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The demons always come at night. When the last remnants of color leave the inside of his eyelids. When the security of daylight evaporates, replaced with shadows and blackening moods. When the accumulation of anxiety approaches panic, creates such an echoing, silent chime that he almost doesn’t hear the sound of the shattering glass on the first floor of his house.

It is muted but high-pitched. First, a single blow, probably to the lower of the two diamond-shaped windows on his door, the one closer to the knob. Then a scraping noise, the instrument of choice clearing out the jagged edges of glass. Four short scrapes for each side of the diamond, performed efficiently to maximize speed and minimize noise.

A momentary pause, no doubt while a hand reaches through the opening into the house, for the deadbolt. The click of the lock turning comes quickly. The door opens with a slight creak and a release in pressure that sends a groan through the house.

Bennett Carey opens his eyes and stares into the pitch blackness of his bedroom on the third floor. His eyes move to the clock on his nightstand. It reads “1:58” in square red numbers.

Bennett looks next at the security alarm pad near the bedroom door. A red light signals a breach of security in Zone 1, the front door. But the alarm is not activated, so no shrilling sound accompanies the invasion, no message will reach the monitoring service or the police department.

Footsteps on the tile of the first floor, rapid and loud. But just one set of feet. One intruder. He is not concerned with making noise, it seems. Makes some sense. The only real commotion is the smashing of the glass, which came from the outside. Once inside, there would be little need to mute one’s movements. Especially if you think no one is home.

Bennett calculates it quickly. It is early Sunday morning. He has spent all of Saturday in bed, save for one trip downstairs to the second-floor kitchen for some soup. Anyone scouting the place knows that Bennett lives alone and travels a lot. Anyone watching the house today would peek through the garage window and see the car is missing, because it’s in the shop. With no entry or exit from the house, no movement within, no car, a work schedule that generally sends him out of town a couple days a week, the most plausible conclusion must be that Bennett is not home.

The footsteps from the carpeted staircase are replaced with the flop of shoes on the hardwood floor of the second level. There is plenty to take there. The DVD player alone would fetch close to a thousand, even from a fence. The laptop computer in the office is brand-new and small enough for quick transport. The VCR, of course, also easy to snatch and run. He could go to the kitchen and take the microwave, for God’s sake.

Bennett lies perfectly still, save for an arm that drifts to the nightstand. He slowly opens the drawer, careful not to make noise. Why lose his sole advantage?

Shuffling of feet on the second-floor hardwood. Indecision. Turn left for the living room. Right for the office and kitchen.

Or straight ahead, for the last set of stairs to the top floor.

The final staircase aches from the weight of the intruder. His breathing is audible, his movements no less delicate than on the previous staircase. Bennett hears the intruder brush against the wall and stumble back, probably unaware in the dark that the final leg of his path is a winding staircase. A poor attempt at European architecture, Bennett had thought when he bought the place, but it serves to frustrate the intruder’s momentum now.

Bennett sits up in bed, relying on his abdominal muscles rather than a push off the box spring, again to minimize his presence. He wipes the sweat from his eyes, eyes that he will need now. A soft light from the street lamp down the road provides the only illumination in the darkness. A light that misses Bennett, actually obscures him even better with the contrast.

Arms outstretched, Bennett poises his weapon. A .38 special, a Smith & Wesson Model 337PD revolver, 5-round capacity. Bennett locks the hammer and aims the weapon at the doorway. He will not see the intruder until he hits the top of the stairs, until he reaches the third floor.

A beam of light hits the wall on the staircase, a small circle that flies about haphazardly. A flashlight, struggling for context. The footsteps return, more furiously than ever, once the intruder has his bearings.

Bennett tries to count the steps but fails. Through the darkness he sees the outline of the burglar, smells the combined odors of tobacco and outdoors and sweat.

The flashlight swings left—the intruder’s right—into the bedroom, sweeping the floor, hitting the legs of the bed but missing Bennett. A hand pats the frame of the doorway. The intruder takes two steps and stops in a panic. The flashlight swings in Bennett’s direction, shines into his face.

Bennett pulls the trigger a single time. A burst of red light, powder, the sickening sound of flesh penetration. The intruder sails back against the doorway and cries out. Bennett fires again as the man stumbles. The bullet splinters the wood of the door frame. The intruder is already in the midst of headlong flight, staggering and flailing down the stairs to the second floor.

Bennett’s feet draw up from under the sheets. He sits on the bed in an awkward crouch, his ears ringing from the gunshots, his pulse vibrating his entire body, sweat dripping into his eyes again. The gun is still pointed aimlessly toward the doorway as the clumsy sounds of the intruder reach the second floor once again.

Bennett allows one foot after the other to slowly plant on the bedroom carpet. He holds the gun away from his body with both hands. Then he moves toward the staircase.

Noise from the second floor. A slam against a wall. A groan. Awkward footsteps, echoing off the hardwood.

Bennett steps over the intruder’s flashlight, lying helplessly at the top of the stairs. He descends the dark staircase, his left arm flat against the wall, his right holding the gun facing up, only the balls of his feet touching the carpet of the stairs. His head is cocked, listening for the intruder, who has not yet taken the stairs to the first floor. Bennett hears his breathing, his coughing. No way to know where the bullet had hit.

Shuffling of feet on the hardwood, a body once again in motion. One step on the carpet of the stairs, then a thud, a wounded mass stumbling and sliding down the staircase to the tile of the bottom floor.

His eyes slightly adjusted to the dark, Bennett swiftly follows the curve on the winding staircase and reaches the second floor. He peeks around the corner of the staircase, spots the figure of the intruder on the bottom floor, getting to his feet. Bennett tries to think through his options. Then he decides not to think at all.

