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The man with the rubber boots stepped into the elevator behind me,but I didn't
see him at first. I smelled him though--the pungent odor ofsmoke and cheap
wine and life on the street without soap. We were aloneas we moved upward,
and when I finally glanced over I saw the boots,black and dirty and much too
large. A frayed and tattered trench coatfell to his knees. Under it, layers of foul
clothing bunched aroundhis midsection, so that he appeared stocky, almost fat.
But it wasn'tfrom being well fed; in the wintertime in D.C., the street people
weareverything they own, or so it seems.

He was black and aging--his beard and hair were half-gray and hadn't
beenwashed or cut in years. He looked straight ahead through thick
sunglasses,thoroughly ignoring me, and making me wonder for a second why,
exacdy,l was inspecting him.

He didn't belong. It was not his building, not his elevator, not a placehe could
afford. The lawyers on all eight floors worked for my firm athourly rates that
still seemed obscene to me, even after seven years.

Just another street bum in from the cold. Happened all the time indowntown
Washington. But we had security guards to deal with theriffraff.

We stopped at six, and I noticed for the first time that he had notpushed a button,
had not selected a floor. He was following me. I madea quick exit, and as I
stepped into the splendid marble fover of Drake &Sweeneyv. I glanced over mv



shoulder just long enough to see him standingin the elevator, looking at nothing,
still ignoring me.

Madam Devier, one of our very resilient receptionists, greeted me withher
typical look of disdain. "Watch the elevator," I said. "Why?"

"Street bum. You may want to call security."

"Those people," she said in her affected French accent.

"Get some disinfectant too."

I walked away, wrestling my overcoat off my shoulders, forgetting the manwith
the rubber boots. I had nonstop meetings throughout the afternoon,important
conferences with important people. I turned the corner andwas about to say
something to Polly, my secretary, when I heard thefirst shot.

Madam Devier was standing behind her desk, petrifled, staring into thebarrel of
an awfully long handgun held by our pal the street bum. Sincel was the first one
to come to her aid, he politely aimed it at me,and I too became rigid.

"Don't shoot," I said, hands in the air. I'd seen enough movies to knowprecisely
what to do.

"Shut up," he mumbled, with a great deal of composure.



There were voices in the hallway behind me. Someone yelled, "He's gota gun!"
And then the voices disappeared into the background, growingfainter and fainter
as my colleagues hit the back door. I could almostsee them jumping out the
windows.

To my immediate left was a heavy wooden door that led to a largeconference
room, which at that moment happened to be filled with eightlawyers from our
litigation section. Eight hard-nosed and fearlesslitigators who spent their hours
chewing up people. The toughest wasa scrappy little torpedo named Rafter, and
as he yanked open the doorsaying "What the hell?" the barrel swung from me to
him, and the manwith the rubber boots had exactly what he wanted.

"Put that gun down," Rafter ordered from the doorway, and a split secondlater
another shot rang through the reception area, a shot that wentinto the ceiling
somewhere well above Rafter's head and reduced him toa mere mortal. Turning
the gun back to me, he nodded, and I complied,entering the conference room
behind Rafter. The last thing I saw on theoutside was Madam Devier shaking at
her desk, terror-stricken, headsetaround her neck, high heels parked neatly next
to her wastebasket.

The man with the rubber boots slammed the door behind me, and slowlywaved
the gun through the air so that all eight litigators could admireit. It seemed to be
working fine; the smell of its discharge was morenoticeable than the odor of its
owner.

The room was dominated by a long table, covered with documents andpapers
that only seconds ago seenled terribly important. A row of windowsoverlooked a
parking lot. Two doors led to the hallway.



"Up against the wall," he said, using the gun as a very effectiveprop. Then he
placed it very near my head, and said, "Lock the doors."Which I did.

Not a word from the eight litigators as they scrambled backward. Nota word
from me as I quickly locked the doors, then looked at him forapproval.

For some reason, I kept thinking of the post office and all those
horribleshootings--a disgruntled employee returns after lunch with an arsenaland
wipes out fifteen of his co-workers. I thought of the playgroundmassacres--and
the slaughters at fast-food restaurants.

And those victims were innocent children and otherwise decent citizens.
Wewere a bunch of lawyers!

