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This is for the falsely accused, the wrongfully imprisoned, the unjustly burned. You know who you are.








Death is different… Death is final. Death is irremediable. Death is unknowable.

—ANTHONY G. AMSTERDAM

I shall ask for the abolition of the death penalty until I have the infallibility of human judgment demonstrated to me.

— MARQUIS DE LAFAYETTE
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Death Row Inmate #39384

If I wasn’t going to die, this story would end here. There wouldn’t be no beginning and there wouldn’t be no end, nothing interesting to talk about, only another self-published prison diary that would sell lots less copies than Lord Jeffrey Archer’s memories of being a guest at various stone hotels. My name would be forgotten, instead of on the lips of newscasters and parents and schoolchildren. I’d be a number, a series of digits on an orange jumpsuit, a man whose face and name no one remembered.

Except for Emily. Emily would remember me. And so would Jake Junior.

One of the last times they came, after spending almost an hour in the security line, after Emily had to remove her underwire bra and trade her best shoes (the ones with the pretty buckles I bought for her last birthday) for a pair of too-large slippers with no metal adornments, we didn’t say much. Jake Junior, cranky after being forced to leave his precious Legos in a plastic bowl with one of the screening staff, gave me a quick kiss and went all quiet. I hated them for taking his toys. As if I was gonna build an escape staircase out of a bag of plastic bricks. Jesus wept.

I still had contact visits then, and Emily hugged me just long enough for the hug to feel good, to get some of my old motor purring under all that orange polyester, just short enough to silence any alarm bells about to sound off in the watching guards posted at each corner of the room. She sat down and stared at me through baby-fine lashes. No mascara that morning; she was probably worried about it running if our conversation took the wrong turn, or even if it didn’t.

Jake took in my jumpsuit and said it looked like a mechanic’s work uniform, except the wrong color.

‘Mechanics always wear blue,’ he said.

I reached across the broad table and ruffled his hair, freshly cut since the last time I saw him, sticking up a little on the crown as if he’d slept on it wrong. ‘Yeah. Hides the grease and stuff,’ I said.

And then we didn’t say anything for a long time.

We didn’t say, for instance, ‘When will you be coming home?’ or ‘The boys at the shop are throwing a keg party when you get out.’ or ‘I can’t wait to have you in our bed again.’ That sort of banter is for the C Block men and their families. Not for me. Not for Emily and Jake.

When we did talk, we said different things.

‘The papers for the house need to be signed by Wednesday.’

‘Mom and Dad have cleared out the spare room for me and Jake Junior.’

‘Marty Kray from down the street bought your Ford. Less than you were asking, but at least it was something.’

It was all business. The business of getting ready for the end, an end that would come all too soon.

I tried not to count the remaining visits in my mind. One, two, three more times of regular visits, if anyone could call sitting across a wide steel expanse of table, constantly under the eyes of three armed guards, prohibited from more than a casual touch, ‘regular’. And then the next visit. The last. I tried not to think of what we would talk about – or what we wouldn’t talk about – at that final reunion.

I saved those thoughts for night, when I was alone. When Emily couldn’t see my tears.

Someday, I’ll meet them again, my darling Emily, with those eyes of hers that see all the way to the bottom of your soul, that see the lies and the truth. My little Jake – although by then he’ll be a grown man instead of a six-year-old. Maybe a college graduate, maybe married, maybe a rock star or a writer. Who knows where his life will take him? None of us can ever know that. But I sure as shit hope he ends up better off than his old man.

I’ll meet her, too, the woman who wrote the ending to my own story. Maybe I’ll put a hand out to push her away. Maybe I’ll forgive her. The first is more likely. I won’t be sure until the whole tale’s told. As for her, the first time she meets me again, I’ll be no more than a bunch of words on paper.

I’ve had a lot of time for writing words these days. But time is running out.








Chapter One

Two words buzz around my head as I sit in Judge Petrus’ chambers this afternoon. One is ‘murder’. The other is ‘certainty’. The lawyer in me doesn’t much like either word on its own. In combination, they’re even worse.