Bennett takes the final staircase in leaps, two stairs at a time. He tumbles off the final stair at the bottom, crashing against the wall of the hallway on the ground floor. As he turns, the darkness illuminates with three bursts of light. The deafening pop of one, two, three bullets echoes through the hallway.
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1

WHEN MY EYES pop open just past four, I reach instinctively to the right side of the bed. My hand hits a cold pillow, a split second before I realize that it was supposed to. My movement causes stirring from the two dogs sleeping on the bed, my pugs. The overhead light is on, and one of them—Jake, the older, ink-black pug—gets to his haunches and looks at me expectantly.

“No,” I say, disabusing him of the possibility of a walk or food this early.

This causes the puppy, Maggie, to leap to attention. She’s a fawn—brown, the color of coffee with cream. She moves to Jake, in the process walking over a document resting on my bed. I watch her through the fog of sleep, the bright light in the room and the words of the television commentator standing in contrast to the still darkness outside my window.

“No,” I repeat, reaching for the paper. It’s the memorandum I’ve read over a dozen times since its arrival on my desk two weeks ago. The document is flipped to the final page, the conclusion of the legal analysis, which confirmed what I’d been saying.


In summary, I concur with the conclusions of Jon Soliday. Under state law as I interpret it, Attorney General Langdon Trotter’s nominating papers are invalid. He is therefore disqualified from running for the office of Governor. A proper legal challenge could be filed to remove him from the ballot.



I exhale slowly. Our opponent in the gubernatorial election is not qualified to run.

God, I still remember the call I got a few weeks back from the State Board of Elections, the branch up here in the city. I had called to make arrangements to take a look at Trotter’s petitions, which contained the more than ten thousand signatures he was required to obtain to run in the Republican primary for governor. All we wanted to do was look through the petitions for bogus signatures, dead people or people who would be willing to swear that they never signed it. All we were looking for was some negative publicity on Trotter. Hell, the guy ran unopposed in the Republican primary, at least somebody had to look at his petitions.

“You better come over yourself,” the guy at the elections board said to me. He was one of our guys, a Democrat.

“I just need a copy,” I said.

“You should look at it yourself,” he repeated.

So I went over, more annoyed than anything. The board staffer dropped the first volume of the petitions on the desk and smiled. I flipped over to the first page, expecting to go on, and stopped. “This is a copy,” I said. “Can I see the original?”

“That is the original,” he said.

“No, it isn’t.” I waved him over and pointed to the first page of Trotter’s nominating papers, the statement of candidacy. That’s the document where the candidate officially “accepts” the invitation of the petition signers to run for office. It’s a legal fiction in reality—Trotter was the one who had the petitions prepared, nobody had to “invite” him. But the theory is that all of these people are begging him to run and he says, Well, okay. He does that by signing the statement of candidacy.

“Look,” I said. “This isn’t the original ink on the statement. This is a photocopy.”

“Yes,” said the staffer, breaking into a full smile. “It sure is.”

I flipped past that page to the petitions, the people who signed to put Lang Trotter on the ballot. They contained the original ink. They were the original petitions. I returned to the first page, ran my hand over it.

I put two and two together and jumped from my chair.

Lang Trotter did not file the original of his statement of candidacy. He filed a photocopy. The filing of the statement of candidacy is a requirement, an absolute prerequisite to running for governor or any other office. And though there is no reported court decision on the issue—and I would know better than anyone—there is no doubt in my mind that a copy of the statement of candidacy is insufficient. I know it and the memorandum on my lap confirms it.


Attorney General Langdon Trotter’s nominating papers are invalid. He is therefore disqualified from running for the office of Governor.



The way I’m holding this memo, you’d think it was the original of the Declaration of Independence. I’ve even kept it in the thick manila envelope in which it was sent, by messenger, to my office a couple weeks ago. The package rests at my feet, the side torn open, the mailing sticker “Dale Garrison & Associates” in the corner. Dale Garrison is the lawyer in town to whom we turned to confirm my original conclusion—that with this mistake in his nominating papers, the prohibitive favorite for governor, Langdon Henry Trotter, is history.

Jake, on the verge of resuming sleep, casts hooded eyes in my direction. I reach for him to pat his mashed-up face, but he leaps to his feet as the phone rings. I jump myself. We stare at each other a moment, the three of us wondering who in the hell is calling at four in the morning.

My voice isn’t ready for human conversation. I manage a “hello” in a gravelly voice.

Bennett Carey speaks deliberately, starting with an apology for the call. I almost cut him off with a sarcastic comment, but then his words register. I make him repeat them, in his even style. Then I hang up and head for the closet.

I dress for the occasion, which is to say I take a stab at formality for the middle of the night. A dress shirt with the collar open, suit trousers. I run some water over my hair, then head for the door.

The wet city wind slaps me when I leave the house. I feel like someone has pushed me into a warm shower against my will. I find a cab quickly enough and direct the driver to head across town. Like me, the cabbie doesn’t know exactly where Vine Street is. I tell him to head east on Allegheny and look for red flashing sirens.

We find it. The police squad cars have pulled up in stereotypical form, parked haphazardly in diagonals along the street, their red and blue lights flashing long after the emergency has subsided.

I recognize Bennett’s place. A brick townhouse built in the ’80s, a good 1800 square feet stacked three floors high to maximize lateral real estate space during the yuppie invasion.

An officer stops me at the door. I show him what credentials I possess, a business card from my law firm and the wallet-sized certification the state supreme court gives to every lawyer who passes the bar. The officer accepts my presentation but steers me away from the threshold of the front door. We have to take the other route in, he says, through the sliding glass door. As he moves me back onto the patio, I look over his shoulder at the corpse on the black-and-white tile floor.

