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Praise for Steve Bogira’s

COURTROOM 302


“Steve Bogira shines a blazing new light on America’s criminal justice system. This book is filled with one revelatory insight after another about how that system really works.… Mr. Bogira shows that he is a masterful reporter not only of our country’s criminal justice system but also of human beings caught up in its gears.”

—Robert A. Caro




“Powerful and moving.… Bogira is more than a gifted writer.… [He] is an inspiring reminder of what investigative reporting can and should do to keep our national institutions cleaner and better than they are.”

—Los Angeles Times




“A gripping, insightful book.… Required reading for anyone interested in the realities of the American justice system.”

—Newsday




“Bogira writes with clarity, passion, and often lyrical beauty.… With a good eye for detail and a dramatist’s attention to what motivates his characters, he reveals the common humanity of the rumpled and rank prisoners.… Those who consider it long overdue to shine a light on this branch of government might start by reading his book.”

—The Providence Journal




“Riveting.… An immensely important book that exposes how America’s criminal justice system really works.… Its steady stream of powerful insights inevitably apply to every big city court system in the nation.”

—Chicago Sun-Times




“Brilliant.… A genuine eye-opener. Bogira … has produced a compelling narrative, that is often more entertaining than most of the cop shows which are so popular on American television.”

—The Economist




“Fascinating.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“An eye-opener. Bogira is a journalist who knows his trade as well as anyone I’ve encountered in recent years. A remarkable book.”

—Studs Terkel




“A dispassionate work of journalistic precision, a smart, subtle broadside against a criminal justice system that feeds upon the poor and dispossessed.… Bogira has written a book that detail by detail, reveals the chasm between law and justice and, in the end, shames us all.”

—David Simon, Executive Producer and Creator,
The Wire; Producer and Writer, Homicide




“So insider-ish, so candid, that it will shock, awe, and generally stick in the mind for a long time.”

—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel




“The view of America that this book opens up is disturbing, and also fresh and fascinating. But Courtroom 302 isn’t merely sociological. It’s full of human drama, unearthed from the dreary and quotidian by an author with a remarkably fair and open mind.”

—Tracy Kidder, author of
The Soul of a New Machine and Mountains Beyond Mountains




“Stunning.… We get the smells, sights, and sounds of the big city criminal courts in precise, unforgettable detail.… Anyone considering working as a prosecutor or a defense attorney must read this book.… Regardless of the reason for reading Courtroom 302, one’s perceptions of our criminal justice system, and the larger system that created and continues to shape it, will be permanently altered.”

—New York Law Journal




“Steve Bogira is a brilliant reporter and observer, who also happens to be one masterful storyteller. Courtroom 302 is as honest and gritty as they come, and filled with surprises. It’s one of the most important books on America’s criminal justice system to come along in years.”

—Alex Kotlowitz, author of There Are No Children Here




“Revealing and intimate.… By including a range of perspectives—the judge, the jurors, the lawyers, the deputies, and the defendants—Bogira creates a 360-degree view of the system.”

—The American Lawyer




“A triumph of narrative journalism and a must-read for anyone concerned about the state of justice in America.”

—Jennifer Gonnerman, author of Life on the Outside




“Too rarely a book appears that seems immediately essential, critical to an understanding of the culture and time in which we live. Steve Bogira’s Courtroom 302 is such a book.… A compelling account of the brutal reality that passes for justice in America.”

—Stuart Dybek
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For Jane, my partner in crime





The horrible thing about all legal officials, even the best, about all judges, magistrates, barristers, detectives, and policemen, is not that they are wicked (some of them are good), not that they are stupid (several of them are quite intelligent), it is simply that they have got used to it. Strictly they do not see the prisoner in the dock; all they see is the usual man in the usual place. They do not see the awful court of judgment; they only see their own workshop.

—G. K. CHESTERTON
   Tremendous Trifles

The lockups are always open and there are always new faces.… Where they all come from nobody knows and where they’ll go from here nobody cares.

—NELSON ALGREN
   Chicago: City on the Make
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PROLOGUE

Welcome to County

EVERY DAY, Chicago police wagons swing onto the grounds of the Cook County Criminal Courthouse and deposit their cargo at a rear door.

The prisoners being unloaded on this particular evening—January 20, 1998—are here for the usual reasons. They sold cocaine rocks on a corner, until an unmarked car screeched up out of nowhere. They tried to buy heroin from an undercover cop. They pocketed a fifth of booze at a grocery and failed to outrun the security guard. They relieved a pickup truck of its tools and a nosy neighbor called 911.

At the district station, they pulled off their belts and pulled out their laces. They emptied their pockets of combs, cigarettes, matchbooks. They pressed their fingers onto the ink pad, frowned for the camera, and joined the rest of the day’s catch in a frigid lockup. They curled up on a metal bench or a concrete floor and waited—midnight, four in the morning, noon—while computers checked their prints for outstanding warrants. They were treated to a baloney-on-white and coffee in a Styrofoam cup. Those with misdemeanor charges and no warrants were given a court date and released. The others were cuffed wrist to wrist and loaded into the large police wagon that swung by the station. The chain of prisoners in the wagon lengthened as the driver made pickups at other stations. The wagon bumped along toward the courthouse at 26th and California.

The Cook County Criminal Courthouse—the biggest and busiest felony courthouse in the nation—sits in a Mexican neighborhood on Chicago’s southwest side. It’s a boxy limestone structure, seven stories high and seven decades old, with Doric columns, Latin phrases carved into the limestone, and eight sculpted figures above the columns, representing law, justice, liberty, truth, might, love, wisdom, and peace. None of them is visible from the back of a police wagon.

A paunchy, balding white officer is behind the wheel of the first wagon to dip down a ramp and dock at the rear door this evening. He opens the wagon’s tail, and a chain of fifteen men, a dozen black and three white, winds its way out. The prisoners are rumpled and rank—the wagon-tossed, wretched refuse of a major American city, arrested on Martin Luther King Day. The driver follows the prisoners to the door, balancing over one shoulder a clear bag holding fifteen smaller clear bags that contain keys, combs, lip salve, cigarettes, lighters, beepers, eyeglasses, belts, shoelaces. In his other hand is a sheaf of arrest reports and rap sheets.

A navy-shirted sheriff’s deputy slides open the barred door, and the prisoners file into the courthouse basement. About fifteen hundred prisoners pass through this doorway weekly on their way to a bond hearing—78,000 men and women a year accused of violating the peace and dignity of the State of Illinois.

In thirty courtrooms on floors two through seven, plea deals are fashioned and hearings and trials conducted every weekday. But for most defendants, the first glimpse of the interior of the courthouse is of this cellar.

The cellar holds several dank chambers with cinder-block walls and metal benches bolted to concrete floors. The grimy walls have been decorated here and there by deputies who had a black marker or a tube of Preparation H and time on their hands. WELCOME TO COUNTY—GET SERVED WITH A SMILE reads the script next to a horned and goateed grinning devil on a wall near the entrance. Other greetings: THIS WAY TO THE DANCE, and HEAD FIRST—HIT HERE, and YOU WON’T BE HOME FOR CHRISTMAS.

