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Chapter One
A Very Bad D.W.I.

So, she said, raising herself onto one elbow, just high enough off the bed to reveal a single nipple, still visibly hard. What do you do for a living, when youre not busy knocking people down?

She was Amanda. At least that was as much of a name as hed gotten out of her over the hour and twenty minutes since hed literally knocked her to the ground by being overly aggressive with a sticking revolving door at the Forty-second Street Public Library. Not that all of their time together since that moment had been devoted to small talk, or any other kind of talk, for that matter. Certainly not the last twenty minutes, anyway.

Im a lawyer, said Jaywalker. Sort of.

Sort of?

Im not practicing these days, he explained.

What happened? she asked. You get burned out?

No, he said, more like thrown out. Im serving a three-year suspension.

What for?

Oh, various things. Cutting corners. Breaking silly rules. Taking risks. Pissing off stupid judges. The usual stuff.

They suspend you for those things?

It seems so. He left it at that. He didnt feel any particular need to tell her about the juiciest charge of all, that hed managed to get caught by a security camera in one of the stairwells of the courthouse, acceptingor at least not exactly fending offan impromptu expression of heartfelt thanks from an accused prostitute for whom hed just won a hard-fought acquittal.

What did you say your name was? she asked.

I didnt. But its Jaywalker.

It wasnt just a case of tit for tat, his withholding part of his name because she had. The single name was all he had, actually. Harrison J. Walker had years ago elided into Harrison Jaywalker, and not too long after that, the Harrison part had disappeared altogether. So for years now, hed been known to just about everyone simply as Jaywalker.

Youre that guy! exclaimed Amanda, suddenly and self-consciously covering up her wayward nipple with a pillow. I knew you looked familiar. I saw you on Page Six. You were dating thatthat billionaire heiress murderer!

Jaywalker winced painfully. Three years ago, had someone asked him to describe his own personal vision of what hell might be like, he might well have replied, Showing up on the Entertainment Channel, or Landing on Page Six of the New York Post. And thanks to a brief, torrid and not-so-discreet romance with a client named Samara Tannenbaum, hed managed to accomplish not one but both of those distinctions, and in the short space of a single week.

Yup, he acknowledged meekly now, that would be me.

Amanda laughed out loud and threw her head back, her stylishly short blond hair framing her face, in what could easily have been a fashion models pose. In the process, both of her breasts came completely free of the sheets, causing a decided swelling in Jaywalkers appreciation of her.

So tell me, mister famous lawyer man, she said. How much do you charge for a drunk-driving case?

I dont, said Jaywalker. Im suspended, remember?

Right, but for how much longer?

Jaywalker shrugged. I dont know, seven months, maybe eight. The fact was, he hadnt exactly been counting the days. If anything, hed lately been giving some serious consideration to re-upping for another three years. Although even as hed been enjoying his estrangement from the legal profession, his checking account balance was rapidly approaching zero, making such a choice problematic.

And if you werent suspended?

He shrugged again. I dont know. I used to get twenty-five hundred, thirty-five hundred, something like that. And in spite of everything, he found himself already contemplating the variables, just as he used to do. First of all, it would depend on whether they were talking about a plea or a trial. After that, where the case was. A D.W.I. in Manhattan, the Bronx or Brooklyn was no big deal. If thered been a blood-alcohol test and Amandas reading hadnt been too high, there was a good chance he could get her a plea to driving while impaired, maybe even a reckless. A couple of appearances, and the case would be done. Queens and Staten Island tended to be a bit tougher. And as you worked your way out into the neighboring countiesWestchester, Nassau and Suffolk, where there was a lower volume of casesthe D.A.s got noticeably more hard-assed and could afford to insist upon a plea to the full charge. Not that it mattered all that much, though. What they were talking about here was a fine, a license suspension, or at very worst a revocation, a court-ordered one-day safe-driving course and a substantial increase in her insurance premiums. In other words, a slap on the wrist and a smack on the wallet.

Where were you arrested? he asked her. And did you take a test? He couldnt help himself.

Oh, no, said Amanda, shaking her head from side to side, with the inevitable ripple effect it caused to the, uh, rest of her. Its not me.

Oh? said Jaywalker. So who are we talking about?

My husband.

Jaywalker sat up, reflexively reaching around for his pants. His level of appreciation had suddenly shrunk dramatically. Funny how that happened.

Dont worry, said Amanda. Its not like hes about to walk in on us or anything.

How do you know?

Because hes in jail, on five million dollars bail. Thats how.

Jaywalker relaxed ever so slightly. Five million dollars, he echoed. It must have been a very bad D.W.I.

It was, said Amanda. Nine people died.





Chapter Two
Jaywalker, P.I.

Which, of course, immediately changed everything.