I get a better look once we come in the other door. The bottom floor of Bennett’s apartment has a large room that some would call a den, but which Bennett apparently considers a workout room. With a thin cream carpet and plain white walls, the room is filled with iron dumbbells, a weight bench holding an imposing stack of plates on each side of a metal bar, and some contraption that seems to allow for pull-ups and other feats of gymnastic agility. Across the tiled hallway is a door to the garage and a door to a laundry room. Otherwise, the only thing to do is take the stairs up to the second floor.

But first, I want another look at the body. I tiptoe with authority, a lawyer officially checking the crime scene. The officer grabs at me; someone taking photos of the corpse glares at me. I move no further but insist that I need to take a look. I tell them I am entitled to see the body in its original pose. That could be true, that could not be true. I don’t have any experience in this arena. The plain fact is, more than anything, I simply have never seen a dead body at a crime scene before.

The body is stomach-down, face turned to one side. He is a white guy. Late thirties to an untrained eye. His beard has a day’s worth of growth. His face is bent in contortion, something between a grimace and a cry. His arms are away from his body and bent up at ninety-degree angles like goalposts in a football stadium, palms down. His right leg is drawn up, bent slightly. Again, to the untrained eye, giving the impression he was in the midst of flight—an impression I stifle. He is wearing a wool cap and a black leather jacket with three sizable holes in the back, bordered by dried blood. Blood is everywhere, in fact, as look I around. Splatters on the walls and a healthy pool beneath the body.

A middle-aged man comes bouncing down the stairs in a stained overcoat and a shield clipped to the collar. He looks at me and then at the officer behind me. “Who the hell is this?” he asks, nodding at me.

I flash the credentials again.

“No, huh-uh. Outside.” He waves at me with his index finger. I catch a whiff of his aftershave.

“It’s his house,” I say.

“It’s our house,” says the man. “Crime scene.”

Scary thought, but he has a point. We settle on the garage, given the intermittent rain outside. The officer opens the door and I step in. No car in sight, though I recall Bennett drives something silver and foreign. The only sign of it is an oil stain on the concrete floor. The orange pull, used to disconnect the overhead garage remote, dangles lifelessly in the center of the ceiling, next to a single lightbulb. A thick strip of pinewood has been nailed horizontally along the two side walls and contains hooks to hold various tools for yardwork and snow shoveling. Even with all the tools and the old window screens propped up against the wall along with the paint cans, the garage seems utterly vacant without an automobile.

There is a small square window on the garage door. Through it I see a small gathering of neighbors huddled outside. I feel a pang of remorse for Bennett.

The door opens. A man comes through wearing shirtsleeves, no tie. “Detective Eric Paley,” he says.

I shake his hand. “Jon Soliday,” I say.

Detective Paley has a long, comforting face, well-lined, with expressive eyes. He looks like somebody’s father. “I’m a little curious why Mr. Carey called a lawyer.”

“He called a friend,” I say. “We work together.”

Paley raises a hand, allows a smirk. “Okay, a friend. But a friend doesn’t have the right to talk to him just at this second.”

“Then I’m his attorney. And I’d like to see him right away.”

The detective purses his lips and nods absently at the ceiling. “You can talk to him,” he says, as if he’s being generous. He leaves the garage with no outpouring of gratitude from me.

Bennett walks into the garage a moment later. He is naked save for his boxers and a blanket thrown over his shoulders. Bennett is a sizeable man, well over six feet with a thick neck, broad shoulders and an athletic presence. First time I’ve seen him with no shirt. He has a physique any middle-aged man would envy, a rippled stomach, hard and well-toned muscles that look like they’re going to pop out of his skin, the only blemish a two-inch jagged scar on his upper chest, just below his shoulder, that peeps out of the blanket draped over him.

His eyes are understandably dark, his posture slightly altered. His jet-black hair has fallen into his face, veering off from the stark middle part down below his eyes in the shape of a ram’s horns, falling to his cheeks. I guess I never noticed how long his hair is because he combs it back at work. In its current state, Ben could pass for a grunge-rocker, though at twenty-nine years of age he might be pushing the limit. Bennett doesn’t seem to socialize much, but he certainly has the looks for quite an active extracurricular life. Regardless, his size and physique seem incompatible with the wounded-victim profile.

Someone is standing behind him. I nod to the man, presumably another detective. With no other response, the man closes the door behind himself.

Bennett looks at me sheepishly, almost with embarrassment. “Hey, Jon,” he says. His voice lacks the normal deep resonance; it is soft and trembling.

I put a hand on his shoulder. “You all right, Ben? Jesus Christ.”

“I guess so,” he says. His Adam’s apple bobs violently. “I killed somebody.”

“You defended yourself.” I search his eyes until they make contact with mine. “Big difference there. He broke into your house, and you defended yourself.”

Bennett considers the comment, or maybe he is lost in his own thoughts. He wipes a hand over his mouth, blows out a sigh.

My eyes return to the scar below his shoulder. I nod at it. “That happen tonight? This guy do that to you?”

Bennett looks down, then draws the blanket tighter. “God,” he says, “I’m practically naked here.” He shivers. “No, that scar’s twenty years old. Why?”

“Just wondering.”

“Already planning my defense?” says Ben. “Self-defense works better if he cut me first, right?”

My face colors. “Don’t start talking crazy.”

“I killed a guy, Jon.”

“Hey, Ben—what are you supposed to do? He broke into your house.”

“Yeah.” Bennett’s eyes wander to the ceiling and hold there. He is thinking of something else at that moment. “What do you think our boss will say?”

“Don’t worry about our boss.”

“Not the best timing, huh?”

“You had nothing to do with the timing.”

“Yeah, but still. Three months from the election?”

“Bennett, listen to me. Don’t worry about Tully. You think he’d rather this asshole killed you?”

