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PROLOGUE





DOUG WEAVER HAD EXPERIENCED HIS FAIR SHARE OF BAD days during his legal career, but the day Oregon executed Raymond Hayes was one of the worst. Doug tried to convince himself that watching someone die from a lethal injection wasn’t like seeing someone stabbed to death or crushed by a train, but that only helped him deal with what he would see. It didn’t ease his guilt. Deep down, he believed that Raymond Hayes was going to die because he had screwed up.

The fact that Doug liked his client made it even more difficult. Bonding wasn’t unusual during a death case where the attorney and his client were thrown together for months or years at a time. Sometimes during a visit at the penitentiary, when they were talking about NASCAR races or football games, Doug would almost forget why Ray had needed representation. There were even moments when he thought, There but for the grace of God go I. The slightly overweight attorney with the receding hairline did bear a faint resemblance to his chubby, balding client. Both men were also in their early thirties and they’d grown up in small towns. But that was where the similarities ended. Doug was a lot smarter than the majority of his high school classmates, while Ray had barely graduated. After high school, Doug had gone to college and Ray had stayed home, working the farm for his ailing, widowed mother before selling out and moving with her to the cottage in Portland where she had been brutally murdered.

The last time Doug had made the fifty-mile drive from Portland to the Oregon State Penitentiary it had been to tell Raymond that the justices of the United States Supreme Court had voted against taking up his case.

“Does that mean I’m going to die?” Ray had asked in that lazy drawl that sometimes made you wonder if he was even slower than his below-average intelligence test scores suggested.

The question had caught Doug off guard. It took a shifting of mental gears to accept the notion that a denial of a writ of certiorari in Ray’s case was the legal equivalent of shooting his client between the eyes.

“Well,” Doug had stammered as he tried to think of a tactful way of answering the question.

Ray had just smiled. He’d been seeing Father McCord a lot, and Jesus was now a big part of his life.

“It’s okay, Doug,” his client had assured him. “I’m not afraid to meet my Lord and Savior.”

Doug wasn’t so sure that there was a place in Heaven for a son who had beaten his seventy-two-year-old mother to death with a hammer so he could steal her diamond wedding ring and forty-three dollars, but he kept the thought to himself. If Ray was convinced that he was straight with the Lord, Doug wasn’t going to play devil’s advocate.

“My life ain’t been so great,” Ray had said. “I hope I’m a better person in Heaven.”

“You will be,” Doug had assured him.

Ray had studied his attorney with a sad, compassionate eye. “You still think I killed Mom, don’t you?”

Doug had never told Ray that he didn’t believe his protestations of innocence, but he guessed that somewhere along the way he’d slipped up and revealed his true feelings.

“I really don’t know, one way or the other, Ray,” Doug had hedged.

Ray had just smiled. “It’s okay,” Ray said. “I know you think I lied to you. I appreciate how hard you worked for me, even though you thought I done it. But I didn’t kill Mom. It’s the way I always said it. So I know I’ll go to Heaven and stand by the side of Jesus.”

Doug had handled other capital cases, but only Ray had been sentenced to death. Very few Oregon inmates had been executed since the reinstatement of the death penalty in 1984. Doug hated the fact that he would be one of the few attorneys in the state who could say he’d witnessed the execution of a client.

During the week leading up to the execution, Doug didn’t sleep well and felt tired and cranky. Anxiety caused his mind to wander at the office and made it difficult to get any work done. He had been drinking more than usual, too, and that was always a bad sign.

Doug had never questioned Ray’s guilt, but his inability to stave off death ate at him. He was constantly second-guessing decisions he’d made, especially the decision to persuade Ray to plead guilty. It wasn’t as if his strategy was unreasonable. He’d consulted several lawyers who handled death cases, and most had agreed with his plan. The older, experienced attorneys had convinced him that winning a death case meant keeping your client alive. The evidence against Ray was incredibly strong, and Doug had gambled that Ray’s acceptance of guilt and his spotless record would sway the jury in favor of life in the sentencing phase of the trial. He had been horribly, horribly wrong.

Doug worked on the day of the execution, but he didn’t accomplish much. Before leaving for the prison, he ate a light dinner; put on his best suit, a clean white shirt, and his nicest tie; and even shined his shoes. He wanted a drink badly, but he limited himself to one glass of scotch. Doug was going to be sober at the execution. He figured he owed Ray that.

The day had been out of sync with Doug’s mood and the seriousness of the event he was about to witness. Dark clouds should have blocked the sun. There should have been lightning strikes, heavy rain, and a sky filled with ravens. Instead, spring was in the air, gaily colored flowers were in bloom, and nary a cloud hung over the interstate. Doug found the weather profoundly depressing, and he was grateful when the sunset cast shadows over the landscape.

At nine-thirty p.m., Doug parked in a lot several miles from the prison. The location of the lot had been shrouded in secrecy to keep all but a select group of reporters from finding the witnesses, who were to be shuttled to the penitentiary. Ray and his mother were the last of a small family, so, thankfully, there were no relatives waiting. Doug noticed a group of government officials standing off to one side. Among them were Amaya Lathrop, the assistant attorney general who had persuaded the appellate courts to affirm the sentence of death; and Martin Poe, a career prosecutor in the Multnomah County District Attorney’s Office, who had obtained the death sentence at trial. Jake Teeny, the deputy DA who’d second-chaired the case, had moved back East two years ago. Lathrop had always seen the case as a debate about issues of constitutional law far removed from the gore through which Doug and the prosecutors had waded in the courtroom, so Doug wasn’t surprised that the AG nodded in his direction, while Poe studiously avoided looking at him.