A drunk-driving case is only a drunk-driving case. Until someone dies. When that happens, it blossoms into a vehicular homicide. When nine someones die, it can become a full-blown murder case, especially when the victims are incinerated after the van in which theyre riding gets forced off the road, flips three times and explodes.

Jaywalker knew the case. Who didnt? It had led off the evening news, even made the front page of his beloved New York Times, about three weeks ago. The driver of a passenger van had been literally run off the road and down a steep embankment by an oncoming Audi sports car speeding in the wrong lane. It had happened just north of Congers, New York, right before Route 303 ended and joined up with Route 9W. A witness in a pickup truck had seen the whole thing. Hed thought briefly about giving chase to the Audi as it sped off, before deciding instead to stop to see what he could do for the victims.

The answer was nothing.

Within minutes, the van had burned so badly that the newspaper photographs of it revealed only a portion of the lettering painted onto its side. All that remained visible wasMAZESHI, a fact that quickly gave birth to a rumor that the occupants had been Muslim terrorists whod accidentally blown themselves up before reaching their intended target. That rumor was soon replaced by another one, that the van had been overcrowded because it had been carrying migrant Mexican farmworkers, who were no doubt illegal aliens.

The right-wing radio talk-show hosts lost no time in picking up the story. To them and their call-in listeners, it didnt seem to matter too much whether the dead were terrorists or illegals; whichever turned out to be the case, the consensus was that theyd pretty much deserved their fate. Good for that Audi guy! said one caller. Maybe thatll teach them criminal alien bombers a lesson! Before the hour was up, one host was referring to the driver of the car as the Audi Avenger.

It was only after emergency responders had succeeded in putting out the fire and extricating the bodies that the grim truth was discovered. Eight of the nine dead, the vans driver being the sole exception, were young children whose ages would eventually be determined to range from six to eleven. All had been students at the Ramaz Yeshiva, a Jewish school located fifteen miles from the site of the impact. Theyd been heading to a groundbreaking ceremony for a new synagogue over in Haverstraw.

Just like that, the Audi Avenger became the Audi Assassin.

If the driver of the pickup truck had been unable to help the occupants of the van, at least hed accomplished something that day. Turning to watch the fleeing Audi, hed managed to not only note the model but read its license plate, and although hed forget the complete registration before being interviewed by state troopers, hed distinctly remembered that it ended with the numbers 724. That happened to be his wifes birth date, July 24.

The following day, even as computers were busy searching data files for all Audis and Audi look-alikes in the tristate area with registrations ending in 724there were only six, it would turn outa man by the name of Carter Drake III, accompanied by his business attorney, turned himself in to the New York State Police in Nyack. Drake was forty-four and had no prior arrests. That said, hed allowed his drivers license to lapse over parking tickets hed accumulated several years ago, along with the insurance on the Audi.

Congers is a one-stoplight village in Rockland County, a half an hour north of the George Washington Bridge, on the Jersey side. The county seat is New City, which means that all felonies end up there for trial. But New City has another distinction. It happens to be home to one of the largest concentrations of Orthodox-Jewish populations in the western hemisphere.

Like his wife, Amanda, Carter Drake happened to be blond, good-looking and decidedly not Jewish, let alone orthodox.

Not exactly the best fit for New City.



So, said Amanda, will you represent my husband? Im pretty sure we can afford your fee.

Jaywalker was pretty sure that was an understatement. Youre forgetting my suspension, he reminded her.

No, Im not, Amanda assured him. You told me yourself you like to cut corners, break silly rules, take risks. Whats a little suspension between friends? Besides which, doesnt it take months and months for a case to go to trial? By that time, youll be relawyerized.

Reinstated, Jaywalker corrected her.

Whatever. And Carters no dummy. He can always get sick or something, if the case needs to be slowed down. If you know what I mean.

Jaywalker nodded. Of course he knew what she meant. It was the kind of delaying tactic he himself had resorted to more than once. A bit devious, to be sure. But deviousness had its place in Jaywalkers bag of tricks. So it certainly wasnt Amandas suggestion that was bothering Jaywalker at the moment. Still, something was. And he decided it was the nagging feeling that he was being set up.

Because the thing was, long before their revolving-door encounter, Jaywalker had noticed that he was being followed. Not by a car; his ancient beat-up Mercury, the one hed bought himself for six hundred dollars several years back as a reward for winning a brief but serious bout with the bottle, was rusting away in a parking lot over on Twelfth Avenue. No, on foot. Someone had been tailing him, lingering back in the shadows, walking when he walked, stopping when he stopped, crossing the street when he crossed.

Had it not been for his days as a DEA agent, its likely Jaywalker never would have picked it up. But so many of his colleagues had been doing something wrong back then, whether that meant something as minor as a little bit of creative writing on the hours entered on their Daily Activity Logs, all the way up to outright stealing or selling the very narcotics they were paid to keep off the streets. Whatever it was, they were constantly checking for a tail, as they used to call it. Over time, Jaywalker had found himself gradually adopting their paranoia as his own, almost unconsciously looking over his shoulder as he walked and glancing in the rearview mirror as he drove. Even after hed left the job, the habit had proved a hard one to kick, and now, years later, it still stayed with him to a certain extent.