Using a series of grunts and gun thrusts, he lined the eight litigatorsup against
the wall, and when their positions suited him he turned hisattention to me. What
did he want? Could he ask questions? If so, he couldget anything he damned
well pleased. I couldn't see his eyes because ofthe sunglasses, but he could see
mine. The gun was pointed at them.

He removed his filthy trench coat, folded it as if it were new, andplaced it in the
center of the table. The smell that had bothered mein the elevator was back, but
not important now. He stood at the end ofthe table and slowly removed the next
layer--a bulky gray cardigan.

Bulky for a reason. Under it, strapped to his waist, was a row of redsticks, which
appeared to my untrained eye to be dynamite. Wires ranlike colored spaghetti
from the tops and bottoms of the sticks, andsilver duct tape kept things attached.



My first instinct was to bolt, to lunge with arms and legs flappingand flailing for
the door, and hope for luck, hope for a bad shot asI scrambled for the lock, then
another bad shot as I fell through thedoorway into the hallway. But my knees
shook and my blood ran cold. Therewere gasps and slight moans from the eight
against the wall, and thisperturbed our captor. "Please be quiet," he said in the
tone of a patientprofessor. His calmness unnerved me. He adjusted some of the
spaghettiaround his waist, then from a pocket in his large trousers produced
aneat bundle of yellow nylon rope and a switchblade.

For good measure, he waved the gun at the horrified faces in front ofhim, and
said, "I don't want to hurt anybody."

That was nice to hear but hard to take seriously. I counted twelve redsticks--
enough, I was certain, to make it instantaneous and painless.

Then the gun was back on me. "You," he said, "tie them up."

Rafter had had enough. He took one very small step forward and said,"Look, pal,
just exactly what do you want?"

The third shot sailed over his head into the ceiling, where it lodgedharmlessly. It
sounded like a cannon, and Madam Devier or some femaleshrieked in the foyer.
Rafter ducked, and as he attempted to stand uprightthe beefy elbow of Umstead
caught him squarely in the chest and returnedhim to his position against the wall.

"Shut up," Umstead said with clenched jaws.



"Do not call me Pal," the man said, and Pal was instantly discarded asa
reference.

"What would you like us to call you?" I asked, sensing that I was aboutto
become the leader of the hostages. I said this very delicately,with great
deference, and he appreciated my respect.

"Mister," he said. Mister was perfectly fine with everyone in theroom.

The phone rang, and I thought for a split second he was going to shootit. Instead
he waved it over, and I placed it squarely before him onthe table. He lifted the
receiver with his left hand; his right stillheld the gun, and the gun was still
pointed at Rafter.

If the nine of us had a vote, Rafter would be the first sacrificiallamb. Eight to
one.

"Hello," Mister said. He listened briefly, then hung up. He carefullybacked
himself into the seat at the end of the table and sat down.

"Take the rope," he said to me.

He wanted all eight of them attached at the wrists. I cut rope and tiedknots and
tried my best not to look at the faces of my colleagues as Thastened their deaths.
I could feel the gun at my back. He wanted thembound tightly, and I made a



show of practically drawing blood whileleaving as much slack as possible.

Rafter mumbled something under his breath and I wanted to slaphim. Umstead
was able to flex his wrists so that the ropes almost fellloose when I finished with
him. Malamud was sweating and breathingrapidly. He was the oldest, the only
parmer, and two years past hisfirst heart attack.

I couldn't help but look at Barry Nuzzo, my one friend in the bunch. Wewere the
same age, thirty-two, and had joined the firm the sameyear. He went to
Princeton, I went to Yale. Both of our wives were fromProvidence. His marriage
was working--three kids in four years. Minewas in the final stage of a long
deterioration.

Our eyes met and we both were thinking about his kids. I felt lucky tobe
childless.

The first of many sirens came into range, and Mister instructed meto close the
blinds over the five large windows. I went about thismethodically, scanning the
parking lot below as if being seen mightsomehow save me. A lone police car sat
empty with its lights on; thecops were already in the building.

And there we were, nine white boys and Mister.

At last count, Drake & Sweeney had eight hundred lawyers in officesaround the
world. Half of them were in D.C,, in the building Mister wasterrorizing. He



instructed me to call "the boss" and inform him that hewas armed and wired with
twelve sticks of dynamite. I called Rudolph,managing parmer of my division,
antitrust, and relayed the message.

