near the empty jury box, talking quietly. They nodded to the tall attorney.

Some newsmen sat around the press table. Bennett had hoped to see the blonde head of Nancy Kelso, but she was not there. Kirk and Maguire were seated in their chairs talking with Sam Thomas who stood in front of them.

‘Good morning,’ Bennett said to the three men.

‘Good morning, Nick,’ Sam Thomas smiled. The other two nodded. ‘How did the brief come out?’ Sam asked.

‘I’ve got it done,’ Bennett replied. ‘Have you seen Hogan this morning?’

‘No. He hasn’t come in yet. It’s a bit early for him.’

‘Can I see you over here for a minute, Sam?’ The two attorneys walked to the towering courtroom windows, well away from their clients.

‘I couldn’t find any state law at all, Sam. I’m afraid we are cooked.’

‘Oh I don’t know,’ Thomas said slowly. ‘I’ve been thinking, you know, about the testimony of those two dead birds. Look, it will be read aloud by the courtroom reporter, without any inflections, just a flat voice. That’s not the same as a flesh and blood witness, Nick. It might not be as bad as you think.’

‘If we can’t keep that testimony out, Sam, we have lost the case.’

‘Come on, Nick, you’re just overtired. Hell, you’ve been working every minute of every day for a week or better now. We will work something out. Don’t worry so much.’

‘Sam, I shouldn’t have taken this case. I’ve been too long away from this business.’

‘That’s not true at all,’ Thomas said, rather sharply. ‘You are turning in a stellar performance. Don’t kid yourself.’ He paused. ‘You know, when you get tired you tend to get depressed, to look on the dark side of things. This is not as bad as it seems. Relax. It won’t help anything if you become too anxious, you ought to know that.’

‘I suppose.’

‘Besides, like my old law school professor used to say, an attorney has nothing to worry about in a criminal trial because he won’t have to serve the time.’

Bennett smiled reluctantly. ‘Try explaining that to those two over there.’

Thomas shook his head. ‘No, that’s strictly a legal in-house joke, not for the ears of clients.’ He looked up at the taller lawyer. ‘You couldn’t find anything, not even a toe-hold?’

‘Not a thing,’ Bennett replied. ‘The law is clear as crystal. If you have had the opportunity to cross-examine, just the mere opportunity, they can use the prior testimony at the trial.’

‘Doesn’t seem fair,’ Thomas said.

‘That’s about all I say in the brief; that it isn’t fair. I have some law for our position, but it is all from other states, other jurisdictions. My only hope is that Judge Lebonock will decide to go against the statute somehow or another. Not much of a chance, really. I don’t think he is the type.’

‘I read him the same way. He is a conservative, all the way. If we could give him a case to hang his hat on, he might do it. But on logic alone, no, I don’t think he will buy that. Let’s have a look at the brief.’

They walked back to the counsel table and Bennett extracted several copies of the brief from his bag. It was only six typed pages, neat and well packaged, but Bennett knew it was doomed to failure.

The young prosecutor walked into the courtroom, Bennett took a copy of the brief and walked over to him.

‘Morning, Jack,’ he said to the younger man.

‘Good morning,’ Hogan beamed at him. His eyes glittered, full of self-confidence.

‘Jack, the examination testimony of the two dead witnesses is giving me a lot of trouble.’

‘I’ll bet,’ Hogan grinned.

‘Yes. Anyway, I’ve been hitting the books to research the question and I’m going to submit this brief to Judge Lebonock this morning. It addresses itself to the question of that testimony.’ He handed the copy to Hogan.

‘Well, for Christ’s sake,’ Hogan exploded. ‘What the hell are you trying to pull? I’m going to put in that testimony this morning. This is pretty goddamned late to submit a brief. How in the hell am I supposed to answer it?’ Hogan glared at the other lawyer.

Bennett felt a surge of rising anger, but he controlled himself. ‘I have a right to submit a brief on any legal question at any time during a trial, and…’

‘Crap!’ The other lawyer spat out the word. ‘I’m going to object like hell,’ he snarled. ‘This is too damned late. I’ll keep this out.’

‘We’ll see,’ Bennett said, his own voice rising. He turned and walked to the clerk. ‘You might as well tell the judge that I’m submitting a brief on a point of law.’

The man blinked up at him,

‘One way or the other, he will want to rule on it before trial resumes,’ Bennett said.

‘You got a copy?’ the clerk asked.

Bennett walked to the table and drew out the original and then handed it to the clerk. The man hurried to the judge’s chambers.

‘Hello, Nick.’

Bennett turned and found Nancy Kelso grinning up at him. The anger left him, replaced by a warm pleasure at seeing her.

Laughter tinted her voice. ‘Remember me?’

He grinned. ‘Kelso, or something like that, right?’

‘Something like that. I thought you might have forgotten my phone number.’

His craggy face grew serious, ‘I am sorry, Nancy, really I am. But I have been at this thing hammer and tongs. I worked until three this morning, as a matter of fact.’

Her light blue eyes reflected her worry for the man. ‘You don’t have to explain, Nick. I know. I was just kidding.’

‘I guess I am a little jumpy,’ he sighed. ‘I’ll be glad when this is over, Nancy. Then maybe you and I can enjoy a nice, relaxed dinner.’

‘And maybe something more,’ she said softly,

‘Definitely,’ he said, a slow grin lighting up his features.

The clerk appeared at the chamber door. ‘Gentlemen, the judge would like to see the attorneys.’

‘Well, it looks like the ball game is about to start, Nancy. Excuse me.’

‘I’ll be at the press table today, Nick,’ she said. ‘I’ll be rooting for you.’

‘Thanks. I’ll need it,’ he smiled at her as he walked to the judge’s chambers.

The lawyers, Bennett, Thomas and Hogan, disappeared into the chambers. The clerk shut the door after them and then walked to his desk. ‘Okay, Chris,’ he called to the officer at the courtroom door. ‘You can let them in.’

The uniformed officer nodded and opened the two large doors at the back. A wave of humanity rushed by him. The long rows of seats were quickly filled up as people pushed their way in to get a good spot. The courtroom was almost immediately filled with talking, laughing people. Policemen, both uniformed and plain-clothes, kept a close eye on the crowd. Newspapermen filed in, talking among themselves, or kidding with the policemen or with the clerk.

A young black man, neatly dressed, pushed his way through the crowd at the rear of the courtroom. He carried a briefcase and the police officers let him pass through the spectators. He stopped at the counsel table and looked around. He appeared to be nervous, as if he might be in the wrong place. He placed the briefcase on the floor sliding it just under the corner of the counsel table. He walked quickly up to the bench.

The clerk was laughing with a couple of reporters. He saw the intent young black face, but chose to ignore him.

‘Ah, pardon me,’ the young man said nervously, his voice strained.

Again the clerk ignored him.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ he said again, this time in a louder voice.

‘Yeah?’ the clerk growled.

‘Is my client, Casey Simons, to be sentenced here today?’

‘Don’t you know?’ the clerk laughed. ‘I mean, what kind of an attorney are you, if you don’t know that?’

‘It is today,’ the young man stammered.

‘Well, it isn’t here,’ the clerk said. ‘This is a murder trial. Who’s the judge?’

‘Judge Zajac.’

‘Boy, you are really mixed up. Judge Zajac’s court is down one floor.’

‘Oh, excuse me,’ the young man said. He turned and hurried out of the courtroom. No one noticed that he had forgotten his briefcase.

‘Spades,’ the clerk whispered to the two reporters. ‘Goddamn, you can educate the hell of ’em, but they can’t learn nothing.’

The clerk glanced up at the large wall clock at the back of the courtroom. It was ten minutes to ten.

*

Hamilton Durst opened his eyes. He stared at the cracked ceiling above him. Pain and nausea swept over him. He closed his eyes again, it relieved some of the pain.

He became conscious of a sickening odor. Slowly he pushed himself up. He was in a cheap hotel room. He was still dressed in his suit. He felt his throat, his tie was still knotted. Pain smashed at his temples as he tried to stand up. Looking down, he found the source of the odor. He had vomited over the side of the bed.

His stomach churned, but he found the strength to stand erect. He felt dizzy, but managed to keep from falling. A cracked mirror above a scarred dresser caught his image.

‘Jesus,’ he muttered to himself as he saw his reflection. He stumbled to the window and looked out. He was in the factory section of the city. His memory was blank, with no remembrance of how he had gotten there. He patted his pocket, his wallet was still there. He extracted it and flipped the wallet open. ‘Well, at least I haven’t been rolled,’ he whispered, as he looked at several bills. The sight of the money made him feel better.

He shuffled back to the bed and sat down. His shoe struck something. A half-filled bottle of the cheapest gin rolled from beneath the bed. His voice rasped aloud in the empty room. ‘I’ve got money and I’ve got booze. Things could be worse.’

Durst bent over, despite a sharp thrusting pain in his head, and retrieved the bottle. He screwed off the metal cap and took a long drink of the gin. He breathed deeply in satisfaction.

He lay back on the bed; turning his head, he took another drink. His mind was blank, with no thought except the pleasure that he felt in the nearness of the bottle. He smiled to himself and closed his eyes.

*

‘Judge, I protest this last-minute nonsense. I cannot possibly answer his brief now. There isn’t time. It is a lousy, shabby trick.’

Judge Lebonock looked up at Hogan who stood before his desk. Without his black robe the judge was not nearly as imposing as when fully attired with the mantle of his calling. He was in shirtsleeves, looking smaller, without the benefit of the fitted robe.