So yesterday afternoon, when he thought hed spotted someone eyeing him through sunglasses from outside the plate-glass window of the Korean grocery where he was buying pretzels, cheese and other essentials, hed decided to conduct a little experiment. Hed proceeded to walk two full avenues out of his way, all the way from West End to Amsterdam, before abruptly stopping in the middle of the intersection, slapping his head in an exaggerated fashion as though hed forgotten something and suddenly doubling back toward Broadway.

And hed been right.

Somewhat to his surprise, it had turned out to be a woman, a thirty something blonde almost as tall as he was. Though it was an overcast day, she was wearing sunglasses. And as soon as he looked her way, she averted her glance, turned away and crossed the street, disappearing into the midafternoon crowd.

Hed looked for her again this morning and had actually been disappointed when hed failed to spot her. But soon enough, there she was again. More careful this time, wearing a large hat pulled down over her forehead, hanging back a little farther, even following him from across the street at one point. But Jaywalker had tricks of his own. In order to get a better look at her, hed stopped in front of a stationery store and pretended to study the items on display. In fact, he was able to angle himself so that in the reflection of the glass he could see her slow down and then stop on the opposite sidewalk, pretending to be looking into a shop herself. But it was unlikely: the shop she was staring into bore the name, at least in Jaywalkers mirrored view, In unmirrored English, that would be PAYCHECKS CASHED, and she definitely didnt look like the type who needed her paycheck cashed.

He could have lost her right then, had he wanted to. But by that time he was curious. For starters, unlike his old DEA cronies, Jaywalker knew he wasnt doing anything wrong. Hed faithfully abided by the terms of his suspension. Hed given up his law office, which had never been more than a desk, a phone, an answering machine and a computer in a tenth-floor suite. Hed stayed away from 100 Centre Street, Foley Square and all the other courthouses of the city. Hed stopped giving out business cards, refrained from offering legal advice to the few friends and family members he had, and quickly corrected anyone who addressed him or referred to him as a lawyer, attorney, counselor-at-law, or anything else that suggested he was still practicing. Beyond taking those precautions, he lived a life that was almost boring in its adherence to the law. With his car in dry dock, he accumulated no speeding or parking tickets. Without an income, he had no taxes to cheat on. If he broke the law at all, he excused his transgressions as the inevitable by-product of his name: as a pedestrian he continued to pay little heed to hatched crosswalks, traffic lights, and WALK and DONT WALK signs. But those offenses were hardly the stuff that called for the authorities to go out and recruit Mata Hari types to conduct clandestine surveillance on him.

So who was this blonde who was following him, if rather amateurishly? Jaywalker had been determined to find out. So hed gradually led her, looking back only surreptitiously, and only often enough to make certain she was still there, all the way to the main branch of the public library. There hed mounted the outer flight of steps and entered through one of the revolving doors. From the darkened interior, hed watched as shed climbed the steps in pursuit. Then, as soon as shed stepped inside one of the four sections of the door, hed gotten in opposite her and jammed the thing with his foot. Only after hed gotten a good look at her from up closeand liked what he sawhad he given the door a good shove to get it going again. Unfortunately, she must have been pushing at the same time, and their combined efforts, as he released his foot, had literally knocked her to the ground. Which meant that, being a gentleman, Jaywalker had had no choice but to come around to her side and help her to her feet.

Her hat had somehow stayed in place, but the force of her fall had knocked the sunglasses from her face. He picked them up and held them up to his eyes for inspection.

No damage, he assured her.

What hed really been doing, of course, was checking to see if they were prescription and therefore necessary on a day that was, if anything, even more overcast than the previous one. They werent, meaning they were nothing but a prop. Still, Jaywalker hesitated a bit longer before returning them to her, getting an even better look at her.

That had been an hour and a half ago. The chat on the library steps, the cup of coffee in a nearby luncheonette and the cab ride to her place had taken less than an hour. The rest, as they say, was history. Yet at no point had Jaywalker confronted her about having followed him. Instead, hed allowed her the fiction that theyd met only because hed happened to knock her down.

He decided she must have known who he was all along. Her Youre that guy! epiphany had been nothing but an act, meant to convince him that it had been pure serendipity that shed ended up in bed with just the man she wanted to defend her husband.