Later tonight the prisoners will be escorted through a tunnel to the quivering elevator that will carry them up to Courtroom 100 for their bond hearings. At evening’s end the lucky prisoners who can make bond or who get an “I-bond” (a no-money-down individual-recognizance bond) will walk out of the courthouse’s front door. The rest of the prisoners—about two-thirds of them, if this is a typical night—will ride the elevator back downstairs and march through a longer tunnel to jail.

“Okay, fifteen desperate criminals,” the paunchy officer tells the deputy at the entrance, one of twenty deputies working in the basement this evening. Yawning, the officer hands over the property bag and the paperwork.

The prisoners are directed to a bench in a bullpen down the hall, where they stand as they’re told—silently, backs of their legs against the edge of the bench. A second police officer is already at the door, dropping off three bleary-eyed black women. A deputy points them to a nearby bench. They step warily past Blackjack, a German shepherd, and Harley, a Rottweiler, the dogs straining toward them, tugging on the leashes gripped by two deputies.

Meanwhile a deputy in the bullpen at the end of the hall makes his way down the line of fifteen men, unlocking and collecting the handcuffs for the first wagon driver.

“When the cuffs come off, your hands go behind your back,” snaps the bull-necked, light-skinned African American deputy who’s got the paperwork now. “All right, when you hear your last name, tell me your first name. Powell.”

“Here.”

Bullneck stalks over to Powell, a frail black youth in a neon-orange windbreaker. “Is your first name Here, motherfucker?” the deputy hollers in the startled youth’s face.

The prisoners make it through the rest of roll call flawlessly, and then Bullneck directs them to sit. Another wagon arrives, and ten more disheveled males join the first fifteen in the back room. After they’re uncuffed and checked in and have taken their seats on one of the benches that line three sides of the chamber, Bullneck welcomes them all to 26th Street.

“You don’t scare me,” he tells them. “You don’t intimidate me. And you sure fucking don’t impress me.” He informs the prisoners that they’ll be going to bond court, and that after that they’ll be headed home or to jail. But there’s a third place they can end up if they don’t follow the rules here, Bullneck warns—the jail hospital.

The rules are simple and not to be questioned, he says—no food, no phone calls, no smoking. “I don’t care if you haven’t eaten all week or made a phone call all day. It’s not my problem.” And the cardinal rule: in the hallways, on the elevator, in the courtroom upstairs, a prisoner’s hands must remain behind his back. “We don’t know you. We don’t know what the fuck is on your mind. You come out with your hands swinging, you’re gonna get dropped,” Bullneck says. “If you forget every other rule I tell you, don’t forget the hands-behind-the-back rule.”

Bullneck surveys his mute, expressionless subjects.

“Does everybody understand the fucking rules?”

A handful of mumbled yessirs.

“Let me hear that again.”

“Yes sir!”

Next Bullneck announces “freebie time,” inviting the prisoners to surrender any drugs they’ve managed to retain despite earlier searches by Chicago police. Nobody gets charged for what they give up now, he promises. But those who think they can sneak something by the deputies should know that Blackjack and Harley will be along presently. And if those dogs sniff a rock, a pinch of blow, or a roach, “you’re gonna get bit, and you’re gonna get charged.” As usual, no one takes advantage of freebie time.

Now Bullneck has the men remove their coats and jackets and toss them onto the floor in the middle of the room. Four deputies wearing black gloves work through the heap of sports team jackets and Salvation Army specials, exploring pockets and kneading collars and waistbands. Meanwhile Bullneck directs the prisoners to pull off their laceless sneakers or workboots, tear out any liners, and hold the shoes upside down by the toes, arms outstretched. The men dutifully comply, and in a moment a ring of stocking-footed men are wordlessly offering up their soles to him.

“And when I tell you to, don’t bang ’em like a buncha pussies,” Bullneck says. “Bang ’em so anything inside falls out.” He studies the group; all eyes are on him.

“Now—bang ’em!”

A host of arms are immediately pumping, beating those shoes and boots together, admirably unpussylike, the stampede echoing off the walls for a quarter of a minute, until Bullneck raises a hand. Nothing but lint has fallen to the concrete.

Next he has the men peel off their socks, extend their legs in front of them, and shake their socks while wiggling their toes. A yeasty odor rises in the room.

“All right, everybody stand up!” Bullneck bellows. “Turn around, grab some wall!” The four gloved deputies commence the pat-downs. It’s not a penetrating search: anyone willing to tuck a cocaine rock up his butt will get away with it for now, but those who end up going to jail had better smoke up that rock in the jail bullpens before the strip-search there. Blackjack and Harley are mainly showpieces, Bullneck’s warning about the dogs’ impending sniff-search an empty threat. The deputies are checking for weapons now more than drugs. They don’t trust the pat-downs of Chicago’s finest; prisoners have arrived here with knives in their pockets, the deputies claim. (Chicago cops “couldn’t find their ass with both hands,” one deputy says.)

A skinny Hispanic man awaiting his search foolishly peeks over his shoulder. The boss here tonight, the white-shirted Sergeant London Thomas, who’s been watching the pat-downs from just outside the bullpen, is at the skinny man’s side in an instant. “What the fuck’re you staring at me for?” Thomas roars in the man’s ear. “Face the fucking wall!

“Everybody should be staring at the wall,” Thomas growls. “Ain’t nothing behind you but an ass-kicking.”

“This guy’s got a ring on that don’t come off,” a deputy says. “Guess we’ll just have to lop off a finger.”

“What’s with you?” asks another deputy, of the trembling middle-aged man he’s searching.

“I have MS,” the man mumbles.

“Oh, he has PMS,” the deputy announces, to his comrades’ snickers.

There’s a method to the deputies’ malice, Sergeant Thomas says later: it’s to let the prisoners know immediately who’s in charge in the courthouse. “Control is something we cannot relinquish,” the sergeant says. “If we did that, we’d be fucked up right away. Extremely.” The twenty or so deputies who work a bond court shift are watching at least sixty and sometimes more than a hundred prisoners. The deputies carry no weapons, to eliminate the risk of a prisoner seizing one. “We’re armed with gloves, handcuffs, and attitude,” Thomas says.

But the deputies’ tone also expresses their sentiments about the prisoners. Those marched into the basement are cloaked in the presumption of innocence—in theory. The prevailing wisdom down here, however, is: if they’re so innocent, why’d they arrive in handcuffs?

“We get the dregs of humanity here,” says Lieutenant John Hopkins, tonight’s watch commander in the courthouse. “If these people moved in next door to you, your lawn would die.”