‘Why don’t you shut up, for a start,’ the judge snapped at the young prosecutor.

Hogan’s face colored. ‘I have a right to protest…’

‘Sit down!’ The judge’s voice was a snarl. ‘Sit down, right over there. And keep your mouth shut until I am ready to hear from you.’ Lebonock’s hard eyes bore into the face of the prosecutor.

Reluctantly, Hogan retreated and sat down in an overstuffed chair. His face was tense, the muscles around his jaw working beneath the skin.

Nick Bennett sat on a hard-back chair on the other side of the room. Sam Thomas stood next to him.

‘I’ve given your brief a quick reading, Mr. Bennett,’ Judge Lebonock said. ‘You’ve done an excellent job.’

‘Thank you, your honor,’ Bennett said.

‘Very well done. You must have burned the midnight oil over this one.’ The judge patted the brief that lay in front of him. He ignored Hogan who sat on the edge of his chair, straining to do battle.

‘However, I anticipated this question coming up again and I’ve done a bit of studying myself, so I feel I have qualified myself to rule on this question without any reply by Mr. Hogan.’

‘Your honor…’

Lebonock swung his head in the direction of the prosecutor. ‘You know, you are a very impatient young man, and you are getting on my nerves. I would advise you to hear me out.’

Hogan’s face was a mask of angry frustration.

‘Now, Mr. Bennett, this question has been presented several times to our state appellate courts, as you point out in your brief. Unfortunately, for your point of view, the decisions have always allowed testimony, such as given by the two dead witnesses, to be introduced at trial. I appreciate your references to decisions in some of our sister states, but that is not the law here.’

‘The reasoning behind those decisions is important,’ Bennett said softly.

‘Perhaps, but they do not have the effect of law in this state.’ Lebonock shifted his bulk slightly. ‘What you ask me to do, Mr. Bennett, is to disregard the guidelines laid down by our supreme court, to depart from the law in this state and to follow foreign decisions.’

‘Again, I rely on the logic of the other state’s decisions. Besides, justice, at least in this particular case, requires that this questionable testimony be kept from the jury. I let those two boys off easy at the examination. It wasn’t my intention to fully cross-examine them at the time. I was saving my best shots for this trial. Basically, I believe I can show that no valid cross-examination was had of those two at the examination.’

‘As I said when we started, that is the risk that every trial lawyer takes.’ The judge smiled coldly. ‘I cannot disregard the state supreme court nor the statute. The law is clear. If you had the opportunity to cross-examine, whether you fully exercised that right or not, the testimony is admissible.’

Hogan sat back in his chair, a small triumphant smile flickering about his lips,

‘Judge,’ Bennett began slowly, ‘all law is based upon the principal of fairness. I admit a gross error in tactics at the examination.’

The judge raised his hand to halt him. ‘No error, Mr. Bennett, just a garden variety tactic. You wanted to find out what those witnesses would say, then prepare to tear their story apart at the trial, without giving warning of your intentions or your line of questioning. I’ve done it myself, a hundred times. Of course, the witnesses in those cases did not die before the trials. It is just an unfortunate trick of fate, I’m afraid. But I have researched the law, and it is still my ruling that the prosecution may introduce the previous testimony of the deceased witnesses.’

‘But, your honor…’

‘I am sorry, Mr. Bennett, but that is my ruling. If I am wrong, and a conviction results, you may take the matter up with the appellate courts. It is their rule after all.’

Bennett, who lacked sleep, suddenly felt as tired as he had ever felt. His arms and legs seemed unusually heavy. Slowly he nodded his head, abjectly accepting the judge’s ruling.

Hogan jumped to his feet. ‘Thank you, your honor,’ he beamed.

Lebonock ignored him. He stood up. ‘All right, gentlemen, let’s get this case under way. We are running late as it is.’

Hogan strode out into the jammed courtroom, obviously triumphant. He winked at the homicide officers.

‘Hey, Mr. Bennett,’ one of the uniformed court officers called. ‘Ham Durst is on the phone. He wants to talk to you. He’s roaring drunk,’ the officer laughed, holding his hand over the receiver.

‘That’s all I need,’ Bennett said. He started to walk out into the courtroom, then stopped. ‘Oh hell, I might as well find out what is on his mind.’ He took the phone from the officer. ‘Nick Bennett,’ he said.

‘Hiya, counselor,’ Durst’s voice was thick. ‘How ya’ doing?’

‘I’m fine,’ Bennett replied. ‘Look, the trial is about to start. What can I do for you?’

‘It’s not what you can do for me,’ Durst giggled. ‘Say, that sounds like Kennedy, doesn’t it? — It’s not what your country can do for you, it’s what you can do for your country — remember that?’

‘Yes,’ Bennett said, watching to see when the judge would leave for the bench.

‘Well that’s what you should be asking; ask not what you can do for old Ham Durst, ask only what Ham Durst can do for you.’

‘I’ve got to go,’ Bennett said abruptly.

‘Wait, hold on.’ His voice became a bit sharper. ‘What do you think of those articles I’ve been writing about the case?’

Bennett sighed. It was just his luck to get tied up by a drunk, just when he should be thinking about his next move in the courtroom. ‘Frankly, Mr. Durst, I think the whole series stunk. You were very unfair to my clients.’

There was a pause on the other end of the line. ‘Well, at least you are honest,’ was the reply. ‘Anyway, no matter what you think about them, they were great.’

‘Goodbye, Mr. Durst.’

‘No. Wait!’ the other man shouted. ‘Please. It’s important.’

‘What is it? I have to be in the courtroom,’ Bennett snapped.

‘I found a witness,’ Durst said, ‘a witness who saw the whole thing. She backs your people up, you know.’

‘Who is she?’ Bennett asked, hoping that the information was more than the invention of a drunken mind.

‘A whore,’ the other man answered. ‘She is in protective custody in city hospital, complaining in a case against her pimp. She says she was on the street that night and saw the whole thing.’

‘What is her name?’ Bennett asked, wavering between disbelief and excitement.

‘Brown, what else?’ Durst giggled. ‘Ramilda Brown, Anyway, I thought I’d pass the information along.’

Judge Lebonock swept out of his chamber office, his robe billowing about him. ‘Come along, Mr. Bennett. We are ready to go.’

‘Just a minute,’ Bennett mumbled. Then he quickly spoke into the telephone. ‘Will this woman testify?’

‘Oh, she doesn’t really want to, but I think she will.’ Again Durst giggled. ‘Just mention my name. Whores find me delightful.’

‘Where are you?’

There was a pause. ‘Beats hell out of me, some flea-bag hotel.’

‘Mr. Bennett!’ a uniformed officer shouted from the door. ‘The judge wants you.’ There was a note of panic in his voice.

‘I’ve got to go,’ Bennett said. ‘Thanks, Mr. Durst.’ He heard the click as Durst hung up.

Bennett hurried through the door to the courtroom. Judge Lebonock glared at him. ‘Are you quite ready?’

‘Your honor,’ Bennett spoke quickly as he walked to the front of the bench. ‘I’ve just received information about a possible witness who may have key information concerning this case. I would like a short recess while I check the matter out.’

Lebonock scowled. ‘Look at the time,’ he said. ‘It is ten minutes past ten o’clock already. I run a punctual court, Mr. Bennett. You will have ample time during lunch to check whatever you like. Now, take your seat. This trial is getting under way as of this moment.’

Bennett was able to conceal the anger he felt.

The briefcase under the rear of the counsel table went unnoticed.

*

It was ten minutes past ten o’clock according to Dr. Marshall’s watch. He was sitting in his car parked down the street from Brother Bondo’s headquarters. A half hour had passed since he had taken his position. He had watched a steady trickle of young men entering the building. None had come out. He had hoped to see something that would enable him to call the police, but so far nothing of substance had happened.

He chided himself for being silly. He was a dentist, with patients waiting for his services, this was a job for a policeman. He shifted his bulk impatiently.

Still, something was going on down the street.

Only an occasional car or truck went by on the seldom-used side street. Marshall grew more fretful. He decided that just sitting and watching would accomplish nothing. He got out and locked the car. He was conscious of the sound of his shoes striking the concrete as he approached the headquarters, the street seemed almost too quiet.

He hesitated at the door. It was unlocked. He had watched the procession of young men enter. He was no coward, but he had no way of knowing what he might find inside. He was alert to the possible danger inside, he was unarmed. Also, he fully realized that only an innocent meeting might be in progress, that all his fears might be unfounded and that he might be profoundly embarrassed.

Marshall thrust open the door and walked into the large room.

They all turned to look at him. An overpowering stench of gasoline assaulted his nostrils. Little knots of young men stood around the room, some of them carrying rifles. Rows of bottles stood on a table along one wall, each bottle with a matted rag hanging from its mouth. Empty gasoline cans lay discarded on the floor. One wall was dominated by a large city map pinned into the plaster, a map marked with a multitude of inked-in red circles.

The young men were all dressed in their military type green fatigue uniforms. Marshall estimated their number at over fifty.

‘Hey, get out of here,’ one of the youths yelled. ‘You got no business in here, man.’

Marshall ignored him. His eyes searched the room until he located the shining smooth face of Brother Bondo. The tall man loomed above the others. Their eyes met and locked.

‘What do you want?’ Bondo demanded, leaving the midst of a group of young men and walking slowly toward Marshall at the door.