Why had she gone to such elaborate lengths to meet him? If the answer to that question still went begging, Jaywalker could come up with a pretty plausible explanation. Immediately following his suspension, hed vacated his office, disconnected his phone, canceled his e-mail account and all but ignored whatever showed up in his post office box. His home phone number, as it always had been, remained unlisted. In other words, hed become a phantom, a very difficult man to find. Had Amanda Drakenow that he knew her real nameused more traditional means to try to meet with him and hire him, she no doubt would have failed. So shed somehow hunted him down and then resorted to the old follow-him-until-he-catches-me trick. Then shed lured him into her bed and, coming up for air, innocently asked him what he did for a living. So while Jaywalker was forced to deduct one point for her having been less than forthright, he gave it back to her for sheer cleverness.

A woman after his own heart.

Even though he was pretty much satisfied with his explanation of why Amanda had been following him, he was tempted to come right out and ask her. Not so much to test his hypothesis as to show off his own superior instinct and skill at having spotted her. But he resisted the urge. Some cards are better played early on in the game; others are best held on to. Who knew if an opportune moment might arise when confronting Amanda would pay a dividend? So hed settle for having made the tail, in more ways than one.

He kept quiet, therefore, and turned his thoughts to the notion of getting back into the business of defending criminalsokay, accused criminals. And the love-hate relationship hed long carried on with the way hed been making his living for the past twenty-some years.

As much as hed been enjoying his extended sabbatical from the law, Jaywalker could feel the pull of getting back into the trenches. He missed the courthouse, that filthy place of long lines, broken elevators and peculiar smells. He missed the people, the camaraderiedefense lawyers and prosecutors hed grown middle-aged with; judges who itched to hold him in contempt every time he stepped across some foolish line theyd drawn, but would have hired him in a New York minute if they themselves had gotten into trouble; court officers, corrections officers, clerks, court reporters and translators hed come to feel hed known forever. He missed even the defendants, often initially surly or even hostile, invariably self-destructive, but almost always deeply appreciative by the time he parted ways with them. He missed the battle, that matching of wits, that take-no-prisoners struggle they called a trial but might just as well have called a war. He missed opening statements, cross-examination, summing up. He missed sitting on the edge of his seat and feeling his heart pounding in his chest as the jurors filed into the courtroom one last time to deliver their verdict. He missed the incredible high that lifted him into the stratosphere with each acquittal. He even missed, in some strange way, the depths of despair into which he plunged following a conviction.

Whats more, Jaywalker found himself intrigued by the case against Carter Drake. Should the act of driving, no matter how poorly or even recklessly, ever be a sufficient predicate for a murder charge and the mandatory sentence of life imprisonment it carried? Was Jaywalker being old-fashioned by thinking that before accusing a man of murder, the state ought to first be required to demonstrate that hed set out to harm somebody? Was that asking too much?

But beyond Jaywalkers interest in that legal issue, there was a much more mundane reason for wanting to get involved. And that was the worst invention Homo sapiens had ever managed to come up with. Money. A murder case, even one predicated upon the faulty operation of a motor vehicle, meant a five-figure fee. God knew he could use the money, which would be his first income in more than two years. And since Carter Drake was apparently willing to do whatever it would take to drag the case out until Jaywalkers suspension was over, things might actually work out. Hed have to be careful, of course. Hed have to steer clear of the New City courthouse, refrain from saying anything about the case that might find its way into the newspapers and avoid any conduct that might arguably constitute practicing law. And if he were to accept any money, hed have to do it in such a way as to make it look like something other than a legal fee. But that could be done, he was pretty sure.

Then there were the secondary drawbacks and benefits of getting involved. On the negative side was the sheer notoriety of the case. Taking on Carter Drake as his comeback act would mean that Jaywalker would be returning to the scene of his past transgressions with a considerable bang. Right off the bat, hed be representing a high-profile murder defendant in what was sure to be a media-circus trial. The prospect of that kind of free publicity would no doubt have delighted every one of Jaywalkers colleagues, but in that respect he stood apart from them. In fact, the thought of it brought him dangerously close to gagging.

Finally, there was the chance that one of the benefits of representing Carter Drake might be Amanda Drake. Then again, what a conflict of interest that would be! Jaywalker allowed himself a chuckle as he imagined a slew of new charges from the disciplinary committee. He could picture the presiding justice snarling down at him with righteous indignation. So, Mr. Jaywalker, we conclude that you deliberately made certain that your client would remain locked up for as long as possible, just so you could continue to have an affair with his wife.

Well, that was one benefit that might just have to be curtailed. But what a shame.



That night, in the privacy of his own place, Jaywalker thought things over. Unlike Amanda Carters four-bedroom triplex just off Fifth Avenue, Jaywalkers apartment wasnt much more than a furnished room. What it was, was a fourth-floor walk-up studio in what real estate agents tend to write off as a developing neighborhood, much the same way economists might refer to a developing nation. Implicit in both terms is the suggestion that the entity being described still has a long way to go before qualifying for actually being developed. So as he pondered the advisability of getting involved in Carter Drakes case, Jaywalker stretched out on his sofa, which doubled as his bed, and also served from time to time as his laundry sorter, work surface and exercise mat.