Hopkins believes in the golden rule. Treat the prisoners respectfully, he instructs his deputies, and don’t get rough if you’re not provoked. But some of his deputies are a little too eager to do unto others, he concedes, believing “that the only justice is at the end of a good right cross.” Hopkins doesn’t spend much time in the basement, allowing Sergeant Thomas to run the show down here most evenings. Hopkins says an occupational hazard of his job as watch commander is “the stiff neck you can get from looking the other way.”

Sergeant Thomas, a tall, muscular African American, says the deputies threaten violence a lot more than they deliver it. Every now and then, though, certain prisoners require “a little—positive reinforcement,” he says with a chuckle.

When the deputies have finished their pat-downs and the prisoners have been allowed to retrieve their coats from the pile, Thomas strides to the center of the group—the head coach with the final pregame chat, now that his assistant has warmed up the team. “I want to have a nice, quiet night,” he tells the prisoners. “I want to get done, have a drink, and go home. Gentlemen, your situation’s fucked up enough as it is. You don’t need it any more fucked up.”

It’s time to move these first twenty-five men to a bullpen around the corner to make room for another batch at the door. Bullneck instructs his prisoners to follow another deputy down the hall—single file, hands behind their backs, of course. Shoves and shouts from Bullneck and his colleagues chase the line of prisoners on their way: “Get the fuck going!” “Keep moving, dickhead!”

A different deputy gives the welcoming speech to the second bedraggled collection, reminding these men “what a fucked-up bunch of smelly motherfuckers” they are. There’s never a lack of volunteers among the deputies for the honor of delivering the welcoming talk, with each succeeding speaker trying to outbadass the last one. “Some of ’em get off on it more than others,” Sergeant Thomas says.

A prisoner at the entrance complains of dizziness. He fell and hit his head shortly before his arrest, he tells Thomas. Thomas surveys the man’s head for cuts or swelling, finds none. Almost every night the sergeant has to do a diagnosis such as this. Anyone who insists he needs medical care will be taken to nearby St. Anthony Hospital—Holy Tony’s, as the deputies call it. But Thomas discourages the trips when he’s not convinced of the need. He knows some of the prisoners are merely trying to postpone their date with jail. The regulations require two deputies to accompany each prisoner who goes to the hospital, so Thomas would be shorthanded fast if he granted every request. There’s paperwork involved as well. The prisoners aren’t likely to expire in court, and in a couple of hours they’ll either be the jail hospital’s concern or, if they bond out, not the county’s problem at all. Thus Thomas is often like the detective who persuades a suspect he doesn’t really need a lawyer. For tonight’s dizzy prisoner, he invokes one of his standard fabrications: “I can send you to the hospital if you want. But the officer who drove you here? He’s got to drive you to the hospital. And then you got to ride all the way back here with him.” Dizzy or not, the prisoner gets Thomas’s hint about the peril of being alone in the custody of an aggravated cop, and he decides to forgo medical aid.

The initial group of prisoners is occupying one of three bullpens down another hallway. The benches are full, the overflow on the floor. Soon the second group comes marching single file down the corridor and fills the middle bullpen. Thomas tells everybody that standing isn’t allowed. Fights in the bullpens were common when Thomas began working bond court three years ago—there were more “gangbangers” (gang members) being arrested then, he says. The fights led to the rule against standing, the idea being that it’s harder to throw a punch while sitting. The prohibition probably isn’t needed anymore, Thomas says, because the prisoners these days are mostly a docile bunch of addicts and small-time dealers. But rules are rules, and so when Thomas spots a man standing in bullpen two, he strides immediately over to him and booms, “What the fuck you doing standing in my bullpen? Do I have to chain you to the floor to get you to sit down?” The man quickly drops to the floor.

When more prisoners come down the hall, Thomas splits them between bullpens one and two, jamming those chambers, the men shoulder to shoulder on the benches and the floor. The female prisoners are being held in an anteroom near the basement entrance. Thomas wishes he could put some of the men in bullpen three, but it’s occupied by the juveniles—the kiddie criminals, as the deputies call them. Most juveniles charged with delinquency are tried at the juvenile court two miles northeast of here. But thirteen- to sixteen-year-olds facing adult charges—murder, rape, armed robbery, drug dealing near a school—are bused here from the detention center next to the juvenile court for their court dates. A dozen of them who had court appearances here earlier today are on the benches of bullpen three, chatting quietly, waiting for the bus to return them to the detention center. The bus, as usual, is late. Thomas will be happier when the juveniles are gone, not just because it’ll free up another bullpen but also because of what pests the kiddie criminals can be, with their godawful whining. “It’s ‘What time’s the bus coming?’ ” Thomas says. “ ‘Can I get something to eat?’ ”

Thomas calls his adult prisoners out to the hallway one at a time and with a black marker prints a three-digit number on the back of each prisoner’s hand, and the same number on each prisoner’s property bag. Many of the prisoners already have a number scrawled on one arm, a memento from the district station. Those who end up going to jail tonight will get further markings on their hands or arms as they’re assigned to a division, a tier, and a cell. The bullpens are quiet while Thomas does his numbering. Some of the prisoners are dozing; others are studying the floor or the back of the head of the prisoner in front of them. Most of the adult prisoners have been through this before, and those who haven’t catch on quickly, understanding that remaining silent is not a right now but an expectation.

There’s always a slow learner, however. Tonight it’s a balding white man, who hails a deputy passing in the hallway, telling him he’s got a question. Thomas overhears, drops the hand of the prisoner he’s numbering, rushes into the bullpen, and sticks his nose menacingly in the balding man’s ruddy face: “Excuse me—why am I about to beat the piss outta you?” The prisoner averts his eyes and says nothing more. Thomas returns to the hallway.

The sergeant is never surprised when the pain-in-the-ass is a white guy. White prisoners tend to be either too dumb or too smart to do jail well, Thomas says. The white guys, like the kiddie criminals, seem compelled to broadcast that they know their rights, he says. Female prisoners aggravate Thomas even more. White, black, or Hispanic, the women wail about everything, he says, often in grating voices. Give me fifty male prisoners instead of five females any day, he likes to say.

After he’s numbered the men, Thomas skims through their arrest reports to see if he needs to keep a special eye on anyone. Out of curiosity, too. Tonight it’s mostly the standard crowd of accused drug offenders. The only arrest report catching his attention is the one for Chester G., a twenty-eight-year-old white man charged with aggravated battery against police officers. Chester G. walked into a northwest-side station yelling obscenities, the report says, then struck one officer in the arm and another in the face.

Kevin O’Hara, a cherub-faced deputy, reads the report on Chester over Thomas’s shoulder. When Bullneck appears in the hallway, O’Hara excitedly informs him, “This guy walked into the Twenty-fifth District swinging at cops.”

“Which one?” Bullneck asks.

O’Hara peers into bullpen two and makes an intelligent guess. “The guy with the bandage around his head, whaddya think?”