‘Well?’ Petrus looks at her watch. Carmela Petrus is a scarecrow of a woman. Too many facelifts have turned her into a Picasso painting, all hard lines and angles. She’s living evidence that you can’t judge a book by its cover. Underneath, Petrus is a fair woman. Sympathetic. She knows what I’m going to say and why I’m going to say it.

She’s not the only one waiting. Outside, the reporters started gathering over an hour ago, and the family has been there even longer. Families, really – one who will cheer and one who will hiss when I deliver my decision to them. The rest of the public has neatly divided itself at the foot of the courthouse steps, milling around with their handmade signs, half of which want to send this one down, all the way down, down to a kind of locked basement from which the odds of escape are less than zero. The other half carries signs saying Execute Justice, Not People! and Execution Is Legal Homicide! and Why Do We Kill People Who Kill People to Show That Killing Is Wrong?

I’m thinking that if I’ve ever seen a case with an overabundance of damning evidence, it’s this one, the case that will end with a unanimous verdict of guilty after five minutes of jury deliberation. The defendant confessed, for Chrissake.

But.

There’s always a ‘but’. There needs to be one. There needs to be that final, lingering hesitation, that unanswerable question in a prosecutor’s mind. Now more than ever.

What if I’m wrong?

Petrus again, impatient but not unkind. She knows the stakes. ‘Well?’

My ears register the form sliding across the desk and flapping lackadaisically as the current from the ceiling fan catches its edge, a little extra punctuation from the somber environment in the judge’s chambers. I don’t need to look at the form, to read the few terse sentences of legalese, to see the underlined spaces waiting for a signature and a date. The text was on the front page of every newspaper in the country after the State Remedies Act was passed.

Future headlines, unwritten but possible, flash through my mind.

DNA EVIDENCE REVEALS FATAL ERROR

APPEALS COURT REVERSES CONVICTION

POSTHUMOUS PARDON FOR VICTIM

VIRGINIA PROSECUTOR SENTENCED TO DEATH

‘They’re waiting, Justine.’ Petrus again. I hear the click of a polished nail on the wood of the desk, tapping the form. ‘You need to decide.’

They’re all waiting. The public, the press, the family of the seventeen-year-old honor student whose murder is the subject of the upcoming trial, and the family of the woman who killed him. The hundreds of students and teachers who had taken a day off from their daily routine behind the serpentine walls of Virginia’s most prestigious public university to wait out my decision.

They’ll hate me. Well, half of them will hate me. But a woman can survive hatred. Hatred doesn’t kill you. Hatred isn’t on the same plane as a lethal cocktail working its way through your veins or two thousand volts of electricity stopping your heart. Or, maybe worse than that, a lifelong shadow of guilt.

I take the single sheet of paper from Petrus’ hand and read the text.


I, Justine Callaghan, lead prosecutor in the case of The People v. Charlotte Thorne, hereby seek the death penalty. I affirm that in the event of future exoneration of the defendant, I shall myself stand in her place, and this will serve as full and fair reparation of the wrong as stipulated by the State Remedies Act of 2016.



The two words continue their circuit in my mind. Guilt. Certainty.

Charlotte Thorne is guilty of murder. And I’m certain of it.








Chapter Two

With two exceptions – and one of those exceptions I don’t care to think about – no prosecutor in the Commonwealth of Virginia has called for the death penalty in seven years. That’s a drastic reduction from the seventy-some people who were executed in the 1990s. After the Remedies Act was passed, every man and woman in my line of work was scared shitless. Same in a few other politically divided states – Florida, North Carolina, Nevada.

If he’d stuck around, my husband would be proud of me.

Petrus clears her throat. ‘I don’t envy the position you’re in,’ she says. ‘They’re going to eat you alive this time, Justine.’ She rubs her eyes, stops, and then her fingers move to her temples, starting to move in small, deliberate circles. At this point, Petrus looks less like a judge and more like a barfly recovering from a weekend-long bender. ‘Fucking Remedies Act. Why couldn’t they leave things as they were?’

She’s talking about the state’s ban on capital punishment. And the exception to that ban known as the Remedies Act.