Bennett’s mouth parts. His tongue rolls against his cheek. He allows the slightest chuckle, a nervous laugh. “On that, I’ll take the Fifth,” he says.
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THE POLICE SETTLE on Bennett’s kitchen, on the second floor, as a spot where he can sit and wait while the cops do their job and await the chance to speak to him. I leave Bennett with a warning that he himself has probably given to some of his own clients—don’t say a word to anyone, not even a hello—and wander back downstairs. The cops should probably be doing a better job of keeping an eye on me, but it’s all they can do not to mess up the crime scene on their own. At best, the myriad of uniformed and plainclothes cops and technicians is organized chaos.

I step out onto the sidewalk and punch my cell phone. Middle of the night, Don Grier is not expecting a call from me, and he’s certainly not expecting good news when he hears my voice. Don Grier is the press secretary to State Senator Grant Tully, my boss. The senator is the Democratic nominee for governor and uses Don for his political work. But Grant Tully is also the Senate Majority Leader, so Don is a state employee as well. It’s hard to divorce the two, because everything the senator does is political, when you cut to it.

“You need to hear this right now,” I tell him. The story seems to lay out like this. Bennett was aroused from sleep by the noise of an intruder breaking into his home. He reached for his gun as he heard the intruder come up the stairs. The intruder came into his bedroom and Bennett fired twice, hitting the intruder once, apparently in the shoulder. Then Bennett followed as the intruder headed back down the stairs. He kept his distance and just listened, and ultimately he followed the intruder down the final staircase to the bottom floor. There, he saw the shape of the intruder in the darkness, and he fired off three more rounds and killed him.

It turns out he shot the intruder in the back. That is the obvious problem, if there is a problem. It rings of a vengeance killing, shooting the unsuccessful burglar while he fled the scene. The other catch is that the intruder didn’t have a gun. He had a crowbar, which he used to break the door window to get in. A gun versus a piece of iron.

“Christ almighty,” Don murmurs. “Is he okay?”

“Seems okay. Feels bad about it.”

“He shot him in the back?”

“He didn’t know the guy was turned away from him,” I say. “It was dark.”

“Right, you said that.” I hear a voice—more of a groan—from his end.

“Got some company there, Don?” I ask. He’s single, like I am, now. “Male or female?”

Don manages a chuckle.

“So listen,” I say. “Who do we know in the department?”

“The police? I don’t know. Top brass?”

“Fuck, I don’t know.” I make a noise. I’m not accustomed to being without answers. As the chief counsel to Senator Tully, I’ve managed to meet almost everyone with some oomph in the city. But cops? Can’t place the name of the top guy, the police superintendent, and don’t know him, anyway.

“We’d have to be careful,” says Don. “That’s a phone call that could come back to bite us.”

The rain is starting up again. I shift my feet. “I suppose. I just want to know that he’s treated right. That’s all.”

“Probably better that it’s not you making that call,” says Don. “I’ll talk to the senator, we’ll figure something out. Just go take care of your boy.”

I click off the cell phone and head back upstairs. A cop hassles me as I re-enter, but I’m too agitated to even acknowledge him, so he follows me up the stairs, hollering after me, until that detective, Paley, waves him off. The whole time, I don’t even look at the annoying cop, which gets a rise out of him. Small pleasures.

Bennett is still in his boxers with the blanket over his shoulders. I take the other chair at the tiny kitchen table. “Let’s not talk to them tonight,” I say. “Tomorrow, we’ll put you together with the right lawyer. Paul Riley. Maybe Dale Garrison. Sit tight until then.”

Detective Paley approaches us again. He has brought a chair from the dining room in with him. My second good look at the detective leaves me with the same conclusion. He looks paternal, concerned, patient. His shirtsleeves are rolled up now. His eyes are heavy and bloodshot. He was probably a couple of hours from a shift change when he caught this. Now he won’t sleep until this afternoon.

“Rough night,” he says to both of us. Bennett is still unresponsive.

I start to give my speech to the detective—no interview tonight, we’ll be in touch—but I opt to wait it out, see what comes. If the detective isn’t looking to hurt Ben, I could just make it worse by ordering him to clam up.

“I think my client’s in shock,” I say.

“Sure.” His voice is surprisingly soft, a higher pitch. Probably works well for the job—not the rough stuff but the interviews. He’s the good cop in the routine.

“What do you figure here, Detective?” I ask. “What was this guy doing in here?”

Paley frowns. His forehead is thick and well lined. “Common burglar, my guess.”

“A burglar takes things,” I offer. “This guy had plenty of stuff to steal but he went all the way to Ben’s bedroom.”

“That’s where the good stuff is, Counsel. Valuables.” The detective has a strong city accent, pronouncing counsel as if there’s no “u.” “If he was looking to kill your client, he’d probably bring more than a crowbar.”

“You can kill with a crowbar.”

“I want my gun back.” Bennett has spoken for the first time. This grabs the attention of both the detective and me. I reach out a hand and grab his forearm on the table. He pulls it away.

Paley shrugs. “We’ll see about that.”

Bennett’s eyes narrow. He has returned to present time. “You’ll see about what?”

“We might need to hang on to it awhile,” Paley says.

“Why?”

Paley opens his hands. “C’mon, Mr. Carey. You’re a lawyer.”

Neither of us responds. It is evidence, he’s saying.

“Do you fear for your life, Mr. Carey?”

Bennett considers the question, blinking slowly. Most of his movements have slowed, in fact. His eyes are deeply set from stress and sleep deprivation. His face is pale save for the brush of redness on his cheeks. “I don’t know what I fear,” he says.

“I think we’re going to stop there,” I say. “Detective, we’ll be happy to give you a statement, but I think my client needs a few hours of sleep first.”

“Now’s fine,” says Ben, staring into the kitchen table.

“No,” I say to the detective. “We’ll give you a call, say about noon—”

“No.” Bennett exhales, draws himself up. “Whatever else you want to know is fine.”

“No,” I insist. “We’ll talk later to—”

“I just want to go back over a couple points.”