Chester, olive-skinned and broad-shouldered, is sitting on the floor in bullpen two. Below the wide bandage that covers his forehead, and beneath his bushy eyebrows, one eye is blackened and swollen shut. His lips are swollen as well, and his gray turtleneck is blood-spattered. O’Hara studies Chester’s battered face from the hallway and chuckles. “I fought the law, and the law won.”

Bullneck searches the paperwork for Chester’s rap sheet, but apparently this is the twenty-eight-year-old’s first arrest. Bullneck considers himself an expert on human nature, at least on the nature of the humans brought into this basement. He wonders aloud what would prompt a guy who’s stayed out of trouble this long to walk into a police station swinging. “I think Chester’s got something wrong with him,” he tells O’Hara. “I think there’s some psych meds that Chester forgot to take. Well, let’s just ask him.” He calls Chester out to the hallway.

“So you were swinging at cops,” Bullneck says.

“I would never do it. I never did it,” Chester says.

You been seeing a doctor? Bullneck asks. Uh-huh, Chester says. Taking any medicine? Nuh-unh, Chester says with a shake of his head; nothing besides the Haldol, the Ritalin, and the Cogentin. Bullneck and O’Hara exchange looks. Hearing any voices? Bullneck asks. “Not all the time,” Chester says. Hear any voices in the police station last night? Chester nods.

“Well, you’re gonna have to stay calm tonight,” Bullneck says. “You hear any voices, tell us.”

“Yeah, don’t swing at us, just tell us,” O’Hara adds.

Chester nods and returns to his spot on the floor in bullpen two.

The bus for the kiddie criminals finally arrives, and they’re escorted out of the basement. Blackjack and Harley, apparently as fond of the youths as Thomas is, snarl and snap as they walk by.

Thomas moves some of his prisoners into the vacated bullpen, easing the crowding in bullpens one and two. A glassy-eyed young black man walking from one lockup to the next has forgotten the First Commandment; his hands are in the pockets of his windbreaker. Thomas positively reinforces him, slamming an open palm into the man’s chest. “Where the fuck’re your hands s’posed to go?” The man grunts from the blow, his hands jerking out of the windbreaker to their proper place.

When the bars at the entryway are slid shut for the evening at six-thirty, the basement chambers hold seventy-seven prisoners—sixty-five men and twelve women. Those are typical numbers for night bond court. (In 1998 bond court sessions were held twice a day on weekdays and once a day on weekends and holidays. Court officials have since switched to a once-a-day schedule, but the typical weekday total of 150 prisoners hasn’t changed. About 350 prisoners are processed on each weekend day.) The racial breakdown tonight is typical, too: fifty African Americans, fourteen Hispanics, thirteen whites. Most are in their teens or twenties, according to their arrest reports, and most are unemployed.

At seven P.M. the deputies prepare to move the prisoners up to the first-floor lockups behind Courtroom 100. Thomas barks out the directions, and the prisoners pair up and link arms—like first-graders, except for the handcuffs the sergeant clicks on. They follow a deputy through the tunnel to the elevator.

The caboose on this train, a prisoner without a partner—a skinny black man in a tattered jacket and dirty pants—manages to keep up with the line, no easy trick for a man with one leg, one stump, and one crutch. He hops behind the others, rebalancing himself with the crutch every half-dozen hops.

His name is Walter Williams, and he turned thirty-four just three days ago. He lost the leg as a child. One afternoon when he was nine, he climbed into a slow-moving boxcar near his home on the south side. When he fell from the car, the train crushed his left leg. But he didn’t wallow in self-pity afterward, his brother Henry tells me later. He learned to swim, play basketball, and ice skate—the TV program That’s Incredible! showed him skating as a teen in the early 1980s. He also learned to fix cars. But repair shops weren’t looking for a one-legged asthmatic mechanic, so he worked only sporadically, on the cars of relatives and friends. In his late twenties he took to snorting heroin, then to stealing hubcaps and batteries to pay for it. The flabbiest cop could catch a one-legged thief, and so he’d been arrested a half-dozen times, though no judge had ever given him more than court supervision. Yesterday afternoon he and a cousin were caught in a stolen van. The deputies in this basement know nothing about Williams’s life, of course. To them he’s just another scumbag, with three limbs instead of four.

The elevator doors rattle open. “Face the back, shut up, and let’s go,” a deputy commands. The weary elevator gradually transports its load to the first floor, ten prisoners and two deputies at a time.

Upstairs the prisoners are parceled out into three lockups behind Courtroom 100—one for the twelve women, one for the thirty-six males accused of felonies, the third for the twenty-nine males charged with misdemeanors or who have outstanding warrants. This last lockup is fetid before the prisoners arrive because of the toilet that backed up earlier today.

A prisoner in the felony lockup calls through the bars to a deputy in the hallway, asking when the public defender will be by. “Number one, I don’t know,” the deputy responds. “Number two, I don’t care. Number three, you’re guilty.”

The judge won’t be arriving for an hour or so. Some of the deputies huddle over a desk in an anteroom, studying carry-out menus. They settle on Chinese.

Private attorneys are on the way for three of tonight’s prisoners, who reached them through a phone call from the district station. The other seventy-four prisoners will be represented by two public defenders.

One of the PDs, Fred DeBartolo, arrives at seven-thirty, and begins interviewing his clients through the lockup bars. He trots through a series of rote questions about work, school, family, and financial means, recording the answers on a clipboard. Each client gets about two minutes. The prisoners all want only one thing from DeBartolo: they want him to keep them out of jail. “This is no easy cup of tea,” DeBartolo says. “A guy’s got a warrant, nothing I can do about that. They want me to get them out, but I am not a miracle worker.” DeBartolo wants out, too. Bond court is not a preferred assignment, and he’s anxious for his “ticket out of this toilet,” he says.

Walter Williams, the one-legged prisoner, hops to the bars at the front of his bullpen and calls to Sergeant Thomas. He’s having trouble breathing, he tells Thomas; he needs a whiff from an inhaler. Thomas says he can be taken to the hospital if he really wants to go. But he reminds Williams that if he does go, he’ll have to wait at least until tomorrow for his bond hearing. Williams purses his lips and considers. The central question for a heroin addict at this juncture on the road to justice is, What’s the fastest route to my next blow? Williams should know an I-bond isn’t in the cards tonight, considering that he was already on bond for another car theft when the cops arrested him yesterday. But appetite sometimes overwhelms reason. Perhaps Williams is thinking the judge might err, or God might intervene, granting him his freedom tonight, and maybe even a bag of heroin before dawn. He tells Thomas he’ll do without the asthma meds.

A moment later a prisoner in the women’s bullpen begins shouting that another prisoner needs help. A deputy finds a white woman slumped in a corner of the bullpen. Her name is Cecilia, the women say. The deputy grasps Cecilia by the shoulders of her red-and-black Bulls jacket and shakes her gently. “Ce’lia! Wake up, Ce’lia!” No response.