‘What the holy hell are you doing?’ Marshall glared at the other man. ‘You are going to get all these boys killed, you goddamned fool.’

‘I’m not the fool, Doctor,’ Bondo said evenly, his high-pitched voice carrying to every part of the room. ‘You are the fool. You, and the people like you, white ass kissers. This is the day of the black revolution, this is the day when we get rid of Toms like you.’

A murmur of agreement arose from the young men.

‘I’m no Uncle Tom,’ Marshall snapped, raising his voice. ‘Bondo, get these kids out of here.’ He surveyed the taut black faces all turned toward him, Marshall spoke directly to them. ‘Do you really think this man is a leader? Has he done anything for you, gotten any results? To follow him means certain death, death for you and death for many black men and women in this city.’

Bondo laughed. ‘Listen to the man,’ he chortled. ‘Maybe he’s running for office. You know, that’s what we need; a nice safe plantation Tom for mayor.’ There were a few answering snickers.

Marshall’s mind raced. He felt no fear for himself, but he realized that the grinning madman planned to start a blood bath, and now. An icy fear for the city gripped him. He was the only one who could stop it. He prayed for a way.

‘Go to your homes, for God’s sake,’ Marshall said, half shouting. ‘Get out of here, now, before it is too late. This man is insane.’

‘My, oh my,’ Bondo sneered, ‘listen to the man. He’s a big man, a big-deal dentist, sucking the blood of his oppressed black brothers.’ The last words were screamed at Marshall.

‘You all know me,’ Marshall forced himself to speak evenly. ‘I recognize some of you. You and your families know me. Is this man right? Have I ever robbed anyone of you, or any member of your families? Think about it. He is lying. You boys know me, and you know he is lying. If he lies to you about that, he is lying about the rest. He is using you.’

Bondo snorted. To continue the debate would interfere with his carefully prepared schedule. ‘Major Duncan,’ he spoke to one of the young men, ‘the first man is about to fall for the black revolution. Shoot this bad-mouthing son-of-a-bitch.’ He pointed at Marshall.

The young man, his black beret tilted at a rakish angle, looked startled. He began to lift the shining new rifle in his hands and then stopped.

‘Shoot him!’ Bondo screamed.

‘I, I…’ The boy faltered and lowered the weapon, quickly looking away from the outraged Bondo.

Bondo’s long face contorted. ‘You are my soldiers,’ he screamed. ‘I am commanding you to kill this man.’ His eyes swept over the frightened faces. No one made a move.

Marshall realized that their hesitancy was only momentary, in a moment Bondo would be able to reassert his leadership and one of the young fools would step forward to do the job. Whatever he could do would have to be done now.

‘Bondo,’ Marshall’s deep voice seemed to echo in the large room. ‘These boys are waiting to see you do something. If you want me killed, do it yourself. Show them what kind of leader you are.’

The tall black man’s lips pulled back in more of a snarl than a smile. His eyes glittered. ‘All right,’ he snapped, his voice so high that it was almost a scream. ‘All right, you Uncle Tom, you honkey lover. I’ll kill you.’ He started toward a boy who held one of the powerful hunting rifles.

‘No.’ Marshall’s voice was taunting. ‘Anybody can kill a man with a rifle. Let’s see what kind of a fighter you are.’ Bondo was taller and younger than the dentist, but Marshall’s advantage lay in his weight and strength.

Bondo seemed to bend slightly. His long arms snaked out from the folds of his loose blouse. An audible click resounded through the room, as a long thin blade snapped open from the knife he held in his hand.

‘I’m going to cut you.’ Bondo’s drawn lips were peeled tight against his exposed white teeth. ‘I’m goin’ to cut your black heart out.’ He advanced slowly.

Marshall looked around quickly for a weapon of some sort to fight off the assault. The boys stepped back making a wide path between Marshall and the advancing Bondo.

Bondo came on, taking small steps, his head jerking rhythmically, the long blade making small circles as he held it in front of him.

From somewhere in a knot of boys a closed jackknife slid along the floor, stopping at Marshall’s feet. Bondo’s eyes widened slightly as he saw the weapon.

As Marshall bent down to get the knife, Bondo screamed and charged.

Marshall, crouched to retrieve the jackknife, tried to duck the oncoming blade. It caught him just above the mouth, smashing a glancing blow off his cheek bone. The big dentist fell to one knee.

Bondo, unable to stop himself, hurtled past, turning and slamming his back into the doors.

Marshall pushed himself erect, the unopened knife in his large hand. Bondo sprang at him again. He feinted a pass at Marshall’s face, but at the last moment brought the blade down in a flashing arc toward the dentist’s stomach.

Marshall blocked Bondo’s arm with his own large forearm. Bondo sprang back, menacing him, moving in a slow circle around the dentist.

Blood cascaded down from the ugly slash on his face, but Marshall paid no attention, his eyes on Bondo and the moving knife blade. Without looking away from Bondo, he managed to feel for the ridge of the pocketknife and pull open the short stubby blade. He grasped the knife handle and waited for Bondo.

He could hear Bondo; the tall angular man seemed to be humming a discordant song. Bondo made a series of quick fake leaps at the dentist, drawing back as soon as Marshall reacted.

The two men circled each other. There was no sound in the room except for the low murmuring sound coming from Brother Bondo. Bondo’s teeth remained bared as he moved with surprising grace for a man who seemed to be all arms and legs.

Marshall’s attention was riveted on the blade in Bondo’s hand, moving in almost languid circles.

Bondo charged quickly, the knife low. Marshall crouched, protecting himself with his arm. Then Bondo danced to the side, thrusting hard with the knife. The blade flicked into the cloth of the dentist’s suit jacket, tearing the material but not penetrating his skin, Bondo came at him again, the blade aimed hard at his mid-section. Marshall parried the blade with his arm, feeling the knife scrape over the top of his wrist. He grasped Bondo by the cloth of his African blouse and threw him sideways.

Bondo went back awkwardly, trying to keep his balance. Marshall leaped forward. Bondo fell heavily on one hip, his legs jerking to push himself, crab-like, away from the charging dentist.

Bill Marshall felt a surge of exultation as he raised his large fist. He would smash Bondo into unconsciousness, not stab him. Bondo’s head dodged away just as the blow came down upon him. Marshall’s fist landed a brushing blow, jarring Bondo’s shining bald head. Marshall quickly moved to hit him again, when he felt the searing pain as Bondo’s knife slashed into his stomach. He stood up straight, pulling away from the pain.

He looked down to see a tear at his belt line, small, but blood was beginning to well out of the wound. The dentist staggered back, seemingly fascinated at the appalling sight. Brother Bondo scrambled to his feet and came at the man with a scream.

Marshall pushed the slashing knife aside and threw the man away. Bondo danced back, an evil smile of triumph spreading across his sweating face.

As if he was only a spectator, Bill Marshall began to assess his situation. The face cut was not crippling, but the stomach would quickly drain his strength. The fight would not last long. He would have to get Bondo quickly, or it would be all over, not only for him, but for his neighbors and friends. He almost laughed. He would be killed in a knife fight. All the struggle, all the work, to raise himself up from a ghetto beginning would end here. He would die like some poor tramp, in a knife fight.

Marshall took a deep breath, feeling the spreading pain in his mid-section, and waited.

Bondo came slowly, his body making jerky movements, the knife he passed from hand to hand as he moved forward, not giving his opponent a chance to get set. Marshall moved sideways, waiting for him.

Bondo skipped to one side and then threw himself at Marshall. The knife flashed toward Marshall’s chest. Marshall’s arm flayed out, sweeping the blade away, just before it connected. With his right hand Marshall brought up his own knife hard. Bondo’s head jerked as the stubby blade tore into the side of his neck. Marshall grunted as he pushed the knife through the long sinewy muscles, cutting Bondo’s throat.

Bondo staggered backward, sitting down hard on the floor. His eyes were wide, his mouth moving, but no words came out. The front of him was suddenly covered with blood. Little lines of crimson spurted in jerky spasms, as his arteries pumped their last.

His long thin hands waved about as if he was desperately trying to say something, then he fell back, his body jerking. Blood began to spread on the floor beneath his head.

There was no sound, only Marshall’s heavy breathing. The young men looked down at the dying Bondo in shock.

‘Get out of here,’ Marshall commanded. ‘Leave those goddamned guns and get out of here.’

No one moved. Their awed faces seemed frozen.

‘Listen, you damn fools,’ Marshall said, finding it difficult to speak loudly. ‘I’m calling the police. If you want to go to jail, that’s your business. Otherwise, get the hell out of here.’

One of the boys dropped his rifle to the tile floor. It clattered loudly in the stillness of the room.

Others started by laying down their weapons. Slowly, almost reluctantly, they began to move in small groups toward the door.

‘Move!’ Marshall shouted.

Suddenly they seemed to find their feet. There was a rush for the door, each pushing the other to get out. One young boy held back. After the others had gone, he remained standing in the room. His green fatigue uniform was too big for his thin body. It hung clumsily about his skinny frame. His face was solemn, his eyes on Marshall.

‘You better get going,’ Marshall said softly. He guessed that the boy was no more than sixteen. Marshall put his large hand to his stomach and felt the warm mess clotting in the top of his trousers. ‘Get out of here,’ he repeated.

‘Uh uh,’ the boy said, slowly shaking his head. ‘Ya goin’ to need help,’ he spoke quietly.