Marge Cross drove up moments after Doug parked. She was a short, chunky brunette with the courtroom demeanor of a pit bull, who had been single and fresh from a clerkship at the Oregon Supreme Court when she second-chaired Raymond’s case. Marge had been dead set against the guilty plea, but she’d never criticized Doug after the verdict of death, and had second-chaired two other cases with him after Hayes. The attorneys had talked about driving to the prison together, but Marge’s two-year-old daughter had come down with the flu and Marge had had to stay with her until her husband finished teaching a class at Portland Community College.

“I see Poe has come to gloat,” she said bitterly.

“I don’t think he’s gloating, Marge. He’s not that low.”

Marge shrugged. “You’re entitled to your opinion. But he and Teeny were snickering all through the trial and I heard they celebrated with some of the other Neanderthals from the office after the sentencing hearing.”

Doug didn’t bother to argue. Marge was very political. She saw every case as a battle against the forces of fascism. Motherhood had not softened her. Doug—oddly, for a lawyer—didn’t really like conflict. He got along with the DAs, as a rule, and thought of the prosecutors as men and women doing a tough job to the best of their ability.


“Hooper’s here,” Marge said in a tone even more scathing than the one she’d used when she was referring to Poe. Doug spotted Steve Hooper, the lead detective on Ray’s case, talking to a state trooper near the van that would take them to the prison. The detective was a linebacker in street clothes, with wide bunched shoulders, a thick neck, and the hint of a gut. His head was covered with a thatch of jet-black hair, and a shaggy mustache drooped over his upper lip. The only thing small about the detective were his close-set eyes and his pug nose, which looked out of place on such a broad face.

Hooper was an aggressive cop who believed that he was never wrong. Marge called him “the Fuehrer,” and Doug found it hard to disagree. Hooper had certainly used gestapo tactics when he arrested Ray, and Doug was certain that he had lied about certain incriminating statements that Ray was supposed to have made before the detective switched on his tape recorder in the interrogation room. Ray swore he never made the statements, but there was no way to prove that Hooper had falsified his report.

“Did you talk to Ray?” Marge asked.

“By phone just before I left the office.”

“How’s he doing?”

“He sounded calm. Spoke about going to a better place, standing by the side of the Lord. I’m glad he found religion. It’s helping him accept…what’s going to happen.”

Doug licked his lips. He found it hard to talk about the execution.

“Listen up, people,” shouted Thad Spencer, the community relations representative of the Department of Corrections. “We’ll be heading out in a minute. Just a reminder. There will be medical people standing by in the viewing room in case any of you need help, and there’s no talking permitted after you enter the viewing room. Any questions?”

Spencer fielded a few from the reporters, but the attorneys were quiet and somber. After the last question, Spencer herded the witnesses into a van. They took backstreets all the way to the penitentiary. Along the route, they passed police cars at several locations. They were there to deal with the protesters who were chanting outside the prison. Doug noticed that the police officers stopped talking and stared into the van as they drove by.

The van passed Cyclone fencing and razor wire on the way into the penitentiary.

“I saw some old newsreels of East Berlin in the 1960s,” Marge said. “There’s an uncanny resemblance. Makes you wonder if we’re still in America.”

Doug didn’t respond. He wasn’t feeling well, and he was thankful that there would be medics in the viewing room. He didn’t think he’d throw up or pass out, but he couldn’t be sure.

Inside the prison, Doug went through a metal detector and had his hand stamped. Then everyone waited in a comfortable office where coffee and fruit had been provided. Doug didn’t touch either. Amaya Lathrop, the assistant AG, walked over and offered that it must be really tough for him to have to see the execution. She was so genuinely sympathetic that Marge loosened up. Soon she and Doug were talking to Martin Poe, who turned out to be as nervous as everyone else. It soon became clear that no one but Steve Hooper was feeling particularly good about what was going to happen. The detective sat by himself, looking relaxed and happy as he snacked, balancing a plate loaded with fruit on his lap. Adding to the general unease was the chanting of the demonstrators on State Street, loud enough to be heard inside the office.

At eleven-thirty, Thad Spencer led the witnesses to the death chamber at the rear of the prison. Each time they were moved to a new location, Doug’s tension level skyrocketed, and he regretted his decision to come to the prison sober. As they walked down the silent corridors, he felt light-headed and worried again about fainting. Talking would have helped, but everyone was so uptight that Doug was afraid a single word would sound like the crash of a thousand accidentally dropped dinner plates. He couldn’t think of anything to say anyway.

By the time the witnesses were led into the death chamber, it was a little after midnight. The viewing area was claustrophobically small, about eight by twelve. The witnesses stood on a raised platform. In front of them was a window veiled by a curtain. The silence was broken only by the sound the reporters made when their pencils scratched across their notepads.

At twelve-twenty, the curtain lifted. Ray was strapped to a gurney. Intravenous tubes had been inserted in his veins. They were attached to glass tubes that protruded from the wall. The tubes would supply the lethal chemicals that would end Raymond Hayes’s life. Behind the wall—unseen—was the executioner.

From his spot on the platform, Doug could look down on his client. Ray seemed a little nervous but calmer than Doug had expected. The superintendent of the penitentiary was standing next to the gurney. He laid a comforting hand on Ray’s shoulder. Ray turned his head, scanned the room, and fixed on Doug. A microphone in the death chamber must have been activated, because Doug could hear Ray clearly when he spoke.

“Superintendent Keene told me you ain’t allowed to talk, so I understand if you don’t answer,” his client said. “Thanks for coming, Doug. You being here comforts me. You too, Marge.”

Doug heard Marge’s sharp intake of breath.

“Well, these are my last words, so I want to make them good.”

He fixed on Martin Poe.