Virginia hasn’t been one state for decades now, not functionally. Look at any election data, and the lines are clear: progressives in the northern suburbs of Washington, DC, in the college towns of Charlottesville and Williamsburg, in Richmond and the southeast; God-fearing, lifelong conservatives in plenty of other places. Almost a straight fifty-fifty divide between the blue and the red, a cataclysm waiting to happen. It’s a near-perfect analog of the entire country. As I stand here, twenty-seven states utilize the death penalty; the other twenty-three don’t. Sixty percent of voters want an alternative punishment – life without parole, for instance – but a healthy third are fine with the way things are.

I’ve never understood that third of the population. I expect it’s mainly ignorance of some hard facts that keeps them sticking to their opinions like glue. They don’t know how often mistakes are made – an average of four death row inmates are exonerated every year. They don’t realize executions have shit to do with lowering homicide rates. And as much as they yell about the expense of keeping every first-degree murderer in prison for life, they don’t have a clue that a death penalty case in Texas costs over two million dollars – three times what it would cost to put someone in a single cell for forty years. So they want to see a man in a chair. Or a man on a gurney. Or a man in a gas chamber.

It’s all about the emotion.

What I always want to ask those thirty-three percent, those staunch death penalty advocates, is simple: What are your emotions going to be if the man in the chair, or on the gurney, or in the gas chamber turns out to be innocent? But I know the answer. There are procedures. They had opportunities to appeal. The law doesn’t allow for mistakes.

‘I mean,’ Petrus says, waking me up from my statistical nightmare, ‘I hate this goddamned “We have a ban, but…” crap. You want to get rid of executions, fine. Great. I agree. Get rid of them. It would make my job a hell of a lot easier. But don’t open a back door a few years later because of some shithead who was the spawn of Hannibal Lecter and Charles Manson. Christ on a pogo stick. What the fuck were they thinking?’

‘They were thinking they wanted to keep their seats in the legislature,’ I say. ‘And the right case came at the right time. The Remedies Act was supposed to make everyone happy. The third of the population that cried for justice got what they wanted – a reinstated death penalty. The rest of us got what we wanted – an insurance policy that would prevent any prosecutor from asking for it. You don’t really want to revisit that now, do you?’

Once more, her fingers move to her eyes, either to rub the hurt away or to prevent herself from seeing the evidence photos again. My bet is on the latter, and I close my eyes involuntarily against the images of small bodies that want to present themselves all over again. She waves at me as if swatting away an insect. ‘No. I still have nightmares about that trial. Anyway,’ Petrus says, nodding towards the window where a crowd waits outside, ‘maybe they’ll go easy on you since Thorne is a woman. You know how reluctant people have always been to execute females.’

‘Very. Chivalry isn’t as dead as we think.’

In fact, chivalric treatment of murderesses has always seemed to be alive and well. Something about the system was hesitant to put women to death – unless, of course, the crime was perceived as ‘unwomanly’. Of the fifty-odd women who sat on death row in recent memory, most of them were what society would call bad girls, in for rape-murder, infanticide, or the killing of other women. In other words, you had to be a true femme fatale.

Not so with men. When we still had the death penalty, if a man killed, he was sent to die. No jury or prosecutor ever weighed the convicted’s manliness when making the decision. Maybe that’s why there were always fifty men for every woman on the row, even though they only outnumbered women by a factor of seven when it came to taking a life.

Like I said, chivalry isn’t all gone. Except when we’re talking about a bad girl. And Charlotte Thorne is a classic bad girl.

‘In this case, I don’t think they’d be so reluctant, Carmela,’ I say. ‘No one who looks at Thorne sees a woman. They see a cold-blooded killer, a monster, like that truck-stop hooker down in Florida twenty-five years ago.’

Petrus makes a sound of pure disgust, then says, ‘Monster. Right.’ She stares at the form in my hand, the slip of paper that can turn a life sentence into a death warrant in the Charlotte Thorne case. ‘If you ask for death, Justine, I know we’ll get there. I’m sure of it.’

As am I.

But.

I let the form float back down to her desk, unsigned.