‘I can manage,’ Marshall grunted. His strength was going fast.

Again the youth shook his head. He stepped forward and shyly lifted the dentist’s arm, putting it around his thin bony shoulders. He led Marshall over to a hard-back chair in the corner.

‘Are you the one who gave me the knife?’ Marshall asked.

‘Yeah,’ the boy said, struggling to get the dentist seated on the chair.

‘Thanks,’ Marshall said.

‘Yeah.’ The boy stood in front of him.

‘You better call the law,’ Marshall forced a smile. ‘Then get out of here.’

‘You goin’ to need a witness, man,’ the boy said evenly. ‘I can tell them what happened. Anyways, you’ll need somebody to stick around until a doctor gets here.’

‘Why did you give me the knife?’ Marshall asked.

At first the boy did not speak. His thin face grew even more solemn. ‘You helped my daddy once, a couple of years back. I remembered.’ He paused. ‘Anyway, didn’t seem fair, if he’ — he nodded toward the dead form lying in the middle of the room — ‘if he was the only one with a blade, ya know?’

‘Insane man,’ Marshall muttered bitterly. ‘He would have gotten a lot of people killed.’

‘Still will,’ the boy said, without any emotion.

‘What do you mean?’ Marshall’s head jerked up.

‘Got a bomb planted,’ the boy said. ‘Down in that courtroom where they’re trying them two honkey cops.’

‘My God!’

‘Everything was set to go off at eleven o’clock,’ the boy said. ‘So’s I guess that’s when that bomb will go off, too.’

Marshall looked at his watch. It was just past ten-thirty. He started to get out of the chair but a crippling wave of pain jolted through him, robbing him of all his strength. For a moment he wondered if he would faint. ‘Help me over to that telephone,’ he said to the boy.

The youngster wobbled under the weight of the big man as they struggled across the room to the telephone. Marshall fought to keep conscious. The pain, searing about his mid-section, seemed to inflame his mind and thoughts.

He put out a hand to steady himself against the wall. ‘Where is the bomb, do you know?’ he asked.

‘Far as I know, it’s somewhere in that courtroom, in a brief case. That’s what I heard anyway.’

Marshall forced his thoughts away from his pain. If he called the court, he might not be believed. There was a better way. He painfully perched his hip on a small table for support. His hands shook. ‘You better dial,’ he said to the boy, giving him the number.

The youth dialed and then handed the telephone to Marshall. Marshall gasped as his stomach cramped sharply.

‘Police headquarters,’ came the response on the telephone.

‘District Inspector Evans, please, this is Doctor Marshall.’

‘Just a minute, sir,’ the impersonal voice replied.

Marshall listened to the insistent ringing of another telephone. My God, he thought, suppose I faint. He gritted his teeth and waited.

Finally he heard the click of an open line. ‘District Inspector Evans,’ said the familiar voice.

‘Swiftly, this is Bill Marshall,’ he said quickly. ‘I’m at Bondo’s headquarters. Listen, the goddamned fools have planted a bomb in the courtroom where those two officers are being tried.’

‘What?’

‘Please,’ he said it slowly. ‘There’s a bomb in a briefcase somewhere in that courtroom.’

‘Bill, this isn’t some kind of a joke? I mean…’

‘No joke,’ Marshall said through clenched teeth. The pain was almost overwhelming. ‘Bondo is here. I killed him.’

‘Don’t leave,’ Evans’ voice took on a note of sharp authority. ‘For God’s sake, what happened?’

‘The bomb!’ Marshall shouted into the telephone,

‘Okay, Bill, I’ll take care of it. Stay there, I’ll be right over.’

‘Bring a doctor,’ Marshall said. ‘I’m cut up pretty good.’ He heard the click of the telephone.

Marshall looked over at the face of the young man. It seemed to go out of focus,

‘You did a good thing,’ he muttered as he fainted.

*

The court reporter sat in the witness chair. His emotionless voice droned on in the large courtroom as he read the testimony of Chris Johnson, given at the preliminary examination. Nick Bennett kept an eye on the jury, trying to detect what effect the words were having on the fourteen men and women seated in the box. They were attentive, their faces showing no sign of what they might be thinking. The voice droned on.

Bennett could feel the nervous wetness in his armpits. He had put his arguments on the record, in open court, with the jury out. Judge Lebonock had merely repeated his earlier ruling, also for the record. Then the jury had been brought back and the court reporter had mounted the witness stand to deliver the damning words.

Judge Lebonock followed the read testimony closely. As he listened, he understood why Bennett had put up such a fight against the admission of the testimony. An experienced lawyer himself, Lebonock knew that the unadorned words might have even more of an effect than if they came from a live witness. There was no way for the jury to judge the truthfulness of the dead witness. If his manner had been bad, or his attitude surly, his testimony would have been disregarded by the jury. Now, all human imperfections lost in the impersonal recitation of the questions and answers, and standing alone, the testimony was devastating. Lebonock wished that there had been some legal avenue open that would have allowed him to bar the evidence. The judge had taken a dislike to the aggressive young prosecutor, a man he felt not really interested in doing justice.

A uniformed officer bolted from the judge’s chambers, his face set in a worried mask. He bounded up the few steps and whispered urgently in the judge’s ear.

Lebonock pursed his lips, as if digesting the message. With no change showing on his stern features he coolly assessed the situation. If he panicked, he might cause a mistrial.

A bomb threat, real or otherwise, might possibly influence the jury’s attitude toward the case. On the other hand, if the threat was real, it was imperative that he clear the courtroom as quickly as humanly possible.

He stood up. ‘Excuse me,’ he said to the reporter seated in the witness stand. He looked over at the jury. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, some pressing business has come before the court and I am afraid I will have to recess this matter in order to take care of it. I have no idea how long it will take, so for your comfort and convenience, I am going to have the officer escort you downstairs to the jury lounge,’

He looked down at the startled uniformed officer seated beside the clerk. ‘Please take the jury to the lounge.’ He forced a smile, the first smile anyone in the courtroom had seen him exhibit since the case began.

The officer slowly got to his feet and beckoned to the jury. They got up and began to file out of the box. Judge Lebonock fought an impulse to hurry them along. He stood beside his chair with his hands clasped behind his back.

They ambled across the courtroom, passing him in single file. Finally the last man disappeared into the inner-court hallway. ‘Close that door,’ Lebonock commanded softly, so that the jury would not hear him.

‘All right,’ he spoke in a loud voice. ‘I want this courtroom cleared.’ Immediately, uniformed officers moved to the back of the courtroom and began ushering the protesting spectators out of the doors. ‘I want the outside hall cleared also,’ Lebonock barked.

The attorneys, witness and policemen looked up at him, curious. He glared at them. ‘That means you people, too,’ he snapped. He turned. ‘Is the jury clear of the inner hall?’

A policeman opened the door and glanced around it. ‘Yes, sir,’ he reported.

‘Damn it,’ the judge bellowed at the knots of people standing around in the front of the courtroom, ‘when I say cleared, I mean cleared.’ They began to move.

The last of the spectators disappeared through the outside doors, the policemen-ushers moving out with them to clear the hallway.

The reporters seemed especially reluctant to move, looking up at the judge, defiantly going out of their way to take their time. Lebonock’s face again creased into an icy smile as he regarded them. ‘There has been a report that a bomb has been placed in this courtroom,’ he said evenly.

The reporters bolted for the door.

Judge Lebonock glanced up at the wall clock, it was eight minutes to eleven o’clock. The courtroom was at last empty. He stumped down the bench stairs and walked unhurriedly out the door into the hall. The police bomb squad rushed by him, their faces grim.


Chapter Four

The criminal court building, even under ordinary circumstances, was a beehive of rumor. If something happened in the lobby of the building it was known on the top floor within minutes.

So it was agreed that a minor miracle had occurred. The bomb had been removed. And despite the high excitement throughout the building, the jury had been shielded from news of the occurrence. None of the jurors knew what had happened in the courtroom. The judge’s warning had been heeded and in the afternoon the trial proceeded as if nothing had happened.

After the testimony of the dead men, the rest of the trial seemed to speed by. After Hogan had rested his case, Bennett had put both Kirk and Maguire on the stand. He could have kept them off, shielding them from Hogan’s expected attack, but Bennett knew that no matter what the judge said about disregarding their failure to testify, the jury was human, and the failure to tell their stories would hurt the two officers worse than any attack by Hogan.

Although, now that it was done, he wondered. The young prosecutor had been murderous on cross-examination. Hogan had surprised him. Bennett had expected an aggressive thrust from the beginning, but the prosecutor had been skilled. He led the officers, in an almost friendly fashion, to the trap that yawned before them. Both men faltered on the stand when he asked them about the explanation for their previous story, a story they had to admit was a lie. Kirk had been worse than Maguire. He stammered, faltered, and several times snarled his answers back at the smiling prosecutor. The effect had been damaging. Kirk had been baited into looking the picture of an overbearing, hostile police officer,

Bennett still had his final card to play. The fate of the two officers depended on this final chance. After both officers had testified, Bennett had brought forward several character witnesses, carefully drawing from them their connection with or affection for the two accused men. So far, it had been an unequal contest, with most points going to the prosecution.

Bennett stood up. He had planned this moment since he had received the telephone call from Hamilton Durst. ‘The defense calls Ramilda Brown,’ he said.