“I am innocent, Mr. Poe, but don’t worry. I know you think I killed my mom and that you were only doing your job. I forgive you and God will forgive you, so find peace in your heart.”

Ray choked up for a second and had to stop. As hard as he was fighting, he could not stop a tear from trickling down his cheek.

“Mom knows I didn’t do her no harm and she’ll be able to tell me so right soon. God bless all of you.”

Ray nodded to the superintendent. The superintendent nodded back and left the room. Ray closed his eyes and breathed deeply a few times; then all activity stopped. His right eye was completely closed but, bizarrely, his left lid was slightly open, allowing the institutional light to reflect in his dark pupil. Doug could see that no one was in there anymore. He sighed and fought back tears. Poor Ray, he thought. He’d been put down like a dog.



No one said anything during the walk back to the van. Doug guessed that no one could think of anything to say that wouldn’t sound forced, trite, or false. As soon as they were in the lot, Marge took Doug’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

“You did all you could, Doug. No one could have done more. If you ever start thinking that you failed Ray, remember that he didn’t think so. And also remember that no matter what he said just now he did kill his mother in a horrible way. I think it’s wonderful that he found God but he was a guilty man no matter what type of man he was when he died.”

Doug nodded, afraid to speak. Marge touched his shoulder. “See you in town,” she said. Then she walked to her car.

Doug paused for a minute. The air was warm, and the night sky was clear and covered with stars. It would be nice to think that Ray was one of them, but he didn’t have much hope. The sound of several engines starting up snapped him out of his reverie. He got into his car and was shocked to discover that it was only a little after one-thirty. He thought for sure that he’d missed an entire night. Doug took a few deep breaths, jammed a Rolling Stones CD into the stereo, cranked up the volume until it was so loud that he could not think, and headed home. As he drove out of the lot, he noticed Steve Hooper standing beside his car, speaking into a cell phone.


When the phone rang, the clock on the mantel read 1:36. Bernard Cashman had been expecting the call, and he picked up on the first ring.

“He’s dead,” Steve Hooper said.

“Thank you for telling me.”

“We couldn’t have done it without you, Bernie.”

Cashman’s chest swelled with pride. “It was a team effort, Steve. I just played a small part.”

“Hey, you don’t have to be modest with me. You’re the best lab guy I’ve ever worked with. It was the print on the hammer that nailed Hayes, no pun intended.”

“Are you calling from the prison?”

“I’m at my car. We just got out.”

“You must be exhausted. Go home and get a good night’s rest.”


“I’ll sleep like a baby knowing that scumbag is six feet under. Nice work, and I’m not just saying that.”

“I appreciate it. Thanks again for the call.”

Cashman hung up the phone and enjoyed the moment. Then he stood. He was in his late thirties, a tall man with a lean face and a dignified bearing, who kept himself trim and fit with workouts in the gym and long runs. His ash-blond hair was expertly cut, and his manicured beard and mustache gave him the look of an eighteenth-century count. When he moved, it was with the grace of a duelist. His melodic baritone would find a home in the finest choir and was hypnotic in a courtroom.

Cashman went into the kitchen and uncorked a bottle of La Grande Dame 1979 that he’d kept chilled in a bucket of ice. The champagne was outrageously expensive, but only the best was suitable for an occasion like this. Bernard Cashman’s testimony had put three men on death row, but Raymond Hayes was the first to be executed.

Next the forensic expert prepared blini, on which he spread crème fraîche and fine beluga caviar. There was a ban on the Caspian Sea delicacy, because the Russian Mafia was overfishing the sturgeon that produced it, but Cashman had connections that were willing to bend the law when gourmet cuisine was at stake.

Cashman filled a slender glass flute with the sparkling, golden champagne and sipped. He sighed, then bit into a blini. A delicate globule of roe burst on his tongue, and the explosion of flavor was exquisite. The criminalist closed his eyes and smiled with satisfaction. What a perfect moment!

Open on the kitchen table was a scrapbook in which Cashman kept a record of his courtroom triumphs. The section devoted to Raymond Hayes was filled with articles detailing the guilty plea and sentencing. Tomorrow, he would cut out the article about Hayes’s execution and paste it in.

Cashman finished his glass of champagne and ate the rest of the caviar. He wished there were others here to celebrate with him, but he knew many people would find his celebration inappropriate, peculiar, or both. They were entitled to their opinions, but he did not believe that it was wrong to rejoice when justice was done.
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IF YOU LOOKED UP THE WORD “PATHETIC” IN THE DICTIONARY, you might find a picture of Vincent Ballard. Ballard had not always been pathetic. At one point in his life, he had been considered brilliant and dynamic. That era had coincided with the dot-com bubble, when Vincent was making more money than he could count as a partner in an Internet start-up that could not miss. In those days, Vincent rode the tiger; hell, he had tamed the tiger and turned it into a pussycat.

Before he became rich, people described Vincent, with his Coke-bottle glasses, acne, and unkempt hair, as a skinny nerd who couldn’t get even ugly girls to give him a second look. By the nineties, Vincent was wearing contact lenses and handmade suits from London, collecting sports cars like baseball cards, and kicking one centerfold-quality babe out of his bed as soon as another luscious cutie made his cocaine-powered dick rise.

Then the bubble burst. Overnight, Vincent’s stock options didn’t add up to the price of a Starbucks latte. But, hey, no problem. Vincent wasn’t worried. He was so high all the time that reality had become irrelevant. Was he not the brilliant, sexy Vincent Ballard, brain and stud extraordinaire? So what if his company went under? He’d get a new idea and soon he’d be rolling again. There was only one problem; drugs had messed up Vincent’s mind so badly that the idea part of his brain was now as limp as his dick.