A criminal case begins, as Jaywalker well knew, with an investigation, followed by an arrest. Or sometimes its the other way around, an arrest followed by an investigation. By the time a defense lawyer gets contacted, selected, and either hired by the family or appointed by the court, that lawyer already finds himself playing catch-up. It had already been three weeks since Carter Drakes arrest, and based upon the little that Jaywalker remembered from the newspaper accounts, the only representation Drake had had in that time was from the business lawyer whod surrendered him, followed by some local guy whod stood up for him when he got to court. It would be another seven or eight months before Jaywalker would be allowed to practice again. That would mean an eight-month head start for the prosecution, an all but insurmountable advantage.

So what was Jaywalker to do in the meantime? He couldnt contact the D.A.s office or the state police, or risk calling either of the lawyers whod been representing Drake; any one of them could turn him in for doing so. Yet he couldnt just sit on his hands and watch his future client languish in the hands of a couple of incompetents while the prosecution perfected its case, could he?

He found a half-smoked joint, fired it up and inhaled deeply. Ever since hed given up drinking, Jaywalker had resorted to the old devil weed for occasional inspiration. It soothed him, relaxed him, helped him see things a bit more clearly, and brought on a moderate case of the munchiesan indispensable aid to a man who, to the envy of most men and every woman he knew, had serious trouble keeping his weight up. With no known adverse side effects and no possibility of a lethal overdose, it was, as Martha Stewart might have put it, a good thing. Little wonder, thought Jaywalker, that the government had criminalized it, or that the last administration had chosen to make it the primary target of its war against drugs.

It didnt take long for Jaywalker to hatch a plan. What hed do would be to have Amanda hire him as a private investigator for her husband. That would allow Jaywalker to go into jail and talk with Drake, gather police reports and other documents, locate and interview witnesses, and generally snoop around. His DEA background more than prepared him for the job, and his law degree qualified him, much the same way it permitted lawyers to act as real estate brokers and notary publics without having to undergo additional training or licensing. It was all part of the genius behind the scheme of having laws that are written by lawyers, enforced by lawyers whove become judges, for the benefit and protection of lawyers.

Now, did the little matter of Jaywalkers suspension disqualify him from availing himself of those benefits and protections? No, he decided; that would be overthinking it. He was still a lawyer, albeit one who was temporarily incapacitated. Kind of like how a baseball player who was on the disabled list was still a baseball player, no? A perfect analogy. So as long as Jaywalker were to stick to investigating, he wouldnt really be practicing law, would he be?

He allowed himself another hit of the joint.

Yeah, investigating would be just fine.



He broke the news to Amanda two days later. They met at the same luncheonette theyd gone to from the library. She looked every bit as stunning as hed remembered her, and he found himself powerless to keep his eyes off her. He managed somewhat better when it came to his hands, but it was hard. Keeping his hands off her, that is.

This time they had lunch instead of just coffee, she a fancy wrap of some sort, he a tuna-fish sandwich. As they ate, he outlined his plan, and Amanda was quick to approve it. And that was pretty much it. Unlike the events of two days earlier, they didnt follow things up with a cab ride to Amandas apartment. And if Jaywalker was disappointed in that nonde-velopment, and surely he was, he was at least consoled by the fact that he came away from the meeting with a check in the pocket of his jeans in the amount of five thousand dollars, exactly twice what hed asked Amanda for. Hed instructed her to make it out to Harrison Jay Walker, Private Investigator, and had made her fill in the Memo blank with the words Not for legal services.

You could never be too careful.

But even if he was only an investigator for the time being, Jaywalker knew better. He was back in the game.





Chapter Three
Five Tiny Fingers

The very first thing Jaywalker did the following morning was to pay a visit to his bank. There he endorsed and deposited the five-thousand-dollar check Amanda Drake had given him. As soon as the teller had completed the transaction, he asked her for his current balance. She tapped some keys on her computer and handed him a slip of paper. There were a bunch of numbers on it, showing which funds were available, which werent, and when they would be. But he chose to ignore the qualifiers, and went right to the bottom line, which included Amandas check: $5,176.24

It had been that close.

After that, Jaywalker the Investigator got to work. He started off by making a visit to the scene. Not the scene of the crimeor accident, as he preferred to call itwhere the van had been run off the road. That would come, but for now it could wait. Instead, he returned to the scene of his first meeting with Amanda, the Forty-second Street branch of the New York Public Library. There he went to the newspaper archives room and pulled up on a microfiche screen all the articles he could find on the crash, the surrender and arrest of Carter Drake, and the developments that had occurred since. Had he been a better navigator of the Internet, he probably could have found them on his computer. But he was stubbornly old-fashioned at times, Jaywalker was, and besides, he loved the archives room. He figured it was as good a place as any to get an overview of things, a starting point before he began to dig for details and tried to get first-person accounts.