She had been kept down the hall in a side room. Ramilda was still in police custody as a material witness. The hospital had given her an ill-fitting cloth dress. A faded flower print, it looked more like a cheap robe than a dress, and hung loosely almost to her ankles. Her feet were encased in heel-less cloth slippers. She shuffled across the courtroom, bent slightly forward, still suffering the effects of her recent surgery.

Her face looked better than when Bennett had first seen her, although her dark skin still bore bruise marks about her fleshy face. Her hair had been washed and brushed back. She mounted the short stairs to the witness stand very slowly. Ramilda received the oath and then sat down very carefully.

Ramilda blinked out at the courtroom as if she saw it for the first time. Her face was stiff, frozen with anxiety and fear of what was to come.

Bennett walked a few steps to the rear of the counsel table. ‘What is your name, please?’ he asked,

‘Brown, Ramilda Brown,’ she said in a low voice.

‘Miss Brown,’ Bennett said, ‘you will have to speak up so that the members of the jury can hear you.’

‘Ramilda Brown,’ she repeated in a louder voice.

‘Fine,’ Bennett said. As he had planned, he carefully led her into the admission that she was a prostitute. It had to be done just right. He skillfully led her into a series of answers, so that when it did come out, it held no shock for the jurors.

She told the story of the shooting incident without emotion. He liked the effect. She was a good witness, appearing to be completely impartial, almost uninterested. He stole an occasional glance at the jury. They listened attentively to every word she spoke. It was a good sign.

Finally, he finished with her. ‘You may cross-examine,’ he said to Hogan.

Jack Hogan popped out of his chair. He quickly stepped to the back of the counsel table, beyond the jury box, almost hidden from the witness.

‘What is your name again?’

‘Ramilda Brown,’ she answered.

‘Oh?’ He paused. ‘Are you absolutely sure that’s your name?’

She nodded.

‘The court reporter can’t hear you, you’ll have to answer the questions, not just nod,’ Hogan said.

‘That’s my name,’ she said.

‘How about Clarice Simpson? Did you ever hear that name before?’

She paused. ‘Yes, I’ve used that name.’

‘Gwen Lister? Does that sound familiar?’

‘I’ve used that name too,’ she said quietly.

‘What? I can’t hear you,’ Hogan snapped.

She looked up. ‘Yes, I’ve used that name, too,’ she said loudly.

‘Right.’ He snapped out the word. ‘And Clarice Brown, Amanda Simpson, Rose Sims and Lottie Gray. Those are all other names that you have used, aren’t they?’

‘Yes.’

‘Those are names that you’ve been arrested under, aren’t they?’

‘Objection.’ Bennett sprang to his feet.

‘Sustained,’ Judge Lebonock said, glaring down at the prosecutor.

‘I have a right to test her credibility, your honor,’ Hogan protested.

‘Only as to convictions, Mr. Hogan. You know that.’

Hogan looked again at the witness. ‘Those are names that you used when you were arrested and convicted, aren’t they?’

‘Objection,’ Bennett was up again. ‘I’ve covered the fact that she has been convicted many times for prostitution. This is merely an attempt to poison the record and influence the jury.’

Judge Lebonock raised his hand to restrain Hogan from replying. ‘He has a right, independent of your direct examination, to show a criminal record of convictions. It goes to the credibility of the witness. You may proceed, Mr. Hogan.’

‘Thank you, your honor.’ Hogan walked to the table and picked up several official-looking pieces of paper.

‘Were you arrested and convicted of the crime of accosting and soliciting in this city in the month of April, 1967?’

Ramilda Brown’s face muscles worked beneath her dark skin. ‘I suppose so. I’ve been convicted many times. It is hard to remember.’

‘I’ll bet it is,’ Hogan growled aloud.

‘Objection,’ Bennett said.

‘Sustained,’ Judge Lebonock said. ‘Just stick to your questions, Mr. Hogan, we can do without your comments.’

Hogan ignored the judge, again looking at the papers in his hand. Slowly, boringly, he began to read every conviction, pausing to ask Ramilda if she remembered the arrest and what name she had used in each case. There were three pages of convictions. It took a while. Bennett noticed that the jury had begun to look bored.

Finally, Hogan finished with her record. ‘So, when you used a name that was not your own before a judge, it was a lie, was it not?’

Before Bennett could say anything, Ramilda spoke. ‘I guess so,’ she said.

‘And you used a false name some eleven times?’

‘If you say so,’ she responded softly.

Hogan paused and walked a few feet, as if composing his thoughts. ‘Who feeds you?’ he asked.

Ramilda looked startled. ‘The hospital,’ she said,

‘Oh?’ Hogan’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You walked into the hospital and they took care of you?’

‘No.’ Ramilda paused. ‘My man beat me up. I almost died. The police took me to the hospital.’

‘Are you free to go anytime you want?’

‘Objection,’ Bennett said.

‘I’ll take the answer,’ the judge said. ‘Proceed.’

‘I asked you if you were free to leave anytime you want?’ Hogan repeated.

‘No, I guess not,’ she stammered.

‘No?’ Hogan asked. ‘Why is that? Are you under arrest?’

She shook her head. ‘No. I am a police witness. I can’t leave the hospital.’

‘But you are not under arrest?’

‘No.’

Hogan smiled slightly. ‘In that case, I suppose you are something like a guest of the police department?’

‘I guess.’

‘They take care of you, give you a place to stay and food to eat, right?’

‘Well, yes.’

Hogan walked slowly until he stood directly in front of the jury. ‘Do you know what these two defendants are?’

She nodded.

‘I can’t hear you,’ Hogan said.

‘They’re two policemen,’ she said.

‘Oh, two policemen,’ he mocked. ‘And you came over to help out these two policemen, right?’

Her eyes flashed with the first show of any feeling. ‘No,’ she almost shouted the word. ‘I didn’t even want to come. But that man asked me to tell what I seen,’ she pointed at Bennett. ‘That’s how come I am here.’

‘Mr. Bennett asked you to come here?’ Hogan asked, as if surprised.

‘Yes. He come to the hospital and talked to me.’

Hogan paused. ‘How long did he talk to you?’

‘An hour, I guess, more or less, anyway.’

Hogan nodded. ‘Did the police talk to you? I mean about this case?’

She shook her head. ‘No.’

Hogan stopped and looked at her, letting the jury see the doubt written across his face. He walked slowly toward her. ‘You like policemen?’ he asked quietly.

‘Not very much,’ she replied.

‘I can understand that, Ramilda,’ Hogan said. ‘You’ve been a prostitute for a long time, haven’t you?’

‘Yes.’

Hogan stopped. He was directly in front of hen ‘Did they ever do anything for you, the police, that is?’

She again shook her head. ‘No. Like I told Mr. Bennett, there’s some good ones, some bad ones, but none of them ever did anything for me.’

‘What would happen to you if the police decided to let you go?’ Hogan asked.

‘Objection,’ Bennett began.

‘I’ll take the answer,’ the judge said quickly, stopping any further argument.

She paused. Hogan waited for an answer. ‘I don’t know,’ she said at last. ‘I can’t work as a prostitute no more. I’m bad cut up. I don’t feel very good either.’

‘Could you stay with your parents?’ Hogan asked softly.

‘I’ve got no people, mister,’ she said.

‘You would be in a pretty bad way if it wasn’t for the police taking care of you, wouldn’t you, Ramilda?’

‘Your honor,’ Bennett interjected. ‘That’s argumentative. He’s calling for a conclusion, not based upon…’

‘Sustained,’ the judge said, interrupting Bennett in mid-word. ‘I think you’ve obtained all the mileage out of this line of questioning that you are entitled to, Mr. Hogan.’

‘Your honor, I’m trying to show that this girl’s livelihood depends entirely upon the police department. Someone has talked to her…’

‘Objection,’ Bennett shouted. ‘This is going too far.’

Lebonock blinked. ‘Sustained.’ He looked over at the jury. ‘You will disregard the last remark of the prosecutor.’ He turned to Hogan, ‘If you wish to argue any further on this matter, or any other matter, you will request that the jury step out. If not, Mr. Hogan, I will have to find you in contempt of this court. I cannot put it any clearer than that, can I?’

‘No, your honor,’ Hogan said. He seemed unaffected by the judge’s threat. He turned again to the witness. ‘Now Miss Brown,’ he pronounced the name as if it had comic overtones, ‘you came here merely to do your civic duty, is that correct?’

Ramilda looked directly at him. ‘I came here to tell what I seen, period.’

‘No one promised you anything, or threatened you?’

‘No.’

‘And you expect these men and women,’ Hogan pointed at the jury, ‘to believe a cock-and-bull story like that?’

‘Objection!’ Bennett’s voice was lost in the laughter that erupted from the spectators.

The judge rapped his gavel for order.

Bennett had watched the jury’s collective reaction to the last question. They had not joined the laughter. He wondered if that was a good or bad sign. Despite his efforts at creating sympathy for the ailing, battered woman on the stand, it all came down to whether or not the jury believed her. The case itself depended on whether they believed her or not.

*

Bill Marshall drifted awake. He lay silently in the hospital bed. The sharp post-operational pain had lessened. Now, if he lay still, he experienced only a general soreness in the abdominal area. The stitched gash on his face, at the moment, pained him more than the abdominal scar. He lay quietly, watching his wife, who was knitting in a chair near the hospital window. She was a reassuring sight. Whenever he regained consciousness, she was always there.

His surgeon had assured him that the operation had been a simple one, a general repair job, no more serious than an appendectomy. Bondo’s knife had miraculously missed his vital organs.