"You okay, Mike?" he asked me. We were on Mister's new speakerphone,at full
volme.

"Wonderful," I said. "Please do whatever he wants."

"What does he want?"

"I don't know yet." Mister waved the gun and the conversation wasover. Taking
my cue from the pistol, I assumed a standing position nextto the conference
table, a few feet from Mister, who had developed theirritating habit of playing
absentmindedly with the wires coiled againsthis chest.

He glanced down and gave a slight tug at a red wire. "This red one here, Igive it
a yank and it's all over." The sunglasses were looking at me whenhe finished this
litfie warning. I felt compelled to say something.

"Why would you do that?" I asked, desperate to open a dialogue.

"I don't want to, but why not?"

I was struck by his diction--a slow, methodical rhythm with no hurry andeach



syllable getting equal treatment. He was a street bum at the moment,but there
had been better days.

"Why would you want to kill us?" I asked.

"I'm not going to argue with you," he announced. No further questions,Y our
honor.

Because I'm a lawyer and live by the clock, I checked my watch sothat whatever
happened could be duly recorded, if we somehow managed tosurvive. It was
one-twenty. Mister wanted things quiet, and so we endureda nerve-racking
period of silence that lasted fourteen minutes.

I could not believe that we were going to die. There appeared to be nomotive, no
reason to kill us. I was certain that none of us had ever methim before. I
remembered the ride on the elevator, and the fact that heseemed to have no
particular destination. He was just a nut in searchof hostages, which
unfortunately would have made the killings seem almostnormal by today's
standards.

It was precisely the kind of senseless slaughter that would grab theheadlines for
twenty-four hours and make people shake their heads. Thenthe dead lawyer
jokes would start.

I could see the headlines and hear the reporters, but I refused tobelieve it would
happen.



I heard voices in the foyer, sirens outside; a police radio squawkedsomewhere
down the hallway.

"What did you eat for lunch?" Mister asked me, his voice breaking thesilence.
Too surprised to consider lying, I hesitated for a second,then said, "A grilled
chicken Caesar." "Alone?"

"No, I met a friend." He was a law school buddy from Philly.

"How much did it cost, for both of you?"

"Thirty bucks."

He didn't like this. "Thirty bucks," he repeated. "For two people." Heshook his
head, then looked at the eight litigators. If he polled them,I hoped they planned
to lie. There were some serious stomachs among thegroup, and thirty bucks
wouldn't cover their appetizers.

"You know what I had?" he asked me.

"NO.”

"I had soup. Soup and crackers at a shelter. Free soup, and I was gladto get it.
You could feed a hundred of my friends for thirty bucks,you know that?"



I nodded gravely, as if I suddenly realized the weight of my sin.

"Collect all the wallets, money, watches, jewelry," he said, waving thegun again.

"May I ask why?" I asked.

"NO.”

I placed my wallet, watch, and cash on the table, and began rummagingthrough
the pockets of my fellow hostages.

"It's for the next of kin," Mister said, and we all exhaled.

He instructed me to place the loot in a briefcase, lock it, and call"the boss" again.
Rudolph answered on the first ring. I could envisionthe SWAT leader camped in
his office.

"Rudolph, it's me, Mike, again. I'm on the speakerphone."

"Yes, Mike. Are you okay?"

"Tnet fine T nnlkk thic gantlaman wante ma tn nnen the dnnr nearact thararantinn
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area and place a black briefcase in the hallway. I will thenclose the door and lock
it. Understand?"

"Yes."

With the gun touching the back of my head, I slowly cracked the doorand tossed
the briefcase into the hallway. I did not see a personanywhere.

Few things can keep a bigfirm lawyer from the joys of hourlybilling. Sleep is
one, though most of us slept little. Eating actuallyencouraged billing, especially
lunch when the client was picking upthe check. As the minutes dragged on, I
caught myself wondering how inthe world the other four hundred lawyers in the
building would manageto bill while waiting for the hostage crisis to end. I could
just seethem out there in the parking lot, most of them sitting in their carsto keep
warm, chatting away on cell phones, billing somebody. The firm,I decided,
wouldn't miss a beat.

Some of the cutthroats clown there didn't care how it ended. Just hurryup and get
it over with.