As overviews go, it turned out to be pretty devastating stuff for the home team.

The photos of the burned van, and of the immediate area where it had come to rest, were hard to look at. Jaywalker could only guess at the ones that had been kept out of the papers, that the editors had deemed too graphic to print. Hed see those later, no doubt, with the police reports. Thered be charred bodies, charred tiny bodies. He shuddered at the thought, shuddered again at the jurors reactions to the carnage.

Several of the papers had run with the early rumors of a terrorist cell and the premature detonation of an explosive device, or of a van overcrowded with undocumented migrant apple pickers. Only with the following days editions had the truth come out, that eight of the nine dead were young children enrolled at one of New Citys several yeshivas, or Jewish religious schools. There were interviews with the driver of the pickup truck whod stopped to offer assistance, including his account of the car that had run the van off the road. Looking for the publics help, the police had released the partial license plate ending in 724 and were imploring other witnesses to come forward. Then, in the next days accounts, there was the surrender of Carter Drake and his arrest, as well as some brief comments by his business attorney. Jaywalker paused to smile at the phrase. There were business attorneys, patent attorneys, corporate attorneys, trust and estate attorneys, even admiralty attorneys. But when things got truly nasty, you were well advised to go out and get yourself a criminal lawyer. All of a sudden, it was a lawyer you needed. Down in the trenches, there was no room for attorneys.

Mr. Drake is guilty of absolutely nothing, the business attorney had said. He hadnt been drinking, and he wasnt speeding. He momentarily lost control of his vehicle. As unfortunate and tragic as the results wereand our hearts go out to the victims and their familiesit was an accident, pure and simple. An accident.

The judge whod set Carter Drakes bail at five million dollars had apparently begged to differ.

The newspaper stories had continued for almost a week. There were interviews with grieving parents and outraged school officials. There were calls for tighter seat-belt laws and looser seat-belt laws, the proponents of the latter camp arguing that some of the children might have escaped the fire had they not been restrained, though a look at the extent of the damage shown in the photos strongly suggested otherwise. And there were the funerals, the terrible funerals, accompanied by snapshots of tiny faces smiling out at the camera in happier times.

After that, the coverage dwindled and all but stopped. The exception was the Rockland County Register, which ran editorials daily for nearly three weeks, demanding restoration of the death penalty, complete with excruciating suffering for the cold-blooded killer of the communitys most treasured and vulnerable citizens.



It was midafternoon by the time Jaywalker emerged from the library. He found himself startled by the sudden brightness of the sunshine, and it took his eyes a few moments to make the adjustment. It reminded him of coming out of the movies after a matinee, something he hadnt done since his wifes death, a dozen years ago.

He found a phone booth, no mean feat in the Age of the Cell Phone. But Jaywalker had long resisted the ads that promised a powerful network, five bars, and unlimited nighttime and weekend minutes with family and friends. He figured that if he lived long enough, he might just be the last holdout on the planet. Sure, going phoneless meant being inconvenienced from time to time, but that was a small price to pay for the retention of his privacy. Besides, now was no time to get connected, or whatever it was they called it, not while he was still suspended and trying to fly beneath the radar.

Jaywalker had gotten the name of Carter Drakes business attorney from his newspaper research and found a phone number for him on the Internet. Now he dropped a Samoan penny into the coin slotthey just happened to be the same size as U.S. quarters, so hed ordered a hundred of them through a Times Square coin dealer for three dollarsand dialed the number.

PetersonKellnerWhiteandTayler, said a womans voice, as if it were all one name. How may I direct your call?

Im trying to reach Chester Ludlow, said Jaywalker.

Please hold for his administrative aide.

Jaywalker held, wondering where hed been while secretaries had turned into administrative aides.

Mr. Ludlows office, said another female voice.

Jaywalker identified himself and stated his business. If hed thought doing so might open doors, he was in for a surprise. Over the next fifteen minutes, he sparred first with the administrative aide, and then with a young man who described himself as Ludlows executive assistant. Yes, Mr. Ludlow would be more than happy to take a meeting with him, but he billed out at seven hundred and fifty dollars an hour, payable in advance.

How about six minutes? Jaywalker asked. Hed neglected to discuss expenses with Amanda, and wasnt about to spend seven hundred and fifty dollars of his own money, or hers, eitherat least not without checking with her first. On the other hand, he figured shelling out seventy-five bucks for a tenth of an hour

The executive assistant was evidently not amused.

Eventually they settled on a five-minute phone conference, pro bono. Jaywalker was instructed to call Chet back the following day, at 10:15 a.m. Not any earlier, not any later.

Fuck you! Jaywalker wanted to say. And fuck Chet, too. Instead he said, Thank you very much, and hung up.

Maybe it wasnt going to be such a picnic after all, this investigator gig.