Petrus’ thin lips become even thinner. ‘I understand.’ Then: ‘I know what happened with that other case, and you weren’t yourself then. I know you’re cautious and I know you’re conservative, and most of all, I know you’ve got a rare sense of integrity. But I need to know, between us girls.’ She takes off her glasses and lays them on the desk next to the form. ‘If they hadn’t passed the Remedies Act and made the exception after that – you know – that other case, if everything were as it was before, what would you do now?’

It’s a complicated question, but my answer is simple.

‘Considering the nature of the crime, the state of the deceased’s body, and the complete lack of remorse Thorne has displayed, I still wouldn’t ask for Charlotte Thorne to pay with her life.’

‘Okay. Personal question, Justine. Why not, if the evidence is golden?’

‘You know why not. Because I can’t take it back if I’m wrong.’

She nods, and on her face there’s both understanding and disappointment. ‘Well, I guess you’re covered when you go outside to make a statement. You know how it works, Justine. The Remedies Act sort of covers your ass, doesn’t it?’

‘Yep.’ I know exactly how the Remedies Act works.

After all, I helped draft it.








Chapter Three

Telling Petrus is one thing; telling the crowd waiting outside is another. But I’m covered by the law. I can’t be spat on or shouted at or threatened. The law will do what it’s designed to do. It will protect me.

Or so I think.

I gather up my things – purse, briefcase, the light coat I needed this morning when early April’s chill hung in the air – and start down the long corridor toward the main hall of the courthouse. It hums with the usual activity. Security equipment sounds off occasional beeps when a forgotten set of keys or a few coins at the bottom of a pocket trigger it. Ambulance chasers scramble to beat each other to the clerk’s office to file their civil suits. Men and women crowd around wall-mounted dockets to see where they need to be and when they need to be there.

With each step toward the main doors, I review the evidence against Charlotte Thorne. It’s solid evidence, the kind you can almost wrap your hands around and feel. Its corners are sharp and well defined, its weight like a chunk of lead. Charlotte had – and I know this because I’ve had the case material to study for over a year now – called her student to an afternoon meeting. Nothing spectacular about that. Plenty of high school teachers meet with their students. They discuss grades, performance, attendance. Sometimes they shoot the shit like old colleagues rather than teacher and student.

What made Charlotte Thorne’s meeting with Robbie Forrester different were three things. The meeting took place at Thorne’s house. The topic under discussion was sex instead of Shakespeare. And Charlotte didn’t shoot the shit.

She shot a .45 into Forrester’s groin. Twice – one shot for each testicle. She waited an hour and fired a final bullet into Forrester’s head. Then she called 911, told them what she’d done, and gave herself up, probably to clinch an insanity plea, which didn’t work in the end.

I step out into the sun and give my eyes a moment to adjust. When they do, I see the eyes of the crowd on me. They all seem to settle on my skin simultaneously, like brazen flies, unafraid. My next words will either bring relief or rancor to the waiting crowd, depending on which side of the ideological fence they sit, which moral pole they adhere to.

A microphone waits on the podium, and I walk up to it, adjusting the height.

Now the flies on my skin seem to crawl, seem to bite into me, turning from a mere nuisance to something more sinister. I have to remind myself they aren’t flies, only eyes. Only eyes passing judgment, incapable of doing actual harm.

‘In the case of The People versus Charlotte Thorne, the city will not be seeking the death penalty.’

At the bottom of the courthouse steps, the eyes become words, and the words sting like a swarm of wasps whose nest I’ve disturbed in a moment of carelessness. There are cries and shouts and hoots worthy of a lifelong back-row heckler. At least a dozen people in a circle hold hands and chant lines from the Bible. Exodus, maybe. An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth. A lash for a lash. A life for a life. A bright line separates the right and left halves of the crowd, a bright blue line of police, their hands poised on nightsticks, ready to intervene should right and left decide to close the gap and rumble. It’s happened before.

An object flies from somewhere ahead of me, a white sphere describing an arc against the blue background of the sky. I think, Golf ball? Something worse than a golf ball? before my overworked brain recognizes it as not a sphere but an ovoid. An egg. It hits my forehead an inch below the hairline and cracks, dripping sticky albumen and yolk over my eyes, spattering bits of broken shell on the linen of my blazer, where they stick like tiny mosaic tiles.