I look at my client, then at Paley. “Have you already talked?”

Paley seems to enjoy breaking the news to me. “We went over the whole thing an hour ago.”

I stare at Bennett, waiting for him to look at me so I can give him a scolding glare. He just blinks and resumes his foggy stare. “If he asked for a lawyer,” I begin, “you can’t—”

“He hadn’t requested counsel, Mr. Soliday.” The detective seems to enjoy the fact that the lawyer didn’t get a chance to silence his client.

“He’s right, Jon,” says Ben. He waves a hand. “I volunteered. I told him the same thing I told you.”

I fall back in my chair. “I’d like to see any notes you made,” I tell Paley.

“I’m sure you would, Counsel. Only you don’t get to.” He nods at Ben. “Really, just a couple follow-ups.”

“No,” I say.

“Jon, it’s okay,” says Ben. He gathers the blanket over him.

“About the shouting,” says Paley. “You don’t remember saying anything to this guy?”

Ben shakes his head, no.

“Or he to you?”

I clear my throat. “At least fill me in here, Detective.”

Paley regards me a moment. I suppose he could tell me to go screw myself. But all things considered, he seems to be going pretty easy. “Neighbor heard shouting,” he tells me.

Bennett frames his hands on the table. “It’s what I said before. If you tell me he was yelling, I accept that. But I didn’t hear it. I suppose my ears were ringing from firing the shots. I know my heart was pounding like crazy. Everything was happening so fast—”

“The point being,” I say, “Ben didn’t hear anything.”

The detective considers Bennett for a moment, then gives a definitive nod of the head. “It was probably shock,” he says. “He obviously didn’t expect you to shoot him.” Paley rises from his chair and moves to Bennett. He grips his shoulder. “I’d a done the same thing as you,” he says. He shakes Ben a little. “Only I’d a dropped him in the bedroom.”

“Where do we stand, Detective?” I ask.

He makes a face. “From your end? This is clean. Justifiable. Guy can’t shoot a home intruder, who can he shoot?”

I say a silent prayer. I look at Ben, who acts as if he didn’t hear Paley. “What do you mean ‘our end’?”

“Well.” Paley looks over my head. “If I thought someone was coming after Mr. Carey, I’d want to know the whos and whys. But this guy just wanted to steal. He must’ve seen the car missing from the garage, figured Mr. Carey was out of town. It’s a nice neighborhood, nice house—plenty of nice stuff to take. The guy had a crowbar and a bag, to throw valuables in. He wasn’t looking for violence.”

I sigh. “So we’re done.”

“We’ll get an ID on this guy. We’ll investigate what we see fit.” He leans into me. “But let’s say, other than the ID, you shouldn’t expect to be hearing from me again.”

I stand up and offer a hand. “Thanks.”

Bennett is shaking his head slowly. We are alone in the kitchen now. The din throughout the house has subsided. Anything they wanted to see, they’ve seen. Cops are filing out.

“You gotta try to put this behind you, Ben,” I say quietly. “A bad dream.”

“He was gonna kill me.” Ben is staring out the kitchen window, though he couldn’t see more than his own reflection. He probably needs to believe that. He doesn’t want to think that he killed someone who just wanted a Rolex or a diamond to fence. I turn to see Paley waving a silent adios, telling me he’s the last of them. Then I turn back to Bennett, whose expression has deteriorated to pure agony.
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I’M IN MY car, headed for the west side. I stayed with Ben at his house after the cops left. He didn’t even try to sleep, just stared aimlessly over the steam from the coffee clutched in his hands. Once dawn broke, Bennett and I took a cab uptown to my place, where I grabbed my car and drove Ben to his gym. I don’t know if Bennett would want or need to work out, but at a minimum he could shower there and throw on a change of clothes.

State Senator Grant Tully is giving a speech today at a union hall on the west side. He is addressing an African-American audience that is probably the most politically powerful coalition of minorities in the state.

Grant Tully is the son of former State Senator Simon Tully, who held office seemingly forever, handing the reins to his son ten years ago. Grant was elected to his first term as state senator at the ripe age of twenty-nine. He was re-elected twice, at ages thirty-three and thirty-seven, and now he’s in the middle of his third four-year term. The district he represents basically consists of the city—or its southern half, I should say—which is overwhelmingly Democratic. This means the senator could hold this office the rest of his life, with no fear of a primary challenge and no credible risk of defeat by a Republican.

But the senator is running for governor. He won a contested primary with almost seventy percent of the vote. His opponent in the general election—the Republican nominee—is the state Attorney General, Langdon Trotter. Trotter had no challenge whatsoever, keeping with the Republicans’ discipline in ferreting out challengers and avoiding bickering within the party.

Grant Tully currently is the Majority Leader of the state senate. That means he basically runs the senate. The Democrats hold eighteen of the twenty-seven seats. That means if you want a bill to pass in the senate, you have to get Senator Tully’s approval.

My title is Chief Counsel to the Majority Leader, which is a fancy way of saying I’m Senator Tully’s lawyer. I advise the senator on pending legislation—let him know what a bill does, whom it affects—and guide him through the legal hurdles that come with the office. Bennett Carey is my deputy counsel, the only other full-time lawyer on the staff.

Those are our roles as state employees. In addition, Grant Tully is the chairman of the state Democratic Party. He controls the purse strings, decides where to spend how much on whom when it comes to campaigns. So I’m also the counsel to the state Democratic Party. In this role, I steer the senator, as well as other elected Democratic officials, through the maze of laws governing ballot access, elections, campaign finance disclosures, and the like. In this political job, as well, Bennett Carey is my deputy.

The long and short of it is, Grant Tully is the most powerful Democrat in the state. He runs the senate—the state house of representatives is Republican—and he runs the state Democratic Party. No Democrat with half a brain makes a move without Tully’s say-so, and everyone gets out of the way if he wants to run for governor.