Her full name is Cecilia Diaz, according to her arrest report. At least tonight it is; it’s also been Janet Long, Debra Gartner, Debra Bascaglia, Debra Berman, Debra Grandeau, and Andria Patterson. She has four felony convictions—two for drugs, two for theft. Tonight she’s in for attempted drug possession, a misdemeanor; the arrest report says she tried to buy two bags of heroin from an undercover police officer. Names change, but fingerprints don’t; the police computer found an outstanding warrant on another possession case, depriving her of an I-bond at the station.

The paperwork also indicates she’s a diabetic, so one deputy worries aloud that she may have slipped into a diabetic coma. The consensus among the deputies, though, is that she’s just dope-sick. Which merits no sympathy.

In the lockup Bullneck and two other deputies are still trying vainly to rouse Diaz, standing over her and hollering. The women in the lockup urge the deputies to call a doctor. Bullneck pivots and lets the women know the regard he has for their advice. “When we ask about doing drugs, selling drugs, or selling pussy, you can talk. Until then, shut the fuck up.”

Two other deputies, lured by the shouting, stand at the door of the lockup scooping fried rice out of cardboard boxes as they appraise the situation.

“You walk in there with a bag a blow, she’s gonna jump through those bars to get it,” the first one says between gulps.

“Tell her she’s got an I-bond, she’ll be all right,” the second one agrees, stabbing the air with his plastic fork.

Sergeant Thomas summons his boss, Lieutenant Hopkins. Hopkins, too, doubts that Diaz is suffering from any condition a bag of heroin wouldn’t cure. But to be on the safe side, he gets on his radio and calls for fire department paramedics. Two of them arrive twenty minutes later, toting a litter.

“I think this is gonna be a false alarm,” Thomas tells them apologetically.

The paramedics enter the bullpen and lean over Diaz. “Okay, wuzza matter, Ce’lia?” the taller one says solicitously. “What hurts, Ce’lia?” Diaz, eyes clamped shut, just groans.

The two paramedics gingerly stand her up, leaning her against the dirty beige wall. The moment they release her, she slides right back down the wall to a sitting position.

“You wanna juice her now?” the shorter paramedic says.

Soon the taller one has stuck a needle in above her wrist, plunging a dose of glucose into a vein. A deputy standing nearby edges uneasily away. “Don’t wanna get no blood from her on me,” he mutters.

The glucose fails to invigorate Diaz; her blood sugar is apparently not the problem. “C’mon, open your eyes,” the taller paramedic says. “What’s going on? What doesn’t feel good?”

Diaz mumbles something about her chest.

“Oh, now your chest hurts,” the paramedic says, looking up at the deputies.

“She’s playing it off,” Bullneck says.

“There’s a sub joint on Sacramento where you can get her a rock and a sub,” Deputy O’Hara says.

“You do know an ambulance ride is not a get-out-of-jail-free card?” Sergeant Thomas says.

Then Bullneck hears a comment from one of the other women in the lockup, a leather-faced African American. Whatever she’s said has clearly annoyed him. He darts over to her, grabs her arms, spins her around, and butts her head into the wall. She groans, and her fellow prisoners murmur a meek protest. Over his shoulder Bullneck shoots back: “That’s all right. Those of you who’re going to jail? You’re not eating. Those of you who got someone coming to bond you out? We’ll kick ’em outta the building.”

“I don’t feel good,” Diaz moans softly, folding over to the floor. The taller paramedic props her back up against the wall. Diaz moans again, clutching her stomach.

“Watch she don’t puke on you,” a deputy advises the paramedics.

“Does she need to go to the hospital?” Thomas asks.

The taller paramedic shrugs, then shakes his head.

“All right, she’s dope-sick,” Thomas renders his verdict. “She goes to court, she goes to jail.”

“THEY ACT LIKE slave masters,” one of tonight’s prisoners, Terrance Evans, says later of the deputies. But at least they don’t play favorites, Evans says. “You could be black or white, crippled or mental—they still treat you like a dog.”

The prisoners are too dangerous to be treated any other way, the deputies insist. “We get people who cut people, who shoot people—we get the worst,” says Deputy Fred Holcomb. “Things you read about in the paper, see on TV—it all comes here.”

But nobody here this evening is accused of cutting or shooting anyone. Defendants charged with murder or rape usually have their bonds set in an afternoon “violence court.” Of the forty-three prisoners with felony charges tonight, thirty-seven are accused of drug crimes. Most are charged with buying, holding, or trying to sell a tiny white rock of cocaine, or a thumbnail-sized foil packet of brown powder heroin—not a kilo, not an ounce, but in most cases a gram or less.

Four of the accused felons are charged with burglaries, one with a firearms offense. That leaves one prisoner charged with a violent felony—the bandaged and bruised Chester G., accused of that aggravated battery in the police station.

Most of tonight’s allegedly violent offenders—the nine men here for domestic battery—are sitting in the misdemeanor lockup, it being a graver offense in Illinois to possess a minute amount of cocaine or heroin than to beat a wife, a girlfriend, or a sister.

Among the other misdemeanor defendants, Linda L. is accused of pocketing two bottles of E & J Brandy, Tyrone S., two remote controls, Duane P., a bottle of Downy fabric softener. The oldest of tonight’s prisoners, Carlos O., fifty-nine, purportedly tried to liberate two cases of Miller High Life from a grocery store. Stefahn J. got caught peddling watches on a train. The misdemeanor defendants will have their bonds set here, but their cases will be handled in branch courtrooms elsewhere in the county.

In an office around the corner from the bullpens, Ralph Ferro and three other clerks hunch over old desks, recording information from the arrest reports onto forms.

Ferro lifts an arrest report from the pile in front of him. The cop responsible for this particular bust estimated the street value of the drugs involved at $18.75. Ferro wonders aloud about the final tab for catching, prosecuting, and perhaps punishing the defendant for his $18.75 felony.

A heavy-set man who peers at the paperwork through thick plastic glasses, Ferro, at thirty-eight, has already worked bond court for two decades. At eighteen, he had the kind of credentials that merits a clerical post at 26th Street: a bigwig uncle in the front office. The evening work complements his day job as a bricklayer, providing him comp days, sick days, and health insurance. A sense of satisfaction from his labor isn’t among the benefits. “We probably don’t accomplish nothing here,” he says. “It’s just jobs for people. We’re just pushing papers around.”

COURTROOM 100 has bare beige walls and a grimy tile floor. A U.S. flag stands behind the judge’s bench. The bench, and the pews in the gallery, are a dark oak. The backs of the pews are engraved with such sentiments as “Fuck All Police” and “Fuck All Police 1000 Times.” By eight-fifteen, most of the pews are filled with relatives and friends of the prisoners, some with money in their pockets, others merely with I-bond hopes in their hearts. They wait quietly in the pews. Deputies appear at the front of the courtroom periodically, gabbing and laughing.