Drug habits are expensive. Vincent sold the sports cars and his collection of fine wines. He downsized from his two-million-dollar home to a one-bedroom apartment in Portland’s fashionable Pearl District. Five years after his company went under, he couldn’t make the rent anymore. Now he lived in a residential motel in a single room that smelled like beer, stale pizza, and garbage; and he worked at minimum wage jobs when he could scam the drug tests.

A few months before he met Juan Ruiz, Vincent had been busted for possession and given probation on the condition that he enroll in a county drug program. Vincent had graduated summa cum laude and was as clean as a whistle. His probation officer had even helped him land a halfway decent job at a software company.

Vincent had kicked the habit several times before. During the early days of cleanliness, he was always euphoric. This time was no different. Vincent knew that soon he would be back in the land of Armani and Porsche. Then he had the predictable clash with his supervisor, which led to his early exit from employment, followed by depression and the inevitable reunion with Mr. H.

A few weeks after he started using again, Vincent’s connection was arrested. Vincent badly needed a fix, and he learned through the junkie grapevine about a new source for the Mexican black-tar heroin he craved. Juan Ruiz was dealing in Old Town. Since he was selling and Vincent was buying, Ruiz was higher up the food chain than his customer, but not by much. When Vincent spotted Ruiz, the emaciated pusher was dancing from foot to foot to cope with the cold and damp, and his eyes were continually shifting as he scanned the dark, deserted streets for cops.

“Are you Juan?” Vincent asked nervously. He was twitchy and needed his fix.

“What you want, bro?”

“Toby told me your stuff is good.”


“My shit is the best,” Ruiz said. “Show me some money and you can see for yourself.”

Vincent pulled out a handful of crumpled bills, and Ruiz spit out a balloon. If Vincent had been a cop, he would have swallowed it.

“Where you been buying?” Juan asked as he counted the bills.

“Around, you know.”

All junkies are paranoid, so Vincent was intentionally vague.

“Well, you buy from me and I’ll treat you right. Our shit’s cheaper, too,” he added, holding out two bills.

“What’s this?”

“A rebate, amigo. There’s a new man in town. He wants to treat you right. We got the best shit and the cheapest. You come to me. Don’t go to no other dealers. Spread the word.”

A light went on in one of the few areas of Vincent’s brain that were still working. Martin Breach ran the drug business in Portland, but rumor had it that a Colombian cartel was trying to cut into his territory. Breach was not known for being a good sport or a gracious loser, and the word on the street was that he was giving drugs and money to anyone providing information about dealers who were working for Felix Dorado, the cartel’s front man.

Back at the motel, Vincent shot up. First things first. But what goes up must come down. Vincent knew that he’d need to score again soon, but he couldn’t afford another hit. When he was able to get out of bed, he walked up the street to Lombardi’s. The bar stank of sweat and cheap beer, and catered to people like Vincent. Martin Breach owned it.

Twenty minutes after Vincent convinced the bartender that he had some information Mr. Breach would be interested in hearing, the door opened, and two men walked over to the wooden booth where the bartender had told Vincent to wait. Vincent had once been a businessman, and this was business. He slicked down his hair as best he could, squared his shoulders, and stood up.

“Vincent Ballard,” he said, offering his hand. Neither man took it. After a few seconds, Vincent felt ridiculous, and his hand dropped to his side.

“Sit down,” Charlie LaRosa said as he slid in across from Ballard. LaRosa had a square face with dark, flat eyes that made him look very intimidating, so Vincent was surprised by how gentle he sounded.

Vincent sat on the bench, and the other man squeezed in beside him, forcing Vincent against the wall and cutting off all avenues of escape. The man smelled of aftershave and had thick, greasy hair and long sideburns. Vincent’s head was even with his chin. Dark stubble highlighted a pale, jagged scar. This man never spoke during the time they were together.

“So, Vincent, how you doing?” Charlie inquired politely.

“Okay,” Ballard answered, trying hard to keep a tremor out of his voice.

“Good, good. So, I understand you have something to tell me.”

Once upon a time, Vincent had been a big shot who sat at polished mahogany conference tables, listening to his lawyers conduct negotiations involving millions of dollars. He had picked up a thing or two, and he knew that he shouldn’t give away anything before he got something. Vincent licked his lips.

“Yeah, yeah, I do, but I want to know what’s in it for me.”

Charlie smiled and extended a ham-size hand. When he opened his fist, three dime-bags were resting in his palm. Vincent made a grab for them, but the fist closed and Vincent’s fingers hovered above a set of scarred knuckles.

“So, Vincent?” Charlie asked.

Vincent told LaRosa about buying the dime bag from Juan Ruiz, about his rebate, and about Juan’s sales pitch for better, cheaper dope. The man’s expression didn’t change. As soon as Vincent was done, he stood.

“Let’s go for a ride and meet your friend,” he said.

“He’s not my friend.”

“Good. Then you won’t mind finding him for us.”

Charlie nodded, and a hand circled Vincent’s biceps. When the man beside him stood, Vincent’s body rose with him. He didn’t waste his breath protesting, but he did ask for his dope, which was more important to him than his life.

LaRosa patted Vincent on the shoulder.


“Don’t worry. You done the right thing and I’m going to take care of you. But I have to make sure you aren’t yanking my chain.” He smiled. “Point out this fuckhead to us and the dope is yours. There might even be a bonus for you.”

Vincent resigned himself to waiting for his fix. He’d hold it together, finger the dealer, and go to heaven. He was okay, for now anyway. The shakes wouldn’t come for a while.