At this point on the calendar, the senate is not in session, so I’m working almost full time on the elections. And by far the most important one is the race for governor. It is the highest priority, not only because my boss is the one running, but because the governor gets to appoint thousands of people to paid positions. That’s really the key to politics—jobs. The people you employ become your off-the-clock workers as well, your army to sell fund-raising tickets and canvass the neighborhoods and make phone calls when they’re not working on state time. These people work hard, too, because in a very real way, their jobs depend on your re-election. The bigger your army, the better you can campaign, and the more easily you can lend out your workers to other campaigns and then call in the favor when you need it.

The Republicans have controlled the governor’s office for sixteen years. That means a whole generation of GOP staffers have settled into the state capital. It becomes circular, an obvious advantage to Republicans in terms of manpower. But the current governor is stepping down, and Senator Grant Tully is hoping to break the Republican stranglehold.

The timing of this incident with Bennett—in the heat of the general election season—is less than optimal. Senator Tully likes to hear bad news quickly. So I’m making a personal visit.

I make it to the union hall at about the time the senator should be closing up his remarks. I can hear applause as I wander down the hallway.

Senator Grant Tully stands at a podium on a stage, behind three African-American leaders seated in chairs; they are sitting along with the senator’s chief of staff, Jason Tower, also an African-American. The banner over the curtain reads “Tully 2000” in red and blue lettering.

The audience is the Coalition for Racial Progress, a politically active group that has become increasingly powerful over the last decade. They have increased voter registration in the African-American community by almost twenty percent and, more importantly, they have increased voter turnout by almost thirty.

“I will appoint minorities to my staff,” says the senator, pounding the podium to much applause. “I will appoint minorities to the highest posts in this state.”

I walk into the back of the auditorium, where I will stay. By my head-count, there are over three hundred people.

“On this very special day, ladies and gentlemen, I pledge to you: I will increase African-American involvement in this political system to heights never before seen!”

The senator can get away with rhetoric like this in a way that no other white guy in this city could. The reason is that he means what he says. The city’s west side is part of the senator’s district and contains the poorest neighborhoods in the state. The old line is, on the south side, they’ll kill you for a twenty-dollar bill. On the west side, they’ve never seen a twenty-dollar bill. But Senator Tully has made it a point to promote tax incentives for businesses out here and take a personal interest in the improvement of the schools. He’s rolled up his sleeves for the west side, and they know it.

“Let’s bring back free health testing for our children,” he says. “Free eye testing. Free hearing testing.” The crowd erupts—this is a topic that’s been covered before. “Because a child who cannot see will become a child who cannot read. And a child who cannot read”—the senator’s voice continues to elevate with the rise in applause, to the point he’s almost shouting—“is a child who cannot compete. Let’s not turn our backs on innocent children!”

Senator Tully casts a confident look over his audience. He recognizes plenty of faces. He spends a lot of time in these neighborhoods. His big thing is to play piano at the churches, a different one each Sunday. I think he made two stops at churches before the speech today. That’s his personal thing. In terms of legislation, he’s been a good leader, too. He never misses an opportunity to remind them of that fact.

“I call on the leaders of the house of representatives to pass my legislation to stop predatory lending! Let’s help the poorest and the weakest in our society from falling under the burden of outrageous interest rates! It’s not about black or white—it’s about wrong and right!”

The senator sure has found his audience’s sweet spot. This last term, he sponsored legislation to regulate the practice of finance companies who convince elderly and poor people—and far more often than not, minorities—to take out ill-advised, high-interest home equity mortgages on their homes, locking them into long-term deals with huge prepayment penalties and, typically, ending up in foreclosure. The coalition to whom the senator is speaking played a major role in the effort, so they know they can count on Grant Tully.

“Let us not turn back the clock! Let us not roll back affirmative action! Let us not cut subsidies to neighborhood programs and schools! Let’s not turn back what we’ve started! Let’s take it to the next level!” The senator pounds the podium with the last point.

The crowd rises to its feet. The speech is done. I move down the aisle and find the senator’s spokesman, Donald Grier, standing in the front row applauding. He looks at me like I just accosted him in the shower. He leans toward me. “How’s that thing?”

I cock my head. “In the car,” I say.

It’s another twenty minutes before the senator has finished shaking hands and receiving hugs. In the meantime, I have tossed my keys to one of the two aides accompanying the senator and Don Grier. He’ll drive my car back. I need to speak with the senator.

“Okay, Jon.” The senator’s voice, when he’s offstage, is soft, almost boyish. The senator is sitting in the back of the luxury sedan with Don and me. One of the perks of being the Senate Majority Leader is a car and driver. Jason Tower has stayed back to talk with the coalition members before moving on to yet another meeting today.

Grant Tully looks like a senator. He is just under six feet, sandy hair, a baby face at age thirty-eight. The beginning slashes of gray at his sideburns and the newly formed crow’s-feet at his eyes do just enough to offset what otherwise might be perhaps too youthful an appearance. He looks young and handsome and dignified.

“Tell me about Bennett,” says the senator.

“I just dropped him off at his gym to let off some steam and get a shower,” I answer. “He’s doing okay.”

“What are they saying? The police?”

“They’re calling it a justified shooting. Justifiable, I think they say. Ben’s in the clear.”

“Good, good.” The senator, sitting by the door, rattles his fingers off the window.

“Ben thinks the guy was trying to kill him,” I add. “Cops think it was a straight burglary.”

“Mmm-hmm.” The senator nods absently. He’s less concerned with the details. He’s thinking ahead. News stories, reflection on the campaign.

Don Grier, stuck in the middle seat, turns to me. “What do you think?”

I sigh. “Don’t know. The guy had this iron bar to break in and a bag to collect stuff. Doesn’t sound like an attempt on his life to me.”