His only visible memento would be the facial scar.

His attention was diverted to the foot of the bed. Inspector Jim Evans was tip-toeing into the room.

‘It’s okay, Swiftly,’ Marshall said. ‘I’m awake.’

His wife looked around. ‘You didn’t say anything.’

Marshall smiled, although it hurt his face. ‘You were busy knitting.’

‘Is it all right if we talk for a minute?’ Evans asked.

Marshall nodded his head slightly. ‘Sure.’ He looked over at his wife. ‘Martha, could you run downstairs for a cup of coffee or something? I think Swiftly wants to talk business.’

‘Hmm,’ she snorted. ‘All right.’ She looked over at Jim Evans. ‘But you be careful. I don’t want him worked up.’

Evans laughed. ‘Don’t worry, Martha.’

Her heels clicked as she reluctantly walked out of the room.

Evans smiled at the big man in the bed. ‘I was in to see you before.’

‘I remember,’ Marshall said.

‘I didn’t know if you would. We talked, but you were pretty zapped at the time.’

‘You told me that your people had got to the bomb in time. I remember.’

‘Yes. It was a close thing, not more than a couple of minutes’ difference. You did one hell of a job, you know that?’

Marshall ignored the compliment. ‘What about Bondo? Is there going to be trouble?’

Inspector Evans shook his head and grinned at the other man. ‘No sir, Billy, none at all. That kid with you told us what happened. We rounded up the other boys and they all said the same thing. Self-defense. The prosecutor has already ruled.’

‘Well, that’s good,’ Marshall said. ‘You never know.’

‘Another thing, Bill,’ Evans continued. ‘A thing like this can develop into a really big newspaper story. You’re a pretty prominent guy, you know.’

‘Publicity?’ Apprehension gripped Marshall’s features.

‘Yes, usually. It had all the makings of a big story. But the commissioner went to both newspapers. When the editors heard what you had done, they wanted to give you a medal. But they did agree to keep you out of the story. It was quite a trick. But they realized that if the public got wind of how close that son-of-a-bitch Bondo had come to destroying this town, it might tear this community apart.

‘Managing the news, I suppose,’ Evans went on. ‘But they agreed to keep it out. They carried a small story telling about Bondo’s death and that it was under investigation. I think it will end there.’

Marshall started to laugh, but his cheek pained as his flesh pulled against the stitches. ‘That’s great, Swiftly. I was worried. First of all, it isn’t good for business — a dentist who goes around cutting people’s throats — gives the patient even more to worry about while he is in the chair.’

Evans laughed.

Marshall’s face grew serious. ‘More important, the story of that madman’s organization should be squelched, so some other idiot doesn’t decide that he could do it, too.’

‘Agreed,’ Evans said. ‘Anyway, I thought you would want to know.’

‘I appreciate it,’ Marshall said.

‘Can I get you anything, Bill?’ Evans asked. ‘I could sneak a bottle in. They never search a cop, you know.’

Marshall grinned, despite the pain. ‘Be a waste of good liquor. It would all pour out through that line in my gut, probably.’

‘Well, if you change your mind, let me know.’

‘I will.’

‘Want me to hang around until your wife gets back?’ Evans asked.

‘No, that’s not necessary. Thanks. I think I’ll get a little more sleep, anyway.’

‘Well, okay. Try not to chase the nurses around, hear?’

Marshall’s smile widened until the pain from the scar forced him to stop.

*

Bennett had forced himself to sit quietly through Hogan’s final argument. He had listened carefully, hoping for an opportunity to object and throw the young man off stride. But Hogan had done a workmanlike job, staying within the limits, yet drawing upon every ounce of his cleverness to enlarge and color the evidence.

Sam Thomas and Nancy Kelso had congratulated Bennett on his argument to the jury. He too had employed every trick he knew. His approach to the jury alternated between cold logic and an outright plea for their sympathy.

The prosecution case, when boiled down, was simple enough. The doctor had testified to the cause of death. The body had been identified. The detectives in charge of the case told of the defendants’ conflicting stories of the shooting. The court reporter had read the testimony of the two dead witnesses; a cold recitation that the officers had abused the elderly deaf-mute before executing him. It had developed into a strong case.

The defense had been simple also. The shooting was admitted. Only the circumstances had been contested. The two officer-defendants had testified that it had been an unfortunate accident. Character witnesses had testified and Ramilda Brown had told her story.

Both attorneys had completed their arguments. Each had projected his theory, his version of the meaning of the evidence. Now it was up to the jury to decide for themselves.

Judge Lebonock, as soon as Hogan was finished, cleared his throat and addressed the jury. ‘Now, ladies and gentlemen,’ he began, ‘it is my duty to instruct you as to the law applying to this case. It is your duty to take the law as I give it to you, not questioning it nor bending it, but accepting it. It is your obligation to make a finding of fact, and to see if the facts match the law.

‘Now this is a charge of murder in the second degree. It is a case of homicide.’ The judge leaned forward in his chair.

‘There are three kinds of homicide. The first kind is justifiable homicide. For instance, in those countries which have capital punishment, when a state executioner puts a sentenced man to death, it is homicide. But it is termed a justifiable homicide in the law.

‘The next kind is excusable homicide. An example of that kind is where one man kills another in defense of himself. The killing, because of the surrounding circumstances, is excused. The defense in this case has argued that this matter comes under that category, an excusable homicide. Later I will enlarge upon this point.

‘The third kind of homicide is felonious homicide. A killing which is a crime. There are three kinds of felonious homicides in this state. First-degree murder is an intentional killing done with malice and premeditation. Second-degree murder is also intentional and with malice, but without premeditation. Finally, there is the crime of manslaughter, which is a killing done intentionally, but without malice or premeditation.’

Judge Lebonock looked intently at the jury. ‘Now, to avoid any confusion, I will fully define those important words, intent, malice and premeditation. Intent means that…’

Nick Bennett found he could not concentrate on the judge’s words. He had heard the same language in many other cases. Judge Lebonock was proceeding by the book, using the standard jury instructions given by most of the state trial judges.

He allowed his mind to wander for the first time since the trial had begun. He felt tired, exhausted by the clawing, fighting and grinding process that was the American criminal trial. The legal profession had tried valiantly to make the trial into a careful, logical search for the truth. Attorneys were allowed to see the other side’s evidence before trial, to investigate and search, so that, in theory, everything would be known to both sides at the time of trial.

But it never quite worked out that way. Witnesses changed. Circumstances forced lawyers to alter their main theory in the middle of a case. It was like a card game where every third card was wild. It was exciting, he thought to himself. Maybe too exciting. He noted that he perspired heavily when the action got rough, something that had not happened when he was younger.

As the judge continued, carefully outlining all the points of law that applied to a murder case, Bennett thought of the two young men sitting beside him. He had tried not to think of their fate if convicted, but the thought had haunted him throughout the trial. Prison, bad enough for anyone, would be a living hell for two former police officers. Bennett believed in their innocence, they had erred in judgment, but they were not murderers. If they went to prison…he forced his mind back to the words of the judge.

‘In this case the intent must be derived from the evidence of the deed committed, in connection with the other evidence in this case…’

Bennett was alarmed. He recognized the instruction, a strong one, permitting the jury to find the intent to kill from the alleged acts of the two officers out on the street. It seemed to back up Hogan’s theory that the dead witnesses’ version was the only thing needed for conviction. Also, as he listened to the judge, Bennett realized that the man was ruling out manslaughter, allowing the jury only two verdicts, guilty of second-degree murder or not guilty.

Bennett studied the jury. They were attentive, listening carefully to the judge. It would soon be over. He closed his eyes and thought about Nancy Kelso, sitting at the press table just a short distance away. She had been the catalyst, propelling him out from the quiet non-life of a semi-invalid into this trial, and even more, into a deep growing love for her. His life style had been nothing but a careful, joyless existence. Now it would be different, His love for her was a great tonic. And even if somehow his heart was to explode within him, at least he would have the satisfaction of knowing he had touched life itself for a little while, rather than just waiting patiently in the shadow of the grave.

‘Therefore, members of the jury, I rule that no evidence has been produced that would permit a finding of manslaughter. Therefore, there are only two possible verdicts in this case. You may find the defendants, or either of them, guilty of second-degree murder, or you may find the defendants, or either of them, not guilty.’

Lebonock looked down at the clerk. ‘All right, pull the names of the two people to be excused.’

The clerk reached into the glass jury box and extracted two cylinders. He opened them and called out the names. Bennett cursed silently, one was an accountant whom Bennett thought might be sympathetic to the defendants. The two excused jurors eased their way past the others and walked briskly to the back of the courtroom.

‘That’s it then,’ the judge said. ‘Swear the jury.’

Once again the clerk had them repeat the words of the oath. The brief ceremony finished, a uniformed officer escorted the twelve men and women to the jury room. He closed the door after them and then stood in front of it, crossing his arms. The judge stood up and stalked off the bench hurrying to his chambers.

There seemed to be a stunned silence, and then the tension of the trial was released and a babble of talk and noise filled the courtroom. Several newsmen walked over to talk to the attorneys.

The court clerk made a careful notation of the exact time that the jury retired to deliberate. It was precisely thirty-five minutes after the hour of ten in the morning.

The uniformed officer remained standing in front of the jury-room door. It was his job to remain there until the jury knocked, their signal that they had arrived at a verdict.