A cheer ripples through the crowd.

‘Should have been a fucking grenade!’ someone yells from the masses.

‘Serves the bitch right. He was a kid,’ a woman calls out. ‘Just a kid!’

‘Maybe her kid’ll be next,’ another voice says. It’s met with a collective agreement so enthusiastic I can’t help but think of Jonathan, of that age-old conversation stopper: So, you’re against capital punishment? Well, suppose it were your son who was murdered. Your daughter. Your husband. You’d change your tune then, wouldn’t you?

I shut my ears to all of it, but the words still sting like wasps.

Suddenly there’s a pull, or a sensation of being pulled, a gravitational force from my left side. I blink to clear my eyes and recognize the source.

Daniel. Thank Christ for Daniel. He has a firm grip on my arm, and one hand pressed into the small of my back, steering me up the stairs, returning us both to the shelter and relative safety of the courthouse.

He sits me down in one of the hard chairs next to the security screening tables, and his clear British speech, softened by a few years in the States, has a calming effect. ‘Stay here. Don’t move. And for the love of God, don’t speak to anyone. I’ll get my car and come back for you in less than ten. Just quote the Act if they try anything, okay? You’re covered.’

I don’t respond.

‘Okay?’ he says again. ‘Ten minutes. Tops.’ Then he bends toward me and gently wipes my face with his sleeve. ‘Bloody bastards. You’ll be fine.’

I watch him retreat to the far end of the hall, toward the bank of elevators that carry hundreds of passengers each day, either up or down. Up to the courtrooms to either preside over or await fates; down to the parking garages. After Daniel disappears into one of them, six uniformed guards escort a handcuffed Charlotte Thorne to the last set of steel doors. They form a human shield around the woman.

The murderer, I think.

The system isn’t supposed to work this way. There are safeguards in place to keep the convicted from coming face to face with anyone from the district attorney’s office, either before or after a decision is taken. Separate entrances, separate elevators, separate levels in the subterranean parking garage. But earlier in the month – just my luck – the service elevator failed, the replacement parts arrived three weeks later than scheduled, the union guys decided to strike, and now here we are, opposing numbers in close contact. Closer than I’d like.

Charlotte Thorne looks across the hall at me, smiles, and says two words: ‘Thanks, honey.’ Christ, if the woman doesn’t look cheery. No. Cheery isn’t the right word. Victorious.

‘What’s the matter, counselor? Lose your nerve?’ Thorne says. The guard closest to her repositions himself and speaks to her, a warning, possibly. If it is a warning, Thorne ignores it. The woman knows what she’s doing, knows they can only send her to prison once, and that any potential death sentence was taken off the table as soon as I addressed the waiting crowd. She’s untouchable, and she knows this. ‘Not quite sure enough, eh? Fucking coward,’ she says, and the words, like arrows now, fly across the hall in my direction.

She’s taunting me, and it doesn’t make sense at first. Humans are hardwired to survive. But then I remember Charlotte Thorne has lost some of her humanity. She’s a psychopath, after all.

Coward.

Daniel could tell me to sit tight and stay quiet. It’s easy for him. He’s from a country that hasn’t seen an execution since 1964 – and hasn’t seen a woman executed since the mid-Fifties when Ruth Ellis was hanged for murder. Also, he never gets the hard cases. Daniel works for a swanky private firm dealing with international bank fraud, not homicide, and who in the public gives a shit about bank fraud? No one, that’s who. His cases go largely unnoticed, unreported, and unsensationalized. No electric chair will ever dangle in the prospective futures of the men and women Daniel helps send up to plush stone hotels with low security and even lower press coverage.

‘COWARD!’ Charlotte screams again.

This single word forces me to my feet.

Coward.

The same word may be hanging on the lips of the outside crowd, the Bible-thumpers who chant chapter and verse of Old Testament judicial philosophy at the top of their lungs, so loud I can hear every word from here inside. I wonder, in my shoes, who among them would act differently?