At 8:40 P.M. the Honorable Lambros Kutrubis takes the bench. He’s got short black hair, thick eyebrows, and a studious face. A judge for eight years now, Kutrubis, fifty-four, is assigned to the division that hears pretrial matters. He gets night bond court duty one month a year. His job here is “to keep things moving as fast as I can,” he says.

The deputies like Kutrubis. He’s got all the attributes of an exceptional bond court judge, they say—meaning he’s fast and doesn’t dispense too many I-bonds, or set too many low bonds. It takes only a few minutes to escort prisoners to the jail, whereas completing the paperwork required for prisoners who bond out can keep the deputies from getting off early.

Kutrubis typically deals with the male defendants first, working his way through the warrants and misdemeanors to the felonies, then finishing with the females. The twelve defendants with warrants earned them by missing court dates. Kutrubis declares “warrant to stand” when each of these defendants is marched before him; they’ll spend the night in jail, then be taken tomorrow morning to the courtroom from which the warrant was issued.

With the other defendants, Kutrubis has two matters to resolve. The first is the Gerstein hearing. No one can be detained for long after arrest without a determination that there’s probable cause to believe he’s committed the crime he’s charged with. The stakes are too high to relegate the decision to jail a person to the officer who makes the arrest or the prosecutor who files the charge, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 1975 in Gerstein v. Pugh. “The detached judgment of a neutral magistrate” is required, the high court said.

At 26th Street, though, as in many criminal courthouses, nothing is heard in a Gerstein hearing; the judge skims the arrest report and almost instantly seconds the officer’s decision. Kutrubis throws out far fewer than one case in a hundred, he says. Usually the defendant has barely reached the bench before Kutrubis has made his detached judgment that there is “probable cause to detain.”

The second matter is the bond. Illinois law directs the judge to consider a host of factors before setting bond: the nature and circumstances of the offense charged, the weight of the evidence against the defendant, the likelihood of conviction, the sentence applicable upon conviction, whether there’s motivation or ability to flee, the defendant’s family ties in the community and how long he’s lived there, his employment, financial resources, character, mental condition, and past conduct, whether he’s given consent to periodic drug testing, his criminal history, his record of appearances or failures to appear at previous court proceedings, whether he tried to flee from police before his arrest, whether he refused to identify himself or to be fingerprinted, any uses of aliases or false dates of birth.

The bond decision is of course a critical one for the defendant, often determining whether he’ll be sleeping in the jail or at home for the weeks or months until his case is resolved. A defendant can ask his trial judge to lower his bond when his case makes it to a trial court, but judges don’t often do so.

At 26th Street the lawyers and the judge polish off bond hearings almost as rapidly as the judge does the Gersteins. The assistant state’s attorney takes fifteen seconds or so to inform the judge of any blemishes in the defendant’s background—convictions, failures to appear in court. The PD then takes his quarter-minute to summarize the defendant’s pluses—a job, a family, a stable address. The lawyers speak at an auctioneer’s pace, knowing that any dallying will subject them to the grumbles and eye-rolls of the deputies. And usually without pause, the judge announces the defendant’s bond. As Kutrubis puts it: “Once you get the man’s criminal background and his bond forfeitures, and you hear any mitigation, I mean, what else is there to know?” For the felony defendants, the bond hearing serves a second purpose, whether intended or not: it prepares them for what they’ll likely experience in a trial court upstairs. The time devoted to considering whether they actually did what they’re accused of and, if so, what should be done about it will be dwarfed in most instances by the time spent on procedural matters, such as determining what sentence might induce their guilty plea.

The bond is an amount and a letter—five thousand–D or five thousand–I, for instance. D, for “deposit,” means the defendant has to post 10 percent of the amount to stay out of jail; I, for “individual recognizance,” means the defendant will be out the door as soon as the paperwork’s done. (The amount of the I-bond is the money the defendant will owe if he doesn’t show for court, although the county rarely tries to collect.) A defendant with no felony convictions charged with possessing a small amount of drugs will get an I-bond from Kutrubis; a convicted felon with a history of bond forfeitures will get a D-bond. For defendants with D-bonds, freedom boils down to money: the haves can post and leave; the have-nots will be making that long walk through the tunnel. A study of the Cook County Jail and the courthouse published in 1922 denounced this blatant economic discrimination, noting that it relegated to jail mostly the “poor and friendless.” That hasn’t changed.

Bond court is slickly choreographed. The deputies line up the defendants in the hallway between the lockups and the courtroom in the order in which they’re going to be called, positioning the first defendant just inside the courtroom. A clerk calls a name; as the first defendant approaches the bench, the deputies replace him with the next defendant from the hallway. At the bench Kutrubis chirps, “Probable cause to detain, background?” The lawyers rush through their spiels; Kutrubis declares the bond; a deputy slips a folded copy of the charge into the behind-the-back hands of the defendant and nudges him back toward the door to the hallway. There’s a rustle of paper, the snap of staplers. The whole transaction usually takes about a minute. The clerk calls another name.

A private attorney steps forward when the bandaged Chester G. is called to the bench. The attorney softly informs Kutrubis of his client’s mental health problems and his immaculate record. He promises that Chester will take his medicine if he’s released. Chester gets an I-bond.

A month from now a prosecutor will dangle in front of Chester misdemeanor battery and one-year conditional discharge (nonreporting probation). Chester’s lawyer will tell me he thinks the police likely overreacted to whatever Chester did in the station, but that the deal will allow Chester to get the case behind him “without a drawn-out battle that we have no guarantee of winning.” The officers involved will endorse the deal—Chester’s admission of guilt relieves them of the threat of a lawsuit or brutality complaint.

Walter Williams, the one-legged asthmatic, is the on-deck defendant at nine P.M. A deputy to one side of the judge’s bench surveys him from the waist down as Williams awaits his turn at the front of the courtroom. “You try and run, I’m gonna take that other one,” he says, laughing. Williams looks away.

“Walter Williams.”

Williams crutches his way over to the bench. “Probable cause to detain, background?” Kutrubis says. The state’s attorney informs the judge of the car theft case Williams had pending before yesterday’s arrest. DeBartolo tells the judge Williams is a high school graduate and the father of three, and that he’s on disability. Seventy-five-hundred–D, Kutrubis decides. Williams’s head drops. Seven hundred fifty to walk; 750 more than he has. There’ll be no blow tonight—just cramps, diarrhea, and wheezing in a county cell.

Four days from now Williams will collapse in a jail dorm—and there, exactly one week after his thirty-fourth birthday, he’ll die. A medical examiner will attribute the death to “massive gastric dilatation” (stomach swelling) and bronchial asthma, with narcotics withdrawal a significant contributor. Inmates in Williams’s dorm will tell the medical examiner that on the day he died Williams complained of stomach pain, vomited all day, and asked for medical attention—but that the sergeant on duty told them Williams was merely dope-sick and if they kept banging on the door to get the officers’ attention, the officers would tear the dorm up. The Cook County medical examiner will close his investigation into Williams’s death with no finding of negligence by the Cook County Jail. Ten days after Williams’s death, he’ll be indicted posthumously for stealing the van—news of his passing not having caught up with the state, which will seek and get the indictment from the grand jury. At a court date two weeks later a prosecutor will inform the judge of Williams’s demise. “Death suggested, cause abated,” the judge will declare for the record, before he moves on to the next case.