*

The man in room 256 had not made an appearance for several days. More importantly to the room clerk, the amount paid in advance for the room had been used up. The hotel was small and dingy, catering to old men and drunks, and no one was allowed to stay without paying.

The clerk nodded to an old man seated on an ancient leather chair in the small musty lobby. ‘Watch that desk for a minute, Harry,’ the clerk said. ‘I’ve got to check on something.’

The old man nodded enthusiastically, exhibiting a toothless grin. He shuffled over hurriedly to take a place behind the desk.

The clerk walked up to the second floor. He took no notice of the odor, he was used to it. Age, mold and neglect blended together to give the somber hallway an atmosphere of death and defeat.

The clerk knocked on the door. There was no response. He called. He cursed silently, fishing the pass key from his pocket. The door opened and he momentarily recoiled from the sight.

The man lay fully clothed upon the unmade bed. Several empty bottles had rolled against the wall.

‘What’cha want,’ the cracked voice asked from the bed. One eye sagged open and regarded the clerk.

‘Christ,’ the clerk snapped. ‘I thought you were dead.’

‘Huh?’

‘You owe money for the room.’

‘Oh.’ The man slowly rolled over. ‘Some money in my wallet, there on the dresser,’ he mumbled. The clerk opened the worn wallet. He extracted a five-dollar bill.

‘I’m taking a fiver,’ he said. ‘That’ll pay you up for a week.’ He took a look at the identification in the wallet. It belonged to Hamilton Durst. ‘You feel all right?’ he asked the haggard man on the bed.

The man gazed absently at the ceiling. ‘You were right the first time,’ he said quietly. ‘In a manner of speaking, I am dead.’ He closed his eyes and shuddered.

*

Bennett again idly studied his reflection in the courtroom window. The tired face stared back. He smiled. The face was older now, but inside his spirit was the same as when he had worked these courts as a young man. Perhaps no one’s spirit ever grew old, he mused, maybe everyone was still young, just trapped inside aging bodies.

He turned away from the window and glanced at the courtroom clock. It was almost four o’clock. He walked to the prisoners’ box and perched his hip on the rail.

‘How long do you think it will take, Mr. Bennett?’ Maguire asked.

‘Hard to tell, Chuck. Sometimes they come out fast, you know, just have a cigarette and then come back with a verdict.’

‘How come?’ Kirk asked.

‘It means they had no trouble deciding the case. Usually, it’s because the prosecution’s case is so strong, nobody has anything to argue about.’

‘Well, they must have something to argue about this time,’ Maguire said. He referred to the several times earlier when the muted sound of angry voices had seeped through the heavy jury door.

‘They’ve been quiet for a while now,’ Bennett said. ‘It probably won’t be too long now. Deducting the time out for lunch, they have been at it for almost four hours.’

All three men fell silent.

Mentally, Bennett cast about for some conversation. ‘What are your plans, Chuck?’ he asked. ‘I mean when this is all over.’

‘You mean if we are found not guilty?’

‘Of course.’ Bennett smiled to reassure both men.

‘Well, I have given that a lot of thought,’ Maguire said quietly. ‘I think I’ll move my family up north. I had that job at the lumber mill while we were waiting for trial. I sort of liked it. I think that’s what I would like to do.’

‘How about you?’ Bennett asked Kirk. Kirk had put on a great deal of weight since Bennett had first seen him. Now he was a stout man, with a mound of flesh over the top of his trousers.

Kirk looked up at him. ‘I like being a cop. Of course, the department wouldn’t touch me with a ten-foot pole, not after this. But I figure I might move to another city, maybe a small town. I might be able to get a police job there. If I can’t, then I guess I’ll work as a private guard. That’s a booming business nowadays.’ A smile forced its way across his worried features. ‘Maybe I just like the uniform.’

‘It is good to have plans,’ Bennett said. He glanced toward the jury-room door. The bored officer still lounged against it. There was no sound coming from within, all was quiet.

Bennett thought of his own plans, new plans. He would marry Nancy Kelso. Not right away, but after a proper civilized courtship. He was still old-fashioned about such things. He wondered if she would accept him, but he thought and hoped she would. Also, Nick Bennett had decided that he would take a bit of trial work, not too much, but some, just enough to remind himself that he was alive and kicking.

The whole experience of the trial, he had decided, had been good for him. Fifty-one years was not really old, and now he had plans, his first real plans in years. Lost in his thoughts, he did not really hear the knock.

Startled, the officer at the jury door swung around and opened the door a crack. He held a short, whispered conversation. Closing the door, he left his post and walked hurriedly across the courtroom to the judge’s chambers.

Bennett wondered if the jury had reached a verdict, or was merely inquiring about something trivial, like dinner. He felt his heart pound faster.

The officer reappeared in a minute, walking briskly back to the door. All eyes were on him. His face was a stony mask, Bennett walked part way across the courtroom.

‘What is it?’ he asked the officer.

‘They’ve got a verdict,’ the officer answered.

The air seemed to be electrified. Newsmen, who had been lounging around the court building, began to file into the courtroom. Hogan had been reading a newspaper in the judge’s chambers. He quickly walked in, his face grim. His career would depend on the verdict. If it was guilty, Hogan could expect many doors to be opened for him, success in his grasp. However, if it was not guilty, he would return to the relative obscurity of a mundane trial assignment for the prosecutor. His future rode on the outcome.

As if by some secret telegraph, the courtroom again became crowded. But it was very quiet, the spectators silent and expectant.

Hogan took his seat at the counsel table, the homicide officers seating themselves behind him. Bennett and Thomas elected to stand in front of the prisoners’ box, sharing the outcome with their clients. The newsmen crowded around the press table.

It seemed like an hour before Judge Lebonock came out of his chambers. He mounted the bench and remained standing. He nodded to the court officer. He opened the door and the jury members began to file out. Each person seemed self-conscious, avoiding the eyes of any of the participants of the trial.

The first person out, leading the others, was the tall angular black woman whom Sam Thomas had feared to leave on the jury panel.

‘Oh, my God,’ Thomas whispered under his breath. Bennett understood his meaning. The first one out was always the foreman of the jury, and sometimes the one who had bent the others to his will. He experienced a cramping in his stomach as he tried to control his excitement.

The jury formed a semi-circle facing the judge. He looked down at them. ‘Call the roll,’ he instructed the clerk.

Slowly, painfully slowly, the clerk intoned the individual names of the jurors, each answering ‘here’ as their name was called. Finally, the clerk was done. He turned to the judge. ‘All present,’ he said.

‘Have you reached a verdict, and who shall speak for you?’ the judge asked quietly.

‘We have reached a verdict,’ the woman’s voice was strong. ‘And I will speak.’

‘What is your verdict?’

‘We find both defendants…’ She paused to make sure her words were correct. ‘We find both defendants not guilty.’


Chapter Five

Ramilda Brown lay quietly on the hospital bed listening to the radio playing in the ward. It was turned down low.

She felt better. The pain from the surgery was only intermittent now and the doctor said she was making good progress. She turned to her nightstand and surveyed the remainder of her cigarettes. They were running low. She decided she would have to ration them to make the few she had last as long as possible.

She wondered if she could ask that attorney to send her some more. He seemed nice enough. And he had sent over that social worker from the welfare department. That had answered some of her problems.

The social worker had taken down the information needed to put her on the welfare rolls, so she would not starve after all. And the worker had said she might get a job doing day work. Cleaning up a house for somebody might not be easy work, but it could not be any harder than what she had been doing.

Ramilda breathed deeply, surprised that she was relieved to be free of the life of a prostitute. No more alcoholic Johns, no late hours in empty streets, housework did not look so bad after all.

She half-listened to the news being reported from the softly playing radio.

‘…saying that the bond issue would not solve the school problem, the governor vetoed the controversial bill. And this just in, the jury in the criminal court has just acquitted the two police officers charged in last May’s shooting of James Robinson. The case, which has attracted so much attention, ended at four o’clock with the verdict of the jury. Nicholas Bennett, one of the defense attorneys, stated the outcome reaffirmed the strength of the jury system. No decision has been reached on the officers’ future with the police department. A police department spokesman said the commissioner would take the matter under advisement.’

Ramilda felt no emotion. She was interested, but only because she had been a part of the trial. The fate of the two policemen had never been a concern of hers. She reached over for a cigarette. Perhaps she could ask that lawyer for some after all.

*

He sat back in his chair, feeling the effect of the drinks. It had started out as a victory party. But somehow it had just not jelled. The gathering had been more like a wake, or a reunion of surviving veterans after a bloody combat.

It should have been quite a party, eight people out to celebrate. The two lawyers, Nancy Kelso, Lieutenant Maguire and the two young officers and their wives. It should have been merry, but they had been quiet, almost somber. The restaurant had nothing to complain about in their conduct, just eight quiet people around a big table, nothing more.

Maguire, Kirk and their wives had been through too much to truly enjoy themselves. The specter of life imprisonment had been banished, but it had been too close a thing to really feel any joyous exhilaration. Tough old Lieutenant Maguire had tried to laugh at Sam Thomas’s jokes, but his heart had not been in it.

The young men, although now free, had not come out of the trial unscathed. When Bennett had first met them, only a few months before, they were eager men, vibrant and ready for life’s challenges. Now, after the wearing effect of the trial, they were quiet, their attitudes more mature. Their lives had taken a sudden unexpected turn. They faced an entirely new future, an uncertain future for both. They were not beaten men, yet they were now watchful, cautious about what might lie ahead. Youth had gone from them.