I backtrack to the main doors of the courthouse and once again step out into the bright afternoon sun. I don’t bother wiping the rest of the egg from my face and suit.

A dozen microphones appear in an arc around me, heavy, monstrous-looking things, like pointing fingers, accusatory and cold. For a moment, I’m back in the northwest corner of Harvard Yard, twenty-five again, surrounded by a different set of microphones but speaking the same words I speak now.

‘Listen to me,’ I say.

A few cries of ‘Shut the fuck up’ and ‘Who cares’ ripple through the crowd below me, then all goes quiet.

‘This afternoon, I had to make a decision. I had to decide whether to send a human being to her death.’

‘You decided wrong,’ someone shouts.

I ignore this, then look directly at the speaker, a stout woman in a too-tight suit and a silk scarf that has a chokehold on her. ‘Okay. Let me ask you, then.’ I keep my eyes locked on the woman. ‘Are you sure enough to put your life on the line?’

‘She did it,’ the woman says. ‘You know she did it.’

I continue. ‘You say you want a life for a life. Fine. But you all know what the stakes are now. I’ve got a kid at home. A young boy. I can’t risk it.’ The likelihood that Thorne will ever be exonerated approaches zero on the Kelvin scale, but still. I’d be insane to put my own life on the line for Charlotte Thorne’s brand of shit.

The woman in the scarf says nothing. Her stare, stony and sure when I began talking, softens.

‘If you’re going to send a human being to die,’ I say, feeling buoyed by the response, ‘you have to be sure. You have to be dead certain. There’s no do-over in this game. There’s no take-back, no Sorry, I made a mistake, no reset, no start again. Not anymore.’

I’ve got them now, I think. They’re listening. And then one of the Exodus-chanters calls out, ending this brief illusion. ‘You’re sure enough to send her to prison. You should be sure enough to send her to the chair. She killed a kid, Ms Callaghan. A kid. Someone needs to pay for that.’

A cry of ‘That’s real Christian of you’ comes from the left side of the police line, and it’s met with an equally loud cry of ‘Go fuck yourself, you leftie moron’ from the right section. It’s as if a random sampling of America, in all its red-and-blue divisiveness, has shown up at this courthouse to drive home the ugly truth about our country. Not so long ago, the cheers and boos came from opposite sides, with the conservatives backing me up and the liberals shooting me down. That’s the real world, I suppose, being able to please some of the people all of the time, all of the people some of the time, but never all of the people all of the time.

Then, to my horror, someone raises a baseball bat. And that’s enough. The sides draw together, the blue stripe of police between them, effective at keeping an uneasy peace, not so effective at keeping five men from running up the courthouse stairs. Towards me. The cops manage to herd them back down, but they leave a wide swath of unprotected granite, a no-man’s-land that only serves as a reminder that everyone is on one side of two.

A younger woman, much younger than the one in the silk scarf, threads her way to the front of the crowd. I put her in her mid-twenties, tops, but her thinness makes her look like a young teenager. She’s got a kid with her, a small boy with a smear of dirt on his cheek and a miniature toy car clutched in one hand. She stops at the yellow tape of the police line, now temporarily unguarded, and looks up at me with watery eyes.

‘You talk about how there’s no take-back. You stand there and tell me there’s no way to start over.’ Her voice breaks, the soft southern drawl of western or southern Virginia trailing off. Then she collects herself and continues. ‘I wish someone had said that seven years ago, Ms Callaghan. My boy wishes it, too.’

She could charge up toward me, maybe get close enough to slap or at least spit, but she doesn’t. She only stands in place, one hand holding on to her boy, the other tightly wrapped around the straps of a scuffed brown purse.

I know who she is.

She’s Emily Milford, and the last time I saw her was seven years back, on the day Carmela Petrus sentenced her husband to death.

Now the reporters have started a stampede down the stairs, away from me and toward the woman with the purse. It’s a chum-fest, twenty-five sharks all smelling blood at the same time.

‘Mrs Milford, do you—’

‘How do you feel about the Remedies Act, Mrs Milford?’

‘Do you think your husband deserved to die?’