Mister seemed to doze for a second. His chin dipped, and his breathingwas
heavier. Rafter grunted to get my attention, then jerked his headto one side as if
to suggest I make a move. Problem was, Mister heldthe gun with his right hand,
and if he was indeed napping, then he wasdoing so with the dreaded red wire
held firmly in his left hand.



And Rafter wanted me to be the hero. Though Rafter was the meanest andmost
effective litigator in the firm, he was not yet a parmer. He wasnot in my division,
and we weren't in the Army. I didn't take orders.

"How much money did you make last year?" Mister, very much awake,
askedme, his voice clear.

Again, I was startled. "I, uh, gosh, let me see--"

"Don't lie."

"A hundred and twenty thousand."

He didn't like this either. "How much did you give away ?"

"Give away?"

"Yes. To charities."

"Oh. Well, I really don't remember. My wife takes care of the bills andthings like
that."



All eight litigators seemed to shift at once.

Mister didn't like my answer, and he was not about to be denied. "Who,like, fills
in your tax forms?"

"You mean for the IRS?"

"Yeah, that's it."

"It's handled by our tax division, down on the second floor."

"Here in this building?"

"Yes."

"Then get it for me. Get me the tax records for everybody here."

I looked at their faces, and a couple wanted to say, "Just go aheadand shoot me."
I must've hesitated too long, because Mister shouted,"Do it now!" And he used
the gun when he shouted.

I called Rudolph, who also hesitated, and so I shouted at him. "Justfax them in
here," I demanded. "Last year's only."



We stared at the fax machine in the corner for fifteen minutes, afraidMister
might start executing us if our 1040's didn't hurry along.

Freshly appointed as scribe for the group, I sat where Mister pointedwith the gun
and clutched the faxes. My buddies had been standing foralmost two hours,
backs to the wall, still joined together, barely able tomove, and they were
beginning to slouch and slump and look miserable.

But their level of discomfort was about to rise significantly.

"You first," he said to me. "What's your name?"

"Michael Brock," I answered politely. Nice to meet you.

"How much money did you make last year?"

"I've already told you. A hundred and twenty thousand. Before taxes."

"How much did you give away?"

! was certain I could lie. I was not a tax lawyer, but I was confidentI could dance
around his questions. I found my 1040 and took my timeflipping through the
pages. Claire had earned thirty-one thousand dollarsas a second-year surgical
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resident, SO our gross INcome looked quitenandsome. But we paid Titty-tnree
thousand in taxes--federal incomeand an amazing variety of others--and after
repayment of student loans,Claire's educational expenses, twenty-four hundred a
month for a verynice apartment in Georgetown, two late-model cars with the
obligatorymortgages, and a host of other costs naturally related to a
comfortablelifestyle, we had invested only twenty-two thousand in mutual funds.

Mister was waiting patiently. In fact, his patience was beginning tounnerve me. I
assumed that the SWAT boys were crawling in the air vents,climbing nearby
trees, scampering across the roofs of buildings nextdoor, looking at blueprints of
our offices, doing all the things yousee on TV with the goal of somehow placing
a bullet through his skull,and he seemed oblivious to it. He had accepted his fate
and was ready todie. Not true for the rest of us.

He continually toyed with the red wire, and that kept my heart rate overa
hundred.

"I gave a thousand dollars to Yale," I said. "And two thousand to thelocal United
Way."

"How much did you give to poor people?"

I doubted if the Yale money went to feed needy students. "Well, theUnited Way
spreads the money around the city, and I'm sure some of itwent to help the poor."

"How much did you give to the hungry?"



"1 paid hitty-three thousand dollars 1n taxes, and a nice chunk ot 1t wenttor
welfare, Medicaid, aid to dependent children, stuff like that."

"And you did this voluntarily, with a giving spirit?"

"I didn't complain,” I said, lying like most of my countrymen.

"Have you ever been hungry?"

He liked simple answers, and my wit and sarcasm would not beproductive. "No,"
I said. "I have not."

"Have you ever slept in the snow?"

"NO.”

"You make a lot of money, yet you're too greedy to hand me some changeon the
sidewalk." He waved the gun at the rest of them. "All of you. Youwalk right by
me as [ sit and beg. You spend more on fancy coffee thanl do on meals. Why
can't you help the poor, the sick, the homeless? Youhave so much."