Next he called Carter Drakes current lawyer up in New City, a man named Judah Mermelstein. The Samoan pennies were too cumbersome for the job, not to mention too precious, so he used a calling card.

Mermelstein answered his own phone, a sure sign that he was user-friendly and a good indication that he worked on a shoestring budget. Both were attributes that Jaywalker was quite familiar with. As he had with Chester Ludlows staff, he explained his business and said hed like to meet with Mermelstein.

Sure, sure. Cmon up.

They agreed on one oclock the following day. Jaywalker didnt want to jeopardize his five-minute phone conference with Chet, after all.



The following mornings five-minute phone conference with Chester Ludlow went pretty much as Jaywalker had expected. Ludlow was brusque, dismissive and completely uninformative. Carter Drake, for whom hed been doing some complicated mergers-and-acquisi-tions workthe implication being that it was well beyond Jaywalkers understandinghad phoned the office and said he was the Audi Assassin, and that he wanted to turn himself in before the police figured out he was the one they were looking for and came to arrest him. Ludlow had agreed and had accompanied him to state police headquarters. Hed had no idea where it was, he added, So I set the GPS on my car. We got there, and they took him into custody. And that was pretty much it. Now, he said, clearing his throat loudly, if youll excuse me, I have a meeting

I still have nineteen seconds, Jaywalker pointed out. Actually, he had no idea how long theyd been talking, but he doubted that Ludlow did, either. What was the basis of your comment to the press, he asked, that Drake hadnt been drinking or speeding prior to the accident?

Im not sure what you mean.

I mean, said Jaywalker, did Drake actually tell you those things?

Drake? No, of course not. As a matter of fact, I never discussed that with him. I had our media department draw up a statement. Theyre real pros at that sort of stuff. Its what they do.

Great, thought Jaywalker, trial by sound bite. He wanted to ask Ludlow if he had any idea of the damage such a remark could do to Drakes chances down the line. But he knew he was already into overtime. Thanks for your time, he said, and hung up.

The good news was that Ludlow had given him the five minutes pro bono. The bad news was that Jaywalker had pretty much gotten his moneys worth.



The meeting with Judah Mermelstein went somewhat better. It had taken Jaywalker only forty-five minutes to get to Mermelsteins office, if you didnt count the two hours spent locating his ancient Mercury in its parking lot, finding a set of booster cables ($14.95), getting a jump start from an obliging cabbie ($10), and coaxing the relic out onto the West Side Highway (priceless).

The first thing Jaywalker noticed about Mermelstein wasnt his boyish good looks, his black suit, white shirt and conservative tie, or even his firm handshake. It was his yarmulke.

Do they let you wear that? Jaywalker asked. I mean, in court? At trial? Hed once known a legal aid lawyer in Brooklyn who was also a Catholic priest, and theyd let him wear his clerical collar in court. But all the guy ever did was arraignments; he never went to trial.

Absolutely, said Mermelstein. U.S. Supreme Court, First and Fourteenth Amendments. Freedom of religion, freedom of speech, expression, association, wardrobe, warmth. Not to mention the little-known but all-important freedom to cover ones bald spot.

Cool, was all Jaywalker could come up with. It was something his daughter might have said, back when she was, oh, seven or so. But it was cool, and he couldnt help picturing himself delivering a summation before a home-crowd New City jury, two rows of black-dressed orthodox Jews. Jaywalker was half-Jewish himself, after all, even if he hadnt seen the inside of a synagogue in a good twenty years. But that gave him the right, didnt it? And if he were to dig through the side pockets of his suit jackets, chances were pretty good hed find a yarmulke or two, left over from a long-ago funeral, or a bar mitzvah he hadnt been able to get out of.

I understand Mrs. Drake has hired you as a private investigator in her husbands case, said Mermelstein, once the two of them had taken seats facing each other across his desk. That experience itself had been momentarily unsettling for Jaywalker, whod spent twenty-some years sitting in the lawyers chair, not the clients.

Yes, she has, said Jaywalker. But I think you also ought to know that its her hope that if the case has to be tried, I should be the one to try it. If the court doesnt force it to trial before my, uh, suspension is up, that is.

Thank you for being up front about that, said Mermelstein.

Jaywalker shrugged, his way of saying, Hey, it was the right thing to do.

Actually, said Mermelstein, Mrs. Drake told me herself. And I have no problem with it. Not that I couldnt use the publicity. But the truth is, Ive never tried a murder case. Or even a felony, for that matter. So not only will I bow out gracefully when the time comes, but in the meantime Ill appreciate all the help you can give me, until youre

Kosher?

I couldnt have said it better.

Dont plan on bowing out, said Jaywalker. Im an outsider here, in more ways than one. Youre local, and you seem to have your head on straight. Im pretty sure Amanda can be convinced of the virtues of a co-counsel arrangement.