“Either way,” says Don, “it’s someone breaking into his house.”

“There is an issue with appearances,” I say. “Shooting a guy in the back.”

“Tell me about the guy who broke in,” says the senator, seeming to ignore my comment.

I shake my head. “No identification yet.”

Silence. Conversations with Grant can be awkward at times. He never feels the need to fill in the spaces, and he’s rarely in a hurry to speak.

“White or black?” asks Don Grier.

“White.”

The senator doesn’t respond. Don Grier chews on his lip.

“Good timing, though,” I say. “By the time they’re writing the print edition tomorrow, it’s not news.”

“It’s not the same news,” says Grant.

True. There will be a spin by tomorrow’s news cycle, no longer just the alarming facts, more likely a reaction of some kind. Will there be a reaction?

“The Watch is probably covering it on-line,” says Don. “We need to find the reporter.”

“You talk to him, Jon,” the senator says. “This doesn’t come from Don.”

“Well, I am his attorney.”

Senator Tully looks at me. “Ben doesn’t need an attorney if they’re not looking at him. You’re a friend who was there, so you’re able to comment.”

“Right. I think Bennett wants to talk to you, Senator.” I always call Grant “Senator” in front of others.

“Sure. That’s fine.”

We sit in silence. I look out the window. We’re driving past a school, empty on a Sunday. A couple of black kids in leather jackets and bandannas wrapped around their heads sit on the steps of the school, eyeing our car suspiciously.

“This isn’t the best timing,” I say.

“It is what it is,” says the senator. “We deal with it.”
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BACK IN MY office after lunch, Sunday. I am a partner at the law firm of Seaton, Hirsch and Sharpe. Seaton, Hirsch is two hundred lawyers located across from the state courthouse in the center of the commercial district. We have a good fifteen different departments—corporate, bankruptcy, health care, wealth management. You name it, the firm has formed a department for it. I do a little work in the litigation department, along with Bennett Carey, but Ben and I are basically a two-man department on election law. We do the political work for the Democratic Party and bill it through the firm. Aside from his state work as senator, Grant Tully takes in some big commercial clients who want to be associated with him and then palms off the work on other lawyers. He brings in some decent revenue, but more than anything the firm likes having the two Tullys on their letterhead. I say the “two Tullys” because Grant’s father, former State Senator Simon Tully, still wanders in the door every now and then.

I work at Seaton, Hirsch because Grant wants me close, whether it’s work for him or other Democrats. In my role as counsel to the state Democratic Party, I essentially represent every Democratic state representative or senator, at least in their official capacities. All in all, this means that I spend the vast majority of my time steering the senator and the party through the minefield that is our state’s election and campaign laws. There are rules governing political advertising, financial disclosures, ballot access, and so on, and I have become an expert. The rules are very complicated, which is exactly how the political establishment wants it. The elected officials have people like me to tell them what’s what. The outsiders, seeking entry without the backing of the Republicans or Democrats, typically play catch-up.

It’s more than a two-man job, but essentially Bennett Carey and I handle all the work. I have been with the senator since he launched his political career ten years ago, so by now I know most of the rules by heart—hell, I’ve written half of them for the Senate to pass. What this means is that my knowledge is a rare and valuable commodity. It also means that a vast majority of the Democrats in this city and the rest of the state owe me. Some more than others.

That’s me, in a nutshell. I know elections, and I know people.

I go on-line on my computer to check the news stories. The senator’s spokesman, Don Grier, was right—our local paper, the Daily Watch, is covering the story on the Internet edition. It’s not the top story, which is heartening. Maybe in a city where people are murdered every day, the story won’t play up so much. It’s the third story down, below a news event about a U.S. submarine that inadvertently crossed into Chinese waters and a story about a tax-cut debate in Washington.

But third story or not, the headline is enough to increase the adrenaline. It was reported as of 9:15 a.m. LOCAL MAN KILLS HOME INTRUDER. The article says that police are investigating the circumstances surrounding the death late last night of a burglar who broke into a home on North Vine Street. The home intruder was named Brian Denning O’Shea, age thirty-seven, lives on the southeast side. William Bennett Carey, twenty-nine, a local attorney, apparently shot O’Shea in the back as he was exiting the house.

I find my hand cupped over my mouth. Nice spin they put on it. Forget about the fact it was pitch-dark in the house. Forget about the fact that a man was standing in his bedroom when he woke up. Forget about the fact that the police have cleared him.

I swivel my chair. Bennett Carey is standing in the doorway.

“How are you, Ben?”

Bennett shrugs. He is wearing a white dress shirt with no tie, navy trousers. His hair is still wet. No socks with his loafers, you can excuse him for forgetting.

“Feeling any better?” I ask.

He’s still standing by the doorway, looking awkward and antsy. That sort of fits him. First glance, you make Bennett Carey for a lady-killer, a charming, well-manicured, well-dressed corporate attorney ready to set the world on fire. You expect the deep voice, the confident presence, the playful charm. What you get instead is a very soft-spoken, shy man with rather limited social skills. He has almost no sense of humor, first of all, which means my ever-present sarcasm often leads to blank stares. He doesn’t partake in office banter, almost overtly ignores flirtatious advances from the women in the firm. His clothes are very neat—crisply ironed white shirts, subdued ties perfectly knotted—but anything but flashy. The only hint of creativity he ever shows is in his work, when he needs to craft a legal argument. Even then, his personality shows through—his words are simple, his argument concise and to the point.

“Don’t really know what to do with myself,” Ben says. “Don’t want to be here, don’t want to be home.”

“You can stay at my place,” I say. “As long as you want.”

“Oh—well, thanks, Jon. I’ll be fine.” He shuffles his feet, still standing in the doorway. “Talk to the senator?”

“Yeah.”

“He’s here today?”

“Sure. In between appearances.”