I caught myself looking at those greedy bastards along with Mister,and it was
not a pretty sight. Most were staring at their feet. OnlyRafter glared down the
table, thinking the thoughts all of us had when westepped over the Misters of
D.C.: If I give you some change you'll (1) runto the liquor store, (2) only beg
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Silence again. A helicopter hovered nearby, and I could only imagine whatthey
were planning in the parking lot. Pursuant to Mister's instructions,the phone lines
were on hold, so there was no communication. He had nodesire to talk to or
negotiate with anyone. He had his audience in theconference room.

"Which of these guys makes the most money?" he asked me.

Malamud was the only partner, and I shuffled the papers until I foundhis.

"That would be me," Malamud offered.

"What is your name?"

"Nate Malamud."

I flipped through Nate's return. It was a rare moment to see the intimatedetails of
a partner's success, but I got no pleasure from it.

"How much?" Mister asked me.

Oh, the joys of the IRS code. what would you like, sir? Gross? Adjustedgross?
Net? Taxable? Income from salaries and wages? Or income frombusiness and



investments?

Malamud's salary from the firm was fifty thousand dollars a month,and his
annual bonus, the one we all dreamed about, was five hundredand ten thousand.
It had been a very good year, and we all knew it. Hewas one of many partners
who had earned over a million dollars.

I decided to play it safe. There was lots of other income tucked awaynear the
back of the return--rental properties, dividends, a smallbusiness--but I guessed
that if Mister somehow grabbed the return hewould struggle with the numbers.

"One point one million," I said, leaving another two hundred thousandon the
table.

tie contemplated this for a moment. "You made a million dollars," he saidto
Malamud, who wasn't the least bit ashamed of it. "Yes, I did."

"How much did you give to the hungry, and the homeless?"

I was already scouring his itemized deductions for the truth.

"I don't recall exactly. My wife and I give to a lot of charities. I knowthere was a
donation, I think for five thousand, to the Greater D.C. Fund,which, as I'm sure
you know, distributes money to the needy. We give alot. And we're happy to do
it."



"I'm sure you're very happy," Mister replied, with the first hint ofsarcasm.

He wasn't about to allow us to explain how generous we really were. Hesimply
wanted the hard facts. He instructed me to list all nine names,and beside each
write last year's income, then last year's gifts tocharities.

It took some time, and I didn't know whether to hurry or bedeliberate. Would he
slaughter us if he didn't like the math? Perhapsl shouldn't hurry. It was
immediately obvious that we rich folks hadmade lots of money while handing
over precious little of it. At the sametime, I knew the longer the situation
dragged on, the crazier the rescuescenarios would become.

He hadn't mentioned executing a hostage every hour. He didn't want hisbuddies
freed from jail. He didn't seem to want anything, really.

I took my time. Malamud set the pace. The rear was brought up by Colburn,a
third-year associate who grossed a mere eighty-six thousand. I wasdismayed to
learn my pal Barry Nuzzo earned eleven thousand more thanl did. We would
discuss it later.

"If you round it off, it comes to three million dollars," I reported toMister, who
appeared to be napping again, with his fingers still on thered wire.

He slowly shook his head. "And how much for the poor people?"

"Total contributions of one hundred eighty thousand."



"I don't want total contributions. Don't put me and my people in the sameclass
with the symphony and the synagogue, and all your pretty white folksclubs
where you auction wine and autographs and give a few bucks to theBoy Scouts.
I'm talking about food. Food for hungry people who live herein the same city
you live in. Food for little babies. Right here. Rightin this city, with all you
people making millions, we got little babiesstarving at night, crying 'cause
they're hungry. How much for food?"

He was looking at me. I was looking at the papers in front of me. Icouldn't lie.
He continued. "We got soup kitchens all over town, placeswhere the poor and
homeless can get something to eat. How much moneydid you folks give to the
soup kitchens? Any?"

"Not directly," I said. "But some of these charities--"

"Shut up!"

He waved the damned gun again.

"How about homeless shelters? Places we sleep when it's ten degreesoutside.
How many shelters are listed there in those papers?"

Invention failed me. "None," I said softly.