The men drove Vincent around Old Town in a dark blue Lincoln Continental until they spotted Juan Ruiz next to a chain-link fence on the periphery of a construction site. Vincent hadn’t noticed Juan’s minders when he made his buy the day before, but LaRosa spotted the gunmen lurking in the shadows when they drove by. As soon as they were parked around the corner, he took out his cell phone.

“I found that gift you’re looking for,” he said. “Nice ring. There’s a pair of pearl earrings, too. We should meet. You know that Chinese joint over in Old Town?”

LaRosa listened for a moment. “Fifteen minutes. Have the Ratman buy the present. I look too prosperous. I’m afraid they’d jack up the price.”

“So, are we all done?” Vincent asked anxiously as soon as LaRosa cut the connection.

“We’re done when I say we’re done.”


Ratman’s real name was Henry Tedesco and he had been born in Ireland. Tedesco was tall and skinny. His eyes protruded from a face ravaged by acne when he was a kid. A long, thin nose and overbite made him resemble a rodent. There was a debate over whether he looked more like a weasel than a rat, but no one offered an opinion when Henry was around.

The true reason for Henry’s emigration was a mystery, and Henry never spoke about it, but he was rumored to have been an IRA assassin before coming to America. Some people believed that Henry had fled Ireland because he had botched an attempt on a British MP. Others had heard that he had revealed an IRA arms cache to the British. What they did know for certain was that he was a distant relative of Martin Breach, who had supposedly squared Henry’s problem with whoever was after him. Now Henry did special jobs for Martin.

Ratman was ideal for this job. He looked like a junkie. Juan Ruiz hadn’t suspected a thing when Henry sidled up to him, making sure that Ruiz was between him and his protectors so Juan’s minders wouldn’t spot the gun he jammed into Ruiz’s belly.

“Make one move or say anything and I’ll shoot you in the gut. You’ll die screaming,” Henry said.

“You’re making a big mistake,” Ruiz said.

“You made the mistake when you started selling in Martin Breach’s territory,” Ratman said just as the Lincoln screeched to a halt behind him. The doors flew open. Henry shoved Ruiz inside and slammed the door before Ruiz’s protection realized what was happening. The car was rounding the corner before the gunmen could get off a shot.


Before meeting Henry Tedesco, Charlie LaRosa had taken Vincent to a deserted warehouse in an industrial park on the Columbia River. He’d had the key to a padlock that secured the gate in a chain-link fence and the key to a door that lay in the shadows on the side of the building facing the river. The man who never spoke waited behind the wheel of the Lincoln while Charlie escorted Vincent inside. Three men had been waiting for them. Two of the men stayed in the shadows. The third was Arthur Wayne Prochaska, Martin Breach’s right-hand man.

Prochaska was a giant with thick lips, a broad nose, pencil-thin eyebrows, and a bald, bullet-shaped head that he had used to stun debtors in the old days, when he and Martin Breach were leg-breakers for the mob. Nowadays, Martin ran the mob and Art managed a couple of bars and considered himself an entrepreneur, except for those rare occasions when Martin wanted the only man he could trust to take care of a different kind of business.

By the time they arrived at the warehouse, Vincent had been sweating profusely and fidgeting. After listening to LaRosa, Prochaska let Vincent shoot up. When Ratman pushed Ruiz into the warehouse an hour later, Vincent was in a pleasant mood.


Ruiz stumbled forward, and LaRosa threw him onto a chair.

“I’m going to ask you questions,” Prochaska said as Ratman used duct tape to secure Juan to the chair. “You’ll give me truthful answers.”

Prochaska was holding a ball-peen hammer, which looked like a toy in his massive hand. He tapped Ruiz on the knee hard enough to make him flinch.

“You don’t give me truthful answers and I’ll break your right knee and ask you again. Then I’ll do the left knee, your shins, et cetera. You got the picture?”

Ruiz nodded. His eyes were wide with fear, and he was on the verge of tears. Juan wasn’t tough and he had not signed up for something like this.

“I help you,” he said. “You ask me. I help you.”

“Good. You’re being smart,” Prochaska said. “Your name is Juan, right?”

“Yes, sir, Juan Ruiz.”

“See, that was easy. You gave me a straight answer and I didn’t hurt you. So, Juan, who you working for?”

“Felix,” Juan answered, eager to please and grateful that Art hadn’t hurt him.

“What’s Felix’s last name?”

“Dorado. I can tell you where he lives.”

“That won’t be necessary, Juan. I know where he lives. What I don’t know is how many pieces of shit like you he has dealing where they ain’t supposed to and where they’re selling. But I’ll know that as soon as you tell me.”
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DOUG WEAVER WAS ON HIS WAY TO THE JUSTICE CENTER JAIL TO interview a new, court-appointed client when the light on the corner of Fourth and Yamhill changed to red. The case sounded dull, and Doug wasn’t thinking about it as he waited for the light to change. Doug was thinking about the dinner invitation he’d received from his wife, Karen, just before he left his office. He and Karen were separated, and this was a rare communication. The fact that she actually wanted to meet him face-to-face made him nervous and highly suspicious.

Karen was a rising star in the Portland branch of an investment banking firm. She made a lot more money than he did, and Doug’s failure to “pull his own weight” had been a major problem in the marriage. Doug’s life had not changed much when Karen moved out two months ago. She traveled a lot and worked late when she was in Portland, so they didn’t see much of each other, and they hadn’t had sex regularly for a long time. Doug was certain that Karen was having an affair but he didn’t have the energy to work at confirming his suspicions. It was hard for him to condemn Karen, anyway, because he felt guilty about the reasons for the breakup. He had convinced himself that he would probably have walked out, too, if Karen had been drinking as much as he was and had not lived up to the expectations with which both of them had started their marriage.