Mermelstein didnt respond one way or the other, and they talked about the case for the next forty minutes. Jaywalker learned that the Drakes had found Mermelstein through an ad in the local Yellow Pages that touted him as an expert in criminal law, divorce, real estate, immigration matters, slip-and-fall cases, product liability, medical malpractice and dog-bite injuries. Hed tried and failed to get Carters bail reduced from the five million set at arraignment. The Rockland County D.A., a tough-on-crime Republican named Abraham Firestone, intended to make an example of Drake, hoping that sending him away for life would deter others from killing vanloads of children. And according to Mermelstein, Firestone intended to try the case himself, if there had to be a trial, rather than assigning it to one of his assistants, as was the customary practice.

I notice Drakes charged with drunk driving, said Jaywalker, in addition to murder. He didnt mention the leaving-the-scene charge, or the unlicensed operator, or the uninsured vehicle. Those charges ranged from the mundane to the serious. Leaving the scene of an accident resulting in death, for example, was itself a separate felony. But all of those acts or omissions were either after the fact or merely incidental to the murder charge. Drunk driving, on the other hand, especially when combined with indications of recklessness, could be used to show a depraved indifference to human life, a necessary statutory element of proving murder in a vehicular homicide case in New York State.

Thats right, said Mermelstein.

But Drake didnt surrender until sometime the following day, did he?

Right again, said Mermelstein. And his big-shot business lawyer issued a press release announcing to the world that his client hadnt had anything to drink before the accident.

So help me out here, said Jaywalker. Early on in his career, hed had occasion to wonder why anyone would leave the scene of an accident, when doing so was a crime and sticking around to face the music wasnt. The answer, he soon learned, was pretty simple. The ones who fled did so because they were drunk, unlicensed or uninsured, or because theyd just robbed the bank around the corner and had the money on the front passenger seat and a loaded gun on the floor. Getting away, even for a limited period of time, gave them an opportunity to hide the evidence. And part of that evidence was the alcohol in their blood. Ted Kennedy may or may not have been testing his swimming ability that night long ago at Chappaquiddick, but by the time he turned himself in the following day it was too late for the police to draw a meaningful, or admissible, blood sample from him. And even if it hadnt been, he could have claimed that the incident had so upset him that hed poured himself a couple of stiff drinks as soon as he got home. Exactly as the captain of the Exxon Valdez had maintained after his little mishap up in Prudhoe Bay.

It seems Abe Firestone has done his homework, said Mermelstein. He had the troopers trace Drakes movements over the twelve hours preceding the crash. Apparently they can put him in a sports club over in Nyack. And the sport he and his buddies were engaged in seems to have consisted of seeing who could throw back the most shots of tequila before falling on the floor.

Wonderful, said Jaywalker.

They talked for another twenty minutes, following which Mermelstein made Jaywalker copies of whatever documents he had in his file. There wasnt much: the felony complaint, Drakes rap sheet, a summary of an accident report prepared by the state police and a couple of other pieces of paper.

Firestone hasnt exactly flooded you with discovery, Jaywalker observed.

Abe? said Mermelstein. Hes so tight his ass squeaks when he walks.

They exchanged goodbyes and promised to share anything either of them found out.

And give my best to Amanda, said Mermelstein.

I will, said Jaywalker, noticing that she was suddenly no longer Mrs. Drake, and wondering if shed followed Judah Mermelstein around for two days and then slept with him, too, before hiring him.

Nah, he liked the Yellow Pages story better.



From Judah Mermelsteins office, Jaywalker headed west and then north, toward the site of the accident that had claimed nine lives. He drove carefully, not because he was afraid of becoming a tenth victim, but because his Mercury was pretty much on life support. Owning a car in the city was something of a double-edged sword. You didnt need one to get around, and with parking impossible and garages charging a fortune, you were better off without one. Until you had to get somewhere else.

So Jaywalker had compromised. Hed bought the cheapest car he could find, a 57 Mercury with no extras and, so far as he knew, the last remaining three-speed manual transmission in America. Then hed found an open-air parking lot so far over on the West Side that you had to hike halfway to New Jersey just to get there. Hed bargained the manager down from the usual hundred and twenty-five a month to seventy-five dollars cash, no tax, explaining that since he almost never used the thing, they could bury it way in the back, where it would take about a week and a half to get it out. And because he started it up so rarely and drove it even less, it performed, well, about like a neglected 57 Mercury with 185,000 miles under its belt. So when he did drive it, he tended to creep along. But even creeping, it took him less than twenty minutes to get from Judah Mer-melsteins office to the spot marked with a black  on the accident-report summary.

It was nothing but a bend in the road, where the northbound lane had little room for a shoulder. About all that separated it from the drop-off was what remained of a low guardrail, its metal twisted grotesquely and torn away where the van had breached it. There were a handful of makeshift memorials marking the spotflowers, candles, other stuff. Jaywalker found a place to pull over a hundred
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