Bennett scratches his face. “Did you tell him?”

“I told him.”

“How’d he react?”

I open my hand to a chair across from my desk. “Hey, you know Tully. ‘It is what it is, we’ll deal with it.’” I do my best impression of our boss. “Nobody’s blaming you, Ben. For Christ’s sake, how could they?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Bennett takes a chair, collapses in it. He has splashed on some cologne, a hint of medicine in the scent. He missed a spot shaving below his chin. “I keep seeing that guy’s face. When I turned on the light and saw him lying there on the floor.”

“The detective was right,” I say. “That guy didn’t give you a choice.”

Bennett’s eyes run past me to the face of the computer behind me. “What’s that?”

“Front page of the Internet edition,” I say with a half-smile to lighten the impact.

“Great.” Bennett shakes his head.

“Do not worry about this, Ben. This is a nonissue. A news cycle or two, tops.”

Bennett waves a hand. I have not convinced him. “Paper say anything interesting?”

“They got the perp’s name.”

Bennett sits up. “What’s his name?”

“Brian Denning O’Shea.”

Bennett’s eyes drift. His face turns sober, loses some color. “Jesus Christ,” he whispers.

“You know him?” I ask.

Bennett inhales deeply, then shakes his head. “Brian O’Shea,” he says to himself.

“Tell me,” I say.

“Brian O’Shea.” He grimaces. “Back when I was prosecuting at the county attorney’s office. One of my last cases, maybe five years ago. I put away O’Shea’s brother for possession with intent. Sean O’Shea, his name was. We were cleaning up the southeast side, hitting a lot of dealers. Found over twenty grams in Sean’s place.”

“So you put away his brother.”

“Goes beyond that,” Ben says. “I was at the scene, y’know? They were having the assistants go with. We’d come in after the cops secured it, but they wanted the lawyers there to ensure everything was handled properly. Search warrants were carried out only to their limits, evidence was handled appropriately—that kind of thing.”

I remember back then. That was at the height of the call throughout the city for an independent body to take over the collection and evaluation of evidence obtained at crime scenes. Defense lawyers and civil-rights activists were complaining that the cops were tampering with evidence. This problem is what led to the county attorney’s office creating a technical unit—the CAT unit—which today has authority over such things, instead of the city police.

“Sean O’Shea’s lawyers claimed that there wasn’t any coke in his place until we showed up,” Ben continues.

“He said it was planted?”

“Oh, yeah.” Ben smiles weakly. “The prosecutors planted twenty grams of coke, and a scale, and a pager, and a wad of cash.” He waves a hand. “Defense attorneys say stuff like that all the time. You’ve tried as many of these cases as I have, you start hearing the claims of planting and tampering in your dreams.” He blows out a sigh. “So we nail Sean O’Shea on possession with intent. He has a sheet already, so he goes away for—what—I think twenty-five to forty.”

“Ouch,” I manage.

“Yeah, they don’t fuck around with that stuff.” Bennett takes a moment with that. I always wondered if prosecutors felt bad sometimes about the stuff they do. “Anyway, Sean’s brother gets a lawyer, and they file a civil-rights case against me. A Section 1983 action in federal court. They say I violated Sean O’Shea’s civil rights and planted evidence in his place.” Ben makes a small circle with his index finger. “He filed the case about three years ago. The case was ultimately thrown out in the district court. The ruling was upheld on appeal. The Supreme Court just denied cert—so the case is over.”

“Okay.” I lean back in my chair. “So Brian’s ticked off about his brother going away for most of his adult life and the fact that you beat him in court.”

“I guess so.”

“You didn’t recognize him at your house?”

“Brian O’Shea?” Bennett shrugs. “If I’ve ever laid eyes on him, I didn’t know it. He might have been at his brother’s trial, but I didn’t notice. That case he filed against me in federal court, it never went to trial or anything. It’s not like I appeared in court. The county attorney’s civil division handled it.”

To say nothing of the fact that the guy broke into Ben’s house in the middle of the night, in the pitch darkness. It’s not as if he and Ben had a pleasant conversation over tea. “Well, okay.” I come forward and lay my hands on the desk. “So you feel better now? This guy was trying to hurt you. You didn’t have a choice.”

Ben plays with his hair a moment, brushing at some stray locks that have fallen into his eyes. “I suppose it helps to know.”

“Good,” I say. “I’ll give a call to that detective. Paley. He’ll figure it out soon enough, but might as well save him the investigating.”

“Okay.”

I come around the desk and grab Ben’s shoulder. “Hopefully, you can put this behind you now.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll get word to the big man, too,” I say. Ben rolls his eyes and makes his way out.
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WALKING INTO SENATOR Grant Tully’s office is like walking into a museum. Plenty to admire, nothing to touch. The office is rectangular; oak cabinets on the long wall below the windows feature framed photographs of the senator with various political figures of the last ten years. Two large black leather chairs sit by a desk more notable for its size than anything else. It is a large, ancient piece of hickory, with iron handles on the drawers, that dwarfs the senator in his high-backed chair.

Senator Tully spins around, raises a hand and nods to me. “Keep them where they are for now and run another poll. If she’s above forty percent we’ll pull them from Isaac.” He grimaces as he listens to his caller. “Yes, all three, but forty percent, right? Not thirty-nine.” The senator hangs up the phone and looks at me.

“Good news,” I tell him.

The senator raises his chin.

“The guy who broke into Ben’s house,” I say. “It was the brother of someone he put away for drug dealing. It was a revenge thing. So we’re okay.”

“You call the press?”

“I talked to the police. I’ll call the guy at the Watch next.”

“Good. That’s good.” Grant Tully grabs a pencil and twirls it in his hand as he leans back in his chair. “Raycroft could play with this.”

“He could but he won’t,” I answer. The senator is referring to Elliot Raycroft, the county
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