At nine-thirty, Cecilia Diaz wobbles into the courtroom, blinking against the glare. Kutrubis gives her an I-bond on the attempted possession charge. Her outstanding warrant will keep her in jail for now anyway, Kutrubis notes.

A week from today a judge will toss out the older drug case that was the basis of the warrant. Diaz will be released from jail on the I-bond Kutrubis issued tonight on her latest case. Five weeks later she’ll fail to show in court for that case, earning her a fresh warrant.

Kutrubis sets bond for the final defendant at 9:52 P.M. Subtracting the ten-minute recess he’d taken between the misdemeanor and felony cases, he’s disposed of the seventy-seven defendants in sixty-two minutes on the bench.

In his turns in night bond court, Kutrubis has noticed the prevalence of small drug cases, but it’s not something he dwells on. “I’m more concerned with getting people in and out as fast as I can,” he says. The prevalence of minorities among defendants isn’t something he thinks about either. “It really doesn’t faze me. It’s just a fact of life.”

Back in the lockups, the deputies have soon divided the prisoners into those being released—the usual one-third—and those bound for jail.

They cuff the jail group in pairs again and return the prisoners to the basement via the elevator. Then four of the deputies hustle the prisoners down the dank tunnel into the jail. Their workday almost over, the deputies are as gleeful as their captives are gloomy. A black deputy sings cadence, his voice echoing merrily off the walls: “Left, left, left-right, left; left-right, left-right, left-right, left … Halt! That means stop, motherfuckers!”

He parks the prisoners in front of the doors to the Division 5 basement, where all new jail prisoners are processed. A colleague walks through the doors and hands the paperwork to a jail guard. A moment later the jail guard waves the troop in, directing them to a bench bolted to the floor. “All right, when I call your number, give me your name,” the guard says gruffly. Three hours of processing await the prisoners: fingerprinting, photographing, a terse consultation with a mental health aide, hurried examinations by a paramedic and a “dick doctor,” as he’s known here, more numbering and lettering on their arms, and finally a group strip-search.

While these prisoners await the start of their processing, the luckier defendants—those bonding out—are sitting in the jury box of a courtroom down the hall from Courtroom 100, eager for their release. It’s almost 11:20 P.M. Sergeant Thomas hopes to be finished by 11:30. He’s on the witness stand, scratching away at the last of the paperwork. He’s been calling the prisoners over to him one by one. They sign their bond slips, he gives them a copy, and then he directs them to the gallery benches. After Chester G. signs his slip, he mistakenly heads back toward the jury box. “Hey, brain-dead,” Deputy O’Hara calls after him, pointing him toward the gallery benches.

“That’s no joke, he is brain-dead,” another deputy says.

“He’d have to be, to go into a police station and start swinging at cops,” says another.

Bullneck has been bickering with one of the prisoners in the jury box, a white woman in her thirties charged with drug possession. The arrest report says she left her kids at home, went to a drug spot, and bought a rock. Now she’s annoying Bullneck no end, daring to carp about how long it’s taking for her and the others to be released.

“Why are you whining?” Bullneck is asking her. “You’re getting on my nerves.”

“Well, we’re all tired, for Chrissakes,” the woman says. “I’ve never been through this before. Jeesus.”

Sergeant Thomas overhears and looks up from the bond slip he’s completing. “Excuse me—where did you see the sign that says that we have to care about you?”

The woman ignores Thomas, focusing on Bullneck. “I just wanna know why you’re picking on me.”

Bullneck’s eyes widen. “Because you’re a crazy-ass fucking hype who can’t take care of her own kids. That’s why.”

“We ain’t required to be concerned about your situation,” Thomas pipes in. “So if I’m not bleeding fucking tears for you, fuck that. Fuck you. Shut the fuck up and sit there until we fucking say you can go.”

“You got ten minutes till you can get outta here and suck your way to another rock,” Bullneck adds.

“I ain’t goin’ back there,” the woman says softly.

“Your life’s over anyway,” another deputy says. “You may not wanna hear that, but it’s true.”

WHETHER THEY’RE bonding out or going to jail, these defendants are beginning a journey. They are setting off into America’s criminal justice system.

This is the story of that system, as shown through one year in one busy Chicago courtroom.

The men and women toiling in this courtroom work hard—but ultimately they are gears in a machine. More than a century ago, observers were already noting that criminal justice in America was a vast, expensive, relentless system. “No man can examine the great penal system of this country without being astounded at its magnitude, its cost, and its unsatisfactory results,” John Altgeld said in 1890. Altgeld had been a Cook County judge, and he later was elected governor of Illinois. In an 1884 pamphlet, Our Penal Machinery and Its Victims, Altgeld condemned criminal justice in this nation, noting its end product: the imprisonment of fifty thousand citizens. He called the criminal justice system a “maelstrom which draws from the outside, and then keeps its victims moving in a circle until swallowed in the vortex.”

One might describe it similarly today. Except its yield—the number of people in prison—is now nearly 1.5 million.

The system is run by people, but, as with many systems, it often seems the other way around. The courtroom staff works as it must, reflexively, not reflectively. The workers have no time to give much thought to any but the most extraordinary case, or to examine what they are doing.

What the system looks like depends, of course, on who’s doing the looking. So this story is told from myriad perspectives: those of the judge, the lawyers, the deputies, the jurors. And it is told also from the perspective of those snagged on the gears—the defendants.

From city to city, from courtroom to courtroom, one thing about most defendants varies little: their poverty. It has ever been thus. As historian Samuel Walker wrote in 1998 in his book Popular Justice: “At every point in the history of criminal justice, the people arrested, prosecuted, and punished have been mainly the poor and the powerless.” One hundred fifty years ago most defendants were European immigrants, Walker observed; today they are blacks and Hispanics.

This is largely the story of those defendants.

Recent reporting about criminal justice has focused heavily on two important issues: the death penalty, and the conviction of defendants later proven innocent. Death penalty cases are rare, however, and, even though DNA technology has proven that innocent defendants are convicted more often than once believed, such blatant miscarriages of justice are also unusual. This book intends to show more of what’s typical about a courtroom. It is about how justice miscarries every day, by doing precisely what we ask it to.


ONE

White Sales

LARRY BATES pauses on the sidewalk long enough to fish his cigarettes out of a coat pocket and light one. Then he trudges on down California toward the courthouse.

The sidewalk is damp, the trees and rooftops dusted with yesterday’s snow. It’s not especially cold for a January morning, and so Bates has chosen to walk the two and a half miles from his west-side apartment to the courthouse and save the dollar-eighty bus fare. He doesn’t have a steady job at the moment.