He jumped to his feet, startling us, the red sticks fully visible underthe silver



duct tape. He kicked his chair back. "How 'bout clinics? Wegot these little
clinics where doctors--good decent people who used tomake lots of money--
come and donate their time to help the sick. Theydon't charge nothing.
Government used to help pay the rent, help buythe medicine and supplies. Now
the govemment's run by Newt and all themoney's gone. How much do you give
to the clinics?"

Rafter looked at me as if I should do something, perhaps suddenly seesomething
in the papers and say, "Damn! Look here! We gave half amillion bucks to the
clinics and soup kitchens."

That's exactly what Rafter would do. But not me. I didn't want to getshot. Mister
was a lot smarter than he looked.

I flipped through the papers as Mister walked to the windows and peekedaround
the mini-blinds. "Cops everywhere," he said, just loud enoughfor us to hear.
"And lots of ambulances."

He then forgot about the scene below and shuffled along the edge of thetable
until he stopped near his hostages. They watched every move, withparticular
attention paid to the explosives. He slowly raised the gun,and aimed it directly at
Colburn's nose, less than three feet away.

"How much did you give to the clinics?"

"None," Colburn said, closing his eyes tightly, ready to cry. My heartfroze and I
held my breath. "How much to the soup kitchens?"



"None."

"How much to the homeless shelters?"

"None."

Instead of shooting Colburn, he aimed at Nuzzo and repeated the threequestions.

Nnzzo had identical responses, and Mister moved down the line,pointing, asking

the same questions, getting the same answers. He didn'tshoot Rafter, much to our
dismay.

"Three million dollars," he said in disgust, "and not a dime for thesick and
hungry. You are miserable people."

We felt miserable. And I realized he was not going to kill us.

How could an average street bum acquire dynamite? And who would teachhim
how to wire it?

At dusk he said he was hungry, and he told me to call the boss andorder soup
from the Methodist Mission at L. Street and Seventeenth,Northwest. They put
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more vegetaples 1n the broth, IVI1Ster said. And thebread was not as stale as in
most kitchens.

"The soup kitchen does carry-out?" Rudolph asked, his voice incredulous.
Itechoed around the room from the speakerphone.

"Just do it, Rudolph!" I barked back at him. "And get enough for tenpeople."
Mister told me to hang up, and again put the lines on hold.

I could see our friends and a squadron of cops flying across the city,through
rash-hour traffic, and descending upon the quiet little missionwhere the ragged
street people hunched over their bowls of broth andwondered what the hell was
going on. Ten orders to go, extra bread.

Mister made another trip to the window when we heard the helicopteragain. He
peeked out, stepped back, tugged at his beard, and ponderedthe situation. What
type of invasion could they possibly be planningthat would involve a helicopter?
Maybe it was to evacuate the wounded.

Umstead had been fidgeting for an hour, much to the dismay of Rafterand
Malamud, who were joined to him at the wrists. He finally couldn'tstand it any
longer.

"Uh, sir, excuse me, but I really have to, uh, go to the boys' room."

Mister kept ragging. "Boys' room. What's a boys' room?"



"I need to pee, sir," Urnstead said, very much like a third-grader. "Ican't hold it
any longer."

Mister looked around the room, and noticed a porcelain vase sittinginnocently on
a coffee table. With another wave of the gun, he orderedme to untie Umstead.
"The boys' room is over there," Mister said. Umsteadremoved the fresh flowers
from the vase, and with his back to us urinatedfor a long time while we studied
the floor. When he finally finished,Mister told us to move the conference table
next to the windows. It wastwenty feet long, solid walnut like most of the
furniture at Drake &Sweeney, and with me on one end and Umstead grunting on
the other, wemanaged to inch it over about six feet until Mister said stop. He
mademe latch Malamud and Rafter together, leaving Umstead a free man.
Iwould never understand why he did this.

Next, he forced the remaining seven bound hostages to sit on the tablewith their
backs to the wall. No one dared ask why, but I figured hewanted a shield from
sharpshooters. I later learned that the police hadsnipers perched on a building
next door. Perhaps Mister had seen them.

After standing for five hours, Rafter and company were relieved to beoff their
feet. Umstead and I were told to sit in chairs, and Mistertook a seat at the end of
the table. We waited.

Life in the streets must teach one patience. He seemed content to sitin silence for
long periods of time, his eyes hiding behind the glasses,his head perfectly still.