‘What would you do if new evidence came to light?’ The reporter asking this question isn’t looking at Emily Milford, but at me.

And then another woman pushes her way through the pack of camera- and microphone-wielding predators. She’s in a smart red suit and hat, same as all the Vita activists, same as I used to wear, although this one looks too well turned out to be one of the original flock. She leans close to Emily Milford and whispers something in her ear.

Emily’s eyes widen.

‘I said to wait for me, not to start a war.’ Daniel is at my side again, and this time the pull is stronger as he turns me back into the building.

I steal a last glance over my shoulder. Two burly cops have succeeded in wrestling one of the charging men to the ground – no small trick, the charger leading the group is a mountain of a human being. Cries of protest rise up from the rest of the crowd – some directed at the apparent police brutality, others at me.

Emily Milford, her son, and the woman in the blood-red suit are gone.








Chapter Four

‘I can’t believe you let her off.’

They’re familiar words. They should be, since they’ve been pouring out of Susan Stewart’s mouth at least twice a year for the past decade. The only variable is the pronoun. Usually, it’s ‘him’ instead of ‘her’. The rest is the same old song, a snippet of shitty music you can’t get out of your head.

I open the door wider, and the boys run in, passing me by with a brief ‘Hi, Mommy’ and ‘Hi, Aunt Justine’ on their way to the back room where the television and PlayStation wait. Before I can dump my briefcase and purse on the hall table, the first chords of the Star Wars theme music have started up, and the cousins are busy light-sabering Lego Darth Vader and Lego Han Solo and Lego whatever-his-name is. I tell myself it’s only pretend violence, perfectly suitable for six-year-olds after a half-day of school. You can’t really harm a virtual Lego.

Part of me believes this. A small part.

‘I mean, Jussie, what the actual fuck? She killed that kid. She screwed him and then she killed him – grotesquely – and then she basically admitted it all in front of God and everybody. So don’t give me that moral high ground crap of yours.’ Susan pulls out a stool from the kitchen island, letting its legs squeak unnecessarily on the floor. ‘Got any wine?’

In response, I take a single glass from the rack above us and open the fridge. ‘Not if you’re going to be a bitch.’

‘Come on, sis. The kids are having fun. They like each other, and Tommy doesn’t have Lego Star Wars at home. Let them play for a while.’ Susan smiles one of her best smiles. ‘I’ll be nice. I promise.’

‘No, you won’t.’ But I take a second glass down from the rack and uncork a bottle of Syrah. ‘Oh, I almost forgot.’ On my phone, I transfer another five hundred dollars into Susan’s account. ‘For this week, okay?’

‘It’s too much.’

‘No, it isn’t. Jonathan’s better off spending his afternoons with you than in some shitty after-school program, and you need the money. Besides, like you say, he and Tommy get along.’

Susan doesn’t protest again. We both know she can use every penny, even if we usually avoid the subject of her runaway husband and focus on mine. ‘All I’m saying is, that Thorne woman is bad news. No one wants to pay for her to watch cable television and work out on Pelotons for the next fifty years.’

‘“No one” covers a lot of ground. Besides, you said you’d be nice,’ I say, pouring the wine, a half glass for Susan and barely a finger for myself.

Susan sips hers. ‘I did. I didn’t say I’d be silent.’

‘I couldn’t sign the thing.’

‘You mean you wouldn’t.’ Susan’s sips turn into long swallows, not quite gulps, but she’ll get there soon enough. I know the routine, the seven steps of my sister-in-law’s grief.

Anger always comes first, along with the accusatory questions.

How could you do that? How could you let her get off so easily? There will be a brief tour through niceties, a quick promise to be civil (for the boys’ sakes) following that. In a few minutes, Susan will start matching drinks two-for-one, and then the tears will come. Eventually, unavoidably, our conversation will shift to Ian.

We get there a little sooner this afternoon than usual.

A lot sooner.

Tommy and Jonathan run into the kitchen, the Star Wars music temporarily on hold. ‘Can we have popcorn, Aunt Justine?’ Tommy asks.

Jonathan beams a smile that’s all his father, none of me. ‘Please, Mommy?’