He’d considered not going to court at all today. Go, and you might get locked up, he’d thought. But staying home wouldn’t mean staying free forever; they’ll put a warrant on your ass, he’d reminded himself, and when they catch up to you, they’ll lock you up for sure. Better to go, he’d decided, and just hope Locallo’s in a good mood.

Locallo being Daniel Locallo, the judge whose probation terms Bates hasn’t met—the reason for the letter summoning him to court this morning. In March 1997 Bates pled guilty to selling half a gram of heroin, and Locallo sentenced him to probation and twenty days’ community service. He picked litter off of vacant lots and railroad tracks several times since, as part of the sheriff’s orange-vest brigade. But he stopped showing up last fall, four days short of the twenty. He couldn’t explain why he’d been so foolish, though he knew deep down that the pipe had something to do with it.

He passes a winking FLATS FIXED sign under the El tracks near 21st Street. South of the El, the neighborhood becomes distinctly Hispanic—he passes frutería y carnicería markets, cafés offering tacos, tortas, and burritos.

I’m too old for this, Bates tells himself as he walks along, too old to be sweating jail all the time. Besides, this ain’t me, I’m a working man. He delivered papers in grade school, flipped burgers in high school, filled orders in a warehouse for years after that. But he also drank heavily and developed a cocaine addiction along the way. He was forty-two when he picked up his first criminal case, in 1996. The police caught him buying one rock on a street corner, for five dollars. The prosecutor offered him probation for his plea, and he grabbed it; who’d turn down “paper” when a trip downstate was an option? He stayed clean briefly after that. But he could hardly walk a block in his neighborhood without hearing the call of “rocks and blows”; soon he was backsliding, and busted, again.

The judge the second time had been Locallo. That was lucky for Bates, because unlike many judges at 26th Street, Locallo was willing to give paper on paper—that is, to give a two-time loser a second shot at probation. And so Bates copped out again. The twenty days of grunt work Locallo tacked on wasn’t any big thing—except for someone stuck on stupid, as Bates has chided himself since.

At 24th Street, California widens into a boulevard, with a parkway between the northbound and southbound lanes. Heavier traffic swishes by Bates. He passes the 1-800-NOTGLTY billboard at 25th Street and an abogados’ office a few doors down. Two black men are beckoning cars into the lot next to the abogados’ office—COURT PARKING $7, ALL DAY—while other workers in the lot wriggle the cars into bumper-to-bumper columns from the sidewalk back to the rat-baited alley.

Across 26th Street the sidewalk in front of the gray courthouse is thick with men and women in sports team jackets and hooded sweatshirts and coats, heading toward the plaza that leads to the entrance. Some of the women clutch babies or tow toddlers. A bus squeals to a stop and spits out a dozen more 26th Street customers. Others climb out of cars pulling up at the curb.

Bates mounts the steps to the plaza, and, off to one side, lights another smoke. It’s nine A.M., and court isn’t scheduled to start until nine-thirty. He leans on a railing and checks out the crowd converging on the plaza. On the east side of California, facing the courthouse, is the five-story parking garage for the courthouse employees, the cops here to testify, and the jurors. They’re rushing across California now, men and women clutching folded newspapers and briefcases, their ties and trench coats flapping in the wind. Most of those coming from the garage are white; most of those arriving on foot or by bus or getting dropped off are black or brown. It’s more or less a racket, Bates thinks to himself, as he often has—all these people fattening up on us.

Bates takes a final drag, flicks the butt to the concrete, and makes for the entrance—the windowed lobby that connects the courthouse on the right with its younger and taller sibling on the left, the fifteen-story copper and glass administration building that houses the offices of the prosecutors, the public defenders, the clerks, the court reporters, and the probation officers.

Inside the revolving doors, the courthouse employees and police officers sweep past Bates, flashing their IDs at a deputy or tapping the badge attached to their belts and walking right in. Bates joins a long line at a metal detector. A scowling deputy warns those in line to remove belts and to empty pockets. The hyperactive metal detectors frequently chirp out accusations usually refuted by pat-downs.

The employees and the prospective jurors head toward the administration building elevators on the left. Bates turns to the right, along with the defendants, fellow probationers with court dates, and any of their relatives or friends who’ve come along. They stream through the lobby and into the courthouse.

Stapled to an immense bulletin board around a corner is today’s docket—printouts listing the eleven hundred felony cases scheduled for the building’s thirty trial courtrooms. It’s a sea of drug cases—possession, delivery, possession with intent to deliver—with islets of murder, criminal sexual assault, aggravated battery, and burglary. Defendants and their relatives and friends huddle around the bulletin board, scanning the alphabetical list. A few timidly ask strangers for help finding a name. Bates doesn’t need to look; he knows he’s headed for Courtroom 302.

Next to the bulletin board is the entrance to a stand-up coffee shop patronized mostly by the building’s visitors—the Gangbanger Café, as the courthouse employees call it. Customers lean on counters and fuel up on junk cuisine—doughnuts, chips, candy bars, juice, pop, coffee. Bates has breakfasted here on other court dates—a Snickers washed down with a Pepsi and chased with a smoke. But he’s squeezing his nickels this morning—he isn’t going to feed a vending machine or himself. He continues down the hall, heading straight to a stairwell, avoiding the crowd at the elevators. Bates has never liked bumping into acquaintances in the courthouse. (“What you here for, Larry?”) It’s embarrassing enough exchanging glances with people he doesn’t know, especially with the blacks who work here. He’s sure he sees disapproval in their eyes, a look intended to remind him that he’s shaming not only himself but his brothers and sisters. “Hey, I ain’t really about this,” he wants to tell them.

On the third floor he walks to the end of a hallway, then eases open the door to Courtroom 302 and peeks in. The courtroom is empty. The clock above the jury box says 9:10. Okay, he thinks, I got here in time, I ain’t gonna piss off the judge by being late—at least I did this right. He slips into a back bench. Just hope Locallo is in a good mood today.

TO PLEAD OR NOT to plead: that’s Tony Cameron’s dilemma on this same January morning.

He’s downing a bowl of bland oatmeal and a soggy piece of toast in a Division 2 cafeteria as he once again considers his options, at four-fifteen A.M. If you want breakfast in the Cook County Jail, this is when it’s served.

Cameron is tired and not just because of the hour. He hasn’t been sleeping well. The housing in Division 2 is dormitory style: fifty men in one large room, sleeping on metal cots topped with flimsy foam mattresses. Cameron tends to distrust people to begin with, and this open arrangement has kept him on constant guard. You never know when someone’s going to go off on you, or when you might get caught in the middle of some other brothers’ beef. Hefty and broad-shouldered, he’s been in more than his share of fights; but he’d just as soon avoid them here, so he’s been sleeping with one eye open and one eye closed, as he likes to
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