"Who are the evictors?" he mumbled, to no one in particular, and hewaited a
couple of minutes before saying it again.



We looked at each other, confused, with no clue what he was talkingabout. He
appeared to be staring at a spot on the table, not far fromColburn's right foot.

"Not only do you ignore the homeless, you help put them in thestreets."

We, of course, nodded along, all singing from the same sheet. If he wantedto
heap verbal abuse on us, we were perfectly willing to accept it.

Our carry-out arrived at a few minutes before seven. There was a sharpknock on
the door. Mister told me to place a call and warn the police thathe would kill one
of us if he saw or heard anyone outside. I explainedthis carefully to Rudolph,
and I stressed that no rescue should beattempted. We were negotiating.

Rudolph said he understood.

Umstead walked to the door, unlocked it, and looked at Mister forinstructions.
Mister was behind him, with the gun less than a foot fromUmstead's head.

"Open the door very slowly," Mister said.

I was standing a few feet behind Mister when the door opened. The foodwas on
a small cart, one of our paralegals used to haul around the enormousamounts of
paper we generated. I could see four large plastic containersof soup, and a brown
paper bag filled with bread. I don't know if therewas anything to drink. We never
found out.



Urnstead took one step into the hallway, grabbed the cart, and was aboutto pull it
back into the conference room when the shot cracked throughthe air. A lone
police sniper was hiding behind a credenza next to MadamDevier's desk, forty
feet away, and he got the clear look he needed. WhenUmstead bent over to grab
the cart, Mister's head was exposed for asplit second, and the sniper blew it off.

Mister lurched backward without uttering a sound, and my face wasinstantly
covered with blood and fluids. I thought I'd been hit too,and I remember
screaming in pain. Umstead was yelling somewhere in thehall. The other seven
scrambled off the table like scalded dogs, allyelling and digging toward the door,
half of them dragging the otherhalf. I was on my knees, clutching my eyes,
waiting for the dynamiteto explode, then I bolted for the other door, away from
the mayhem. Iunlocked it, yanked it open, and the last time I saw Mister he
wastwitching on one of our expensive Oriental rugs. His hands were looseat his
sides, nowhere near the red wire.

The hallway was suddenly filled with SWAT guys, all clad in fierce-
lookinghelmets and thick vests, dozens of them crouching and reaching.
Theywere a blur. They grabbed us and carried us through the reception areato
the elevators.

"Are you hurt?" they asked me.

I didn't know. There was blood on my face and shirt, and a sticky liquidthat a
doctor later described as cerebrospinal fluid.

On the first floor, as far away from Mister as they could get,the families and
friends were waiting. Dozens of our associates andcolleagues were packed in the
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Saw us.

Because I was covered with blood, they took me to a small gym inthe basement.
It was owned by our firm and virtually ignored by thelawyers. We were too busy
to exercise, and anyone caught working outwould almost certainly be assigned
more work.

I was instantly surrounded by doctors, none of whom happened to be mywife,
Once I convinced them the blood was not mine, they relaxed andconducted a
routine exam. Blood pressure was up, pulse was crazy. Theygave me a pill.

What I really wanted was a shower. They made me lie on a table forten minutes
while they watched my blood pressure. "Am I in shock?" Iasked.

"Probably not."

I certainly felt like it. Where was Claire? For six hours I was held atgunpoint,
life hanging by a thread, and she couldn't be bothered to comewait with the rest
of the families.

The shower was long and hot. I washed my hair three times withheavy shampoo,
then I stood and dripped for an eternity. Time wasfrozen. Nothing mattered. I
was alive, breathing and steaming.

I changed into someone else's clean gym clothes, which were muchtoo big, and
went back to the table for another check of my bloodpressure. My secretary,
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her eyes. "Where's Claire?" I askedher.

"On call. I've tried calling the hospital."

Polly knew there wasn't much left of the marriage.

"Are you okay?" she asked.

"I think so."

I thanked the doctors and left the gym. Rudolph met me in the hall andgave me a
clumsy embrace. He used the word "congratulations," as if Ihad accomplished
something.

"No one expects you to work tomorrow," he said. Did he think a day offwould
cure all my problems?

"I haven't thought about tomorrow," I said.

"You need some rest," he added, as if the doctors hadn't thought ofthis.