After dinner, they had made their excuses. Bennett understood that they wished to withdraw, to be by themselves, away from any further connection with the nightmare they had lived. They once again solemnly thanked him for his successful efforts. Lieutenant Maguire left with them.

Sam Thomas had passed up dinner, being content with a series of powerful Manhattans. He was letting off steam. Sam, a veteran of many a courtroom battle, was lifting the awful mantle of responsibility for lives in his own way, a short, hard evening of drinking. He had wandered away to the restaurant’s bar, leaving the two of them alone.

He felt her studying him. ‘Have I got some steak sauce on my nose?’

She laughed. ‘I didn’t mean to stare, really. I just wonder what’s going on in that brain of yours?’

‘Nothing much.’

‘Come on, Nick. I’m still a newspaperwoman. What is it really like, winning a case like that? What are your feelings?’

He smiled at her, again losing himself in her unbelievably light blue eyes. ‘It’s quite hard to say, Nancy.’ He took another sip of his martini. ‘To tell you the truth, it’s a little like surviving an auto accident. You can’t really believe that you’ve come out alive, but here you are, eating and drinking.’

‘It can’t be that bad.’

‘Yes and no.’ He stretched against the back of his chair. ‘Right now I can’t think of even one passage or bit of testimony. But tonight, I won’t be able to sleep. I’ll keep playing back the trial mentally as if I was watching a movie. Peculiar maybe, but I think that’s what happens to most trial lawyers, at least lawyers who have really put their backs into a long trial. Right now, the only thing I feel is a sensation of being suspended, no thoughts, no feelings.’

‘That might be the martinis.’

‘Maybe, but I don’t think so. I recognize the feeling.’

She giggled. ‘How do you suppose that prosecutor feels. I mean it must be a lot worse to lose.’

He frowned. ‘At first, it’s about the same. I suppose it might be a kind of mental shock. Win or lose, you’re always glad to have the damned thing over with. Later, that’s when the thoughts come pouring in; things you should have done, questions you should have asked. It’s a better thing.’

‘He deserves it,’ she said. ‘I think that Hogan was a first-class louse.’

Bennett laughed. ‘That’s because you were rooting for our side. No, he’s not a louse. But he is a very disappointed young man. You know, if he had won this case, he might have used it as a springboard for better things. As it is, no matter what he does from here on, the newspapers will always refer to this loss in any story about him.’

‘You sound like you’re sorry for him.’

‘No. I was damn glad to beat him. He riled me several times. Besides, he has a nasty superior attitude that got under my skin. I don’t feel sorry for him. As a matter of fact, he learned a lot from this trial. We lawyers only learn from our losses, never from our victories.’

‘So you gained nothing?’

Bennett looked at her intent face. Her beauty seemed to inflame his mind and he found it hard to concentrate on a logical answer.

‘Nancy, in a way, I gained the most from this trial. Obviously, the defendants could have gone to prison, so they benefited. Still, their lives are changed completely. True, they aren’t going to jail, but all their hopes and dreams are fractured. Same with the prosecutor. He had a shot at something and he lost. He’ll have to rearrange his thinking, too.’

‘I know about them, Nick. But what have you gained?’

He sighed. ‘Just like the others, my whole life has been changed. Until this trial came up, I led a cheerless, quiet existence, really afraid to try anything else. Now, with the trial and the test of the courtroom battle, I’ve found my way back to the land of the living, as it were.’

‘Oh, you make it sound as if you had been in a rest home.’

He laughed. ‘Not quite, but damn near. Anyway, that is all changed.’ He paused. ‘Most of it is thanks to you.’

She looked at him, her face suddenly serious. ‘If it is for the good, Nick, I’m happy.’

He smiled at her. ‘The whole thing is odd, a criminal trial, I mean. It seems to rip and reform whole lives, not just the defendants, but everyone in the case. I think, especially the lawyers. It is a test, a contest, not just with your opponent, but with yourself. You can win big or you can lose big.’

‘You won big,’ she said.

Nick Bennett surveyed her, her eyes, her blonde hair glistening in the soft light of the restaurant, the soft curves of her body. ‘You might say I won big at that.’ He reached for his wallet. ‘Can I invite myself to your place for a drink?’

‘What about Sam?’

‘He’s found a home in that bar. Don’t worry about him. He’ll cut off soon and take a taxi home.’

‘About that invitation,’ she said, ‘Are your intentions honorable?’

He grinned at her. ‘No.’

‘Good. Then let’s go.’

The trial was the furthest thing from his mind as he watched her walk out of the dining room ahead of him.

*

J. Franklin Moses eased his heavy form down the stairs to the basement. He ambled past the casket room to the embalming room, marked with a sign saying ‘laboratory’. He pushed open the door.

Leroy James, his cosmetologist, a new term for embalmer, was just finishing up the job.

‘Well, how’s it going, Leroy?’ Moses asked.

The man spun around. He wore a white doctor-like smock. ‘It has been just one big mess,’ Leroy lisped. ‘I wonder sometimes what those autopsy doctors think they’re doing. A good butcher would be more careful with a side of beef. Honestly, it was just a mess when it came in.’

Leroy, an obvious homosexual, forever complained about the condition of the bodies brought in. He minced around the steel table to the other side and again worked at the throat of the corpse.

‘Really, Mr. Moses, I’ve spent over two hours with this nasty thing. I mean, they did everything but cut off its arms and legs. I had to put him back together like a jigsaw puzzle.’

‘You’ve done a good job, Leroy,’ Moses said, moving closer to the form on the table. He examined the repair done on the throat wound.

‘That was the worst part of all,’ Leroy said, nodding his head toward the throat. ‘I must have used a gallon of wax trying to cover that thing up. Even with the high collar of this darling blouse, the whole thing would have showed.’

‘It’s good,’ Moses nodded. ‘Looks like no more than a welt. Same with the cut areas around the head. Considering what you had to start with, you’ve done a fine piece of work, Leroy.’

‘Oh,’ Leroy shrilled. ‘That’s so nice of you to say so, Mr. Moses. Not many people appreciate what I do here. But I consider myself as an artist. I try to do my very best with every body they bring in, no matter how messy.’

‘Where did you get the clothes?’ Moses asked, looking over the clad form on the table.

‘Some of his people brought them in from his apartment. I understand he wore only white blouses. I admire the cut and the material, but I would have preferred something more colorful, you know, something like a hot pink or an off-shade of orange.’

Moses smiled to himself.

‘Oh, I forgot the shoes,’ Leroy said. ‘Excuse me, Mr. Moses, while I run down the hall and get the pair they brought in.’ He minced out of the embalming room.

Brother Bondo’s corpse was almost as long as the extra-long embalming table. He was ready to go on display, Moses thought to himself. It would be a cheap funeral, just the bare amount provided by the city’s charity. If Bondo’s organization had any money left it had all been stolen. He had no close family and his commandos had no money, so Bondo would not go out in high style. Still, Moses reflected, they had fixed him up pretty good under the circumstances.

Moses studied the long lifeless face. ‘You almost got everybody killed,’ he said aloud to the corpse. It was just a miracle that it had not happened. Moses shook his head silently. Everyone held their breath, wondering what the black community would do when the innocent verdict had come in. But nothing had happened. All the hate that Bondo had pumped into the city had gone for naught. There had been black people on that jury. Even the foreman of the jury had been Negro. That counted for something, Moses thought, at least it had counted with the black people he knew. Some people, Moses knew, were still screaming about injustice. But the thing had been blown out of proportion in the first place, so the verdict had not touched off any riot or trouble as predicted. Cool heads had prevailed.

Still, it had been a close thing, a very close thing, Moses thought. Treatment of black people had been steadily improving in the city, slow maybe, but steady. The whole racial situation could still stand improvement, but not the way Bondo had wanted.

Moses sighed. Madmen like Bondo had nothing to lose. They had not built up a business, nor did they have any job seniority. They had nothing to lose, but they could lose it for everyone else by their insane actions. He shook his head.

Leroy came back into the room carrying a pair of large brown Oxfords. ‘These will fill the bill,’ he lisped.

Moses looked at the shoes. It seemed such a waste to bury anyone with shoes, or trousers for that matter. Still, that’s what they wanted nowadays, as if the corpse would get up on judgment day and walk around in his fine clothes. He sighed again.

Leroy finished tying on the shoes. ‘There, I’m done,’ he announced proudly.

‘Just one thing,’ Moses said.

Leroy looked crestfallen.

‘Put a smile on him,’ Moses said.

‘Pardon me?’

‘Put a smile on him.’

‘Mr. Moses, I take pride in my work. I’ve got all that wax holding his head together. If I try to put a smile on him, I’ll have to do it with toothpicks at the corners of his mouth. He will look like an idiot.’

Moses’s heavy face split into a wide smile. ‘That’s exactly what I want.’

‘But he’ll look like an idiot. People will laugh.’

‘I’m still the boss here, Leroy. You put a smile on that cat. And the more idiotic the better. You get me?’

‘But.’

‘Yes sir, Leroy, that will be a fine finishing touch to Brother Bondo.’

J. Franklin Moses left the embalming room, whistling to himself.

*

Conclusion:

‘Verdict’ as it is used in a criminal case means the truth, a decision of the jury as a proper determination and ending of the case.

MARS vs. STATE

163 Ga. 43

135 S.E. 410

THE END
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