Thinking about his failed marriage depressed Doug. Fortunately, the Justice Center came into view and he turned his thoughts to his new case. All he knew about it was that Jacob Cohen—a homeless man—had spent time in prison for attempted rape. Convicted sex offenders had to register when they were paroled, and Cohen had been arrested for failing to register. A conviction could send him back to prison.

Doug hauled his briefcase up the Justice Center’s broad steps. The sixteen-story concrete-and-glass building was separated from the Multnomah County Courthouse by a park. In addition to the Central Precinct of the Portland Police Bureau, the Justice Center was home to a branch of the Multnomah County District Attorney’s Office, several courtrooms, State Parole and Probation, and the Multnomah County jail, where Doug’s client was currently residing. The jail occupied the fourth through tenth floors of the building, but the reception area was on the second floor. To reach it, Doug walked through the center’s vaulted lobby, past the curving stairs that led to the courtrooms on the third floor, and through a pair of glass doors.

The sheriff’s deputy who was manning the reception desk checked Doug’s ID, searched his briefcase, and motioned him toward a metal detector that stood between Doug and the jail elevator. He passed through without setting off an alarm, and the guard walked him to the elevator and keyed him up to the floor where Cohen was being held.

After a short ride, Doug found himself in a narrow hall with a thick metal door at one end. Next to the door, affixed to the pastel-yellow concrete wall, was an intercom, which he used to announce his presence. Moments later, a massive African-American jail guard peered at Doug through a plate of glass in the upper half of the door, then spoke into a walkie-talkie. Electronic locks snapped, and the guard ushered Doug into another narrow corridor, which ran in front of the three contact-visiting rooms, where prisoners had face-to-face meetings with their attorneys. Doug could see into the rooms through large windows outfitted with thick, shatterproof glass.

Waiting for him in the room farthest from the elevators was an emaciated prisoner with deranged hair, wild eyes, and a complexion that was one step removed from albino. Dressed in a shapeless orange jumpsuit, he sat in one of two molded plastic chairs that stood on either side of a round, Formica-topped table that was bolted to the floor, although “sat” did not quite describe what he was doing. His body was twisted on the chair, his knees were drawn up to his chest, and he looked like someone preparing to flee.

“You watch yourself with this one,” the guard said. “He isn’t playing with a full deck.”

“I’ll be okay, but thanks,” Doug said. The prisoner’s obvious insanity was unsettling, but Doug didn’t want the guard to know that he was nervous.

“Hey, I don’t want to have to waste my day filling out reports,” the guard answered with a smile. Then he opened the door to the contact room and stepped aside. Cohen’s eyes fixed on Doug. The guard pointed to a black button that stuck out of an intercom affixed to the yellow wall.

“Press that when you’re through or,” he looked directly at Jacob Cohen, “if you need help. I’ll come and get you.” Then, before closing the door, he pointed at the prisoner. “And you, behave yourself, you hear?”

Jacob Cohen glared at the guard but stayed mute. As soon as the door closed, his sunken eyes shifted back to his visitor.

“Hello, Mr. Cohen. I’m…”

“Cohen is not here.”

“You’re not Jacob Cohen?” Doug asked, confused by the prisoner’s answer. Of course, it wouldn’t be the first time that the jail had screwed up and brought the wrong person for an initial interview.

“Cohen is not here.”

“Okay, who are you?”

“John Doe.” He smiled strangely. “I’m nameless and faceless. They’ve given me a number.”

Doug was too tired for this bullshit, so he decided to ignore the weirdness and play it straight.

“Okay, Mr. Doe. My name is Doug Weaver and I’ve been appointed to be your lawyer.”


A self-satisfied smile spread across Cohen’s face. He dropped his feet to the floor, crossed his arms across his chest, and leaned back in his chair, suddenly at ease.

“Do you think I’m stupid? Who controls the court? They do. I’m no fool. I see right through you.”

“By ‘they’ do you mean the government?”

Cohen just smiled, and Doug felt drained, even though the interview had barely started. It was a case like Cohen’s that brought home how unsuccessful he was. A big-time criminal lawyer wouldn’t be stuck handling a court-appointed failure-to-register case. But Doug wasn’t earning enough to be able to turn down even a low-paying court appointment.

“Well,” Doug said halfheartedly, “if you do mean the government, you’re half right. I will be paid by the state because I’m taking this case on as a court appointment. But I don’t work for the government. I’m in private practice.” He laid one of his business cards on the table and sat down. “I specialize in criminal defense, Mr…. Doe and you’re charged with a crime.”

“A so-called crime,” Cohen corrected, “manufactured from thin air by that slut and her minions.”

“The DA is saying that you failed to register as a sex offender.”

Cohen was suddenly AWOL mentally, his focus clearly turned inward.

“If she profane herself by playing the whore she shall be burnt with fire. Leviticus 21:9,” he muttered.

Doug forged on. “Mr. Doe, when you were released from prison, were you told that you had to register as a convicted sex offender?”

“Oh, they told me, and I tried, but they conspired against me. ‘And he saith unto me, the waters, which thou sawest, where the whore sitteth, are peoples, and multitudes, and nations, and tongues. And the ten horns which thou sawest upon the beast, these shall hate the whore, and shall make her desolate and naked, and shall eat her flesh, and burn her with fire.’ Book of Revelation 17:15–16.”

“So you knew that you had to register and you’re telling me that you tried to register, but you think government conspirators made it look like you didn’t try.”

“You work for them, so you should know what they did.”


Doug sighed. “I guess you wouldn’t believe me if I told you that I usually work against the government.”

Cohen smiled his weird smile and said nothing.