A couple of peas in a pod, I think. Same grayish eyes, same Cupid-bow smiles, same timbre in their voices. Even their writing is nearly identical. I turn to the fridge, where a pair of what-I-did-on-my-spring-break drawings are stuck with alphabet magnets. ‘My God, they’re alike,’ I say to Susan. ‘You think it’s because they’re in the same first-grade class?’ But I know it isn’t. Maybe you inherit handwriting like you inherit eye color and curls and Cupid’s bows. Maybe they get it all from Ian.

I can’t say Susan is like Ian, not really. Looking at her, I see that she’s much shorter, the nose is different, and she doesn’t have her only brother’s off-color sense of humor that can send me into almost uncontrollable fits of laughter until my stomach hurts.

Correction: sent.

‘Mom?’ Jonathan says. ‘Earth to Mom.’

‘Sure. Popcorn.’ I put the bag in the microwave to nuke and shoo the boys out. ‘Go back and play, kids. I’ll bring it in when it’s done.’

‘Two bowls?’ Jonathan says. ‘Because Tommy always takes big handfuls.’

‘Two bowls. Now scoot.’

They leave just in time. Susan has started up the waterworks, and by the time the Star Wars music is playing again, she’s full into her sixth stage of endless grief.

I brace myself. Time to talk about how I sleep.

‘How do you sleep?’ Susan asks. ‘How do you sleep knowing the assholes who killed people have been sitting down to dinner and a movie every night for the past seven years? Playing hoops out in the goddamned recreational area with a pack of other murderers? Getting in some gym time? Hell, maybe they’re even going for a degree. I hear they do that now. So tell me. How do you sleep?’

‘They’re still locked up, Susan. Disen-freaking-franchised, with or without three meals a day and workout rooms.’ As for her questions about how I sleep, the answer is easy: I don’t.

Susan drains her glass and pours another. All the way up to the rim. ‘The evidence was always there, Jus. It was there in every single case. Prints, hair, gunshot residue. A full confession.’ Now the glass is half empty again, Susan’s voice rises to a soprano, the first bars of the goddamned Star Wars theme seem to be on endless repeat, and a toxic smell is coming from the microwave over the stove. Nothing quite like the aroma of singed corn and smoked fake butter.

Shit.

‘Ian wouldn’t have wanted it, Sue,’ I say. ‘You know he wouldn’t have.’

‘You always say that.’

‘Because it’s the truth.’

We don’t ease into this last part; we never do. Susan takes another swallow, and I brace myself for the freight train of guilt she’s about to roll toward me.

‘What if Charlotte Thorne’s student had been Jonathan?’

‘It wasn’t,’ I say.

‘But what if it had been?’

There’s no answer I can give Susan that would satisfy her. If I say I still wouldn’t want Thorne sentenced to death, she’ll come back with the usual, ‘You can’t know that. Not until it hits close to home.’ If I say otherwise, she’ll lay into me for hypocrisy, for having one rule for me and one for everyone else. I can’t win, so I shut up, pretend to sip more wine, and blink back tears.

The sour smile on her lips fades, and Susan lays a hand on my arm. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I shouldn’t have said that about Jonathan. I know he’s all you have left.’ She draws circles around the rim of her glass instead of looking at me. ‘I get emotional when I drink. Are we cool?’

‘Yeah. We’re cool, Sis.’

‘I miss Ian, too, you know.’ She pulls me close in a tight hug. ‘I guess every time I hear about another murder, it opens that old wound again. Know what I mean?’

I know. ‘Stop it. I don’t want to start crying while the boys are here.’

‘Okay. Okay. But I wish we didn’t have the Remedies Act. I know how you feel about the whole irrevocability thing, but I still wish we didn’t have it.’

I pull away, not abruptly, and look Susan in the eyes. ‘We had to. They were going to bring back the death penalty after the – that other case. The one with the kids. We only wanted to keep legal executions to a bare minimum.’

‘You still haven’t told me all the details about that case.’

‘About Toby Barrett? No, Susan. I haven’t. And I’m not going to.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it was a thousand times worse than the one I tried this week.’
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