“Well, I do. The court-appointment system was set up to provide lawyers to people who don’t have the money to hire counsel. We’re paid by the state, but I’m not an employee of the state and I’ll work like hell to defeat the state so you can stay out of prison. But I don’t suppose you believe that?”

“I believe that lies come easily to your lips.”

“Let’s pretend that I’m not lying and that I’m really on your side. Or, better yet, let’s pretend that you’re the lawyer and you’re giving your closing argument. What would you tell the jury about these charges?”

“Ah, the jury. A jury of my peers.” Cohen laughed. “I’ve met them before. They saw and heard the woman sitting on her scarlet-colored beast, full of names of blasphemy, having seven heads and ten horns, the mother of harlots and abominations of the earth. And they saw and heard me. And they chose.”

His head nodded up and down. Then he looked at Doug.

“They can control them, so it wouldn’t matter what I said.”

“We’re pretending here, so just tell me your story.”

Cohen laughed. “Why not? I have nothing better to do. I was living in my car. It’s not really mine. I found it in a lot, abandoned, so I slept there. I didn’t at first. Two years ago, when I got out of prison, I was staying in a hotel and I had a job, but I lost the job and I couldn’t pay my rent, so I moved to the lot.” He flashed his weird smile. “No rent in my lot, no rent in my car.”

“What did you do about a mailing address?”

“I had my mail sent to the parole office. They’re supposed to keep it for me. But I don’t get all of my mail. I think they take it.”

“The police report says that you were supposed to register every year within ten days of your birthday and you didn’t do that this year. A detective tried to find you at the address you listed as your home on your last form and concluded that it was a false home address.”

Suddenly Cohen looked spent and defeated. “I don’t want to go back there,” he said.


“To prison?”

He nodded. “I am tormented.” His hands gripped and tore at his frenetic, Brillo locks. “It’s hell on Earth.” Then he grew quiet, and Doug thought he heard his client say, “But it’s what I deserve.”

Doug suddenly saw through the facade. Jacob Cohen was definitely crazy, but he was also terrified and lost in a world that overwhelmed him. Doug’s heart went out to his new client.

“I’m going to work hard for you. Believe me. I am on your side and I will try to help you.”

He wasn’t certain that Cohen had heard him, because Cohen’s head was down, he was staring at the floor, and he was muttering so quietly that Doug could not make out what his client was saying.


Karen was waiting in a booth when Doug walked into South Park. She was a small woman with a narrow waist, large breasts, and straight auburn hair. She wore steel-rimmed glasses because she believed they made her look more serious, and she always dressed for success. Tonight, she was wearing a severe navy blue pantsuit. Doug tried a smile, and his anxiety increased when his wife didn’t return it.

“Glad you could make it,” Karen said, sounding like an investment banker greeting a potential client.

“You look good,” Doug said as he slid into the booth. He figured that a compliment might lighten the heavy atmosphere. And the truth was Karen did look good. She had always looked good, and she looked her best naked, but Doug didn’t want to go there, because it would be a sharp and painful reminder of what he’d been missing since their marriage had turned sour.

“Thank you,” Karen answered with enough formality to let Doug know that he wasn’t going to like what she was going to tell him. “Do you feel like a cocktail? I’ve ordered already.”

Doug was shocked that Karen was offering him alcohol knowing the effect it had on him, but he decided that he would probably be able to handle what he was about to hear much better if he wasn’t completely sober.

“Why not? I’ve had a rough day. I can use a stiff drink.”


Karen signaled the waiter, and Doug placed his order.

“What happened today?” Karen asked when the waiter left. Doug didn’t think that Karen was the least bit interested in his day. He thought that she wanted him to talk so she could build up the courage to tell him what she wanted to say.

“I had to go to the jail to interview a new client, a court appointment. He’s a doozy.”

Over their cocktails, Doug told Karen about his strange encounter with Jacob Cohen. As the alcohol kicked in, Doug began to feel warm, light-headed, and relaxed.

“Are you going to use an insanity defense?” Karen asked.

“The insanity defense is popular on TV but it’s rarely used in real life. If a defendant is really crazy it’s so obvious most of the time that a prosecutor can see it too and the case is usually resolved by a plea involving psychiatric care.”

“Do you think Cohen is faking?”

“No, I think Cohen’s the real deal, a genuine nutcase. If my shrink agrees I’ll show his report to the DA.”

So far, Karen had maneuvered Doug into doing all of the talking. He decided that it was time for her to tell him why she’d asked him to dinner.

“So, what’s up with you?” Doug asked.

The question seemed to startle Karen.

“You did ask me to meet you here,” Doug said. “I assume you have something to tell me.”

“I do.” Karen paused. “I got a promotion. They told me, this morning.”

“That’s terrific,” Doug said, faking his enthusiasm and forcing a big smile. The smile faded when he saw the look on Karen’s face.

“I’m moving to New York. I’m going to be working out of our national headquarters in Manhattan.”

“Oh.”

“I’m leaving next week. I…I did think about turning them down, but this is very important for my career.”

“I see.”

Karen sighed. “Oh, hell, Doug, I don’t want to lie to you. I didn’t think about the offer for one second. I jumped at it. Our marriage isn’t…” She let out a breath. When she spoke again, she sounded sad. “It’s an utter failure, Doug. You know that. This move will give us both a fresh start. If I stay in town you’re going to think we have a chance of getting back together. But we don’t. We just didn’t make it.”

Doug couldn’t breathe. He was afraid that he’d start to cry if he tried to speak. Karen’s decision to move three thousand miles from him made it crystal-clear that he had lost her forever. Then, for a brief moment, he fooled himself into thinking that she was just waiting for him to fight for her. Only he didn’t have the self-confidence or the energy for such a fight, and that, more than anything else, was probably why she was leaving him.

“I’ve hired an attorney,” Doug heard Karen say. “Ben Altman. He’s preparing the divorce petition. I hope we can handle this amicably.”

Doug nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“The division of assets shouldn’t be difficult. We can talk about it after you hire a lawyer.”

“Okay,” Doug managed.

Karen looked away again. “This isn’t easy for me, Doug. I really care for you. I hope you can stop drinking and pull yourself together. Raymond Hayes was not your fault. You’ve got to…”

She stopped and took a deep breath.

“You’re right, Karen. I knew you’d want to…I’m not surprised. I guess I just hoped that we could work everything out, but I know I’m not what…that the marriage was not what you wanted. I hope you get what you do want in New York. I hope everything goes great for you.”

Doug spotted the waiter and signaled him over.

“Could you give me the check, please,” he said.

“I’ll get this,” Karen said when the waiter walked away.

“No, Karen. I can handle it. I hope you don’t mind my leaving. I don’t have much of an appetite.”

Karen didn’t say anything. She dipped her chin and Doug couldn’t see her eyes. But in the moment before she hid them, he thought he saw the beginning of a tear. He hoped that he wasn’t imagining it.
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FELIX DORADO WAS FINISHING HIS BREAKFAST IN LITTLE HAVANA, a Cuban restaurant in southeast Portland, when Pablo Herrera, his lieutenant, walked in, followed by Reuben Corrales, a huge, frightened man with massive arms, tree-trunk legs, and a bloated face. Felix ate breakfast at Little Havana almost every day, because he loved the ham croquetas, smoky creamed ham shaped in finger rolls, which were lightly breaded and then fried. They weren’t as delicious as his mother’s, but they were good enough to make him nostalgic about his childhood in Cuba and the thick-waisted, heavy-breasted woman who had filled his early years with love and heavenly cooking before Castro’s thugs had murdered her and his father.

Felix was five-nine, with a dark complexion, soft brown eyes, and a thin, neatly trimmed mustache. After fleeing Cuba as a teenager, he had traveled through South America until he found a home with Javier Ramirez’s cartel in Colombia. Over the years, Ramirez had come to trust Felix enough to make him his point man in Portland, where his mission was to take over the drug trade from Martin Breach.

Felix sipped from the large, deep coffee cup that held his café con leche as Pablo walked toward the table that the restaurant reserved for his boss. It was at the back, surrounded by bodyguards, making it harder for people to shoot Felix. As soon as he reached the table, Pablo pushed forward the thick-necked, steroid-pumped giant.

“Tell him,” Pablo commanded.

Corrales was six inches taller than Dorado and twice as wide, but he trembled and cast his eyes down toward the floor.

“We lost Juan,” he mumbled.

Felix looked confused.

“This moron was guarding Juan Ruiz, one of our dealers,” Pablo explained to Felix.

“Tell him, you hijo de puta,” Pablo ordered Corrales, his voice low and threatening.

“They took him. We were out all night looking, jefe, but we couldn’t find him.”

Felix took another sip of his café con leche, then put down his coffee cup. He did not show any outward signs of anger or concern. It was his self-control that made him dangerous, because he seemed the same whether he was eating contentedly or sliding a stiletto into an unprotected stomach.

“If this fool doesn’t explain what happened in clear, complete sentences, cut out his tongue,” Dorado told Herrera.

“We were protecting Juan,” Corrales answered rapidly. “This guy came up. He was skinny, like a junkie. That’s why we didn’t pay him no mind. Then a car came up fast and the skinny guy pushed Juan in the back. They was gone before we could do anything. It wasn’t our fault.”

“Pedro Lozano hasn’t reported in, either,” Herrera said, “and the guys we had guarding him also disappeared.”

Felix’s skin darkened, his eyes narrowed, and he swore softly in Spanish.

“It’s that fucker Breach,” he said. “He’s making his move.”

“That’s what I thought. Word is that he’s giving dope and money to anyone who points out our dealers. One of our people was in Lombardi’s yesterday. He saw Charlie LaRosa and another of Breach’s men talking to a junkie named Vincent Ballard. This was about an hour before Juan was snatched.”


“Have someone talk to Ballard, see what he knows,” Felix said.

“Done,” Herrera answered. “And we should take out some of Breach’s dealers tonight for payback.”

Dorado was about to reply when the waitress walked up with a gift-wrapped box secured on top with a festive red bow.

“A man left this,” she said cheerfully. “He said it was a present and to wait to give it to you until you were finished with breakfast.”

Felix’s eyes widened with fear, and he shrank back in his seat. Herrera grabbed the package, rushed out the back door into the alley, and flung the box into the deep metal dumpster. Dorado and his bodyguards were peering down the hall anxiously when Herrera dove back inside.

“You think it’s a bomb?” Herrera asked when several minutes had passed without an explosion.

“Send this idiot to check,” Dorado ordered, flicking a thumb toward the bodybuilder who had lost Juan Ruiz.

“But, jefe,” Corrales stuttered.

“Check the box,” Pablo ordered.

Corrales swallowed and walked down the corridor like a convict on the way to his execution. The door to the alley slammed behind him. Minutes passed without a big bang. Then the door opened and Corrales reappeared, carrying the box as far from his body as his muscle-bound arms would allow. The bodybuilder’s face was ashy gray, and he had averted his eyes, which were wide with fear, so he didn’t have to look at the contents of the box. He stopped a few steps from his boss and tilted the package so Dorado could see the present that Martin Breach had sent him. Dorado’s normally nut-brown skin turned pasty, and he pulled back. Inside the box was Pedro Lozano’s head.
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