I wanted to speak to Barry Nuzzo, but my fellow hostages had alreadyleft. No
one was injured, just a few rope burns on the wrists.



With the carnage held to a minimum, and the good guys up and smiling,the
excitement at Drake & Sweeney waned quickly. Most of the lawyers andstaff
had waited nervously on the first floor, far away from Mister andhis explosives.
Polly had my overcoat, and I put it on over the largesweat suit. My tasseled
loafers looked odd, but I didn't care. "Thereare some reporters outside," Polly
said. Ah, yes, the media. What astory! Not just your garden-variety on-the-job
shooting, but a bunchof lawyers held hostage by a street crazy.

But they didn't get their story, did they? The lawyers escaped, thebad guy took a
bullet, the explosives fizzled when their owner hit thefloor. Oh, what could've
been! A shot, then a bomb, a flash of whitelight as the windows shattered, arms
and legs landing in the street,all duly recorded live by Channel Nine for the
evening's lead story.

"TI'll drive you home," Polly said. "Follow me." I was very thankfulsomeone was
telling me what to do. My thoughts were slow and cumbersome,one still-frame
after another, with no concept of plot or setting.

We left the ground floor through a service door. The night air was sharpand cold,
and I breathed its sweetness until my lungs ached. As Pollyran to get her car, I
hid at the corner of the building and watched thecircus out front. There were
police cars, ambulances, television vans,even a fire truck. They were packing
and leaving. One of the ambulanceswas parked with its rear to the building, no
doubt waiting to carryMister to the morgue.

I'm alive! I am alive! I said this over and over, smiling for the firsttime. I'm
alive!



I closed my eyes tightly and offered a short but sincere prayer ofthanks.

The sounds began coming back. As we sat in silence, Polly behindthe wheel,
driving slowly and waiting for me to say something, I heardthe piercing clap of
the sniper's rifle. Then the thud as it found itsmark, and the stampede as the other
hostages scrambled off the tableand through the door.

What had I seen? I had glanced at the table where the seven were staringintently
at the door, then back to Mister as he raised the gun andpointed it at Umstead's
head. I was directly behind him when he washit. What stopped the bullet from
leaving him and getting me? Bulletsgo through walls and doors and people.

"He was not going to kill us," I said, barely loud enough to be heard.

Polly was relieved to hear my voice. "What was he doing then?"

"I don't know."

"What did he want?"

"He never said. It's amazing how little was actually said. We sat forhours just
looking at each other."



"Why wouldn't he talk to the police?"

"Who knows? That was his biggest mistake. If he'd kept the phones open,I
could've convinced the cops that he was not going to kill us."”

"You don't blame the cops, do you?"

"No. Remind me to write them letters."

"Are you working tomorrow?"

"What else would I do tomorrow?"

"Just thought you might need a day off."

"I need a year off. One day won't help."

Our apartment was the third floor of a rowhouse on P Street inGeorgetown.
Polly stopped at the curb. I thanked her and got out, andI could tell from the dark
windows that Claire was not home.



I met Claire the week after I moved to D.C. I was just out of Yalewith a great job
in a rich firm, a brilliant future like the other fiftyrookies in my class. She was
finishing her degree in political scienceat American University. Her grandfather
was once the governor of Rhodelsland, and her family has been well connected
for centuries.

Drake & Sweeney, like most large firms, treats the first year as a bootcamp. I
worked fifteen hours a day, six days a week, and on Sundays Claireand I would
have our weekly date. Sunday nights I was in the office. Wethought that if we
got married, we would have more time together. Atleast we could share a bed,
but sleep was about all we did.

The wedding was large, the honeymoon brief, and when the luster wore offl was
back at the office ninety hours a week. During the third month ofour union, we
actually went eighteen days without sex. She counted.

She was a sport for the first few months, but she grew weary of beingneglected. 1
did not blame her, but young associates don't complain inthe hallowed offices of
Drake & Sweeney. Less than ten percent of eachclass will make partner, so the
competition is ruthless. The rewards aregreat, at least a million bucks a year.
Billing lots of hours is moreimportant than a happy wife. Divorce is common. I
didn't dream of askingRudolph to lighten my load.

By the end of our first year together, Claire was very. unhappy and wehad
started to quarrel.

She decided to o0 to med schnnl Tired of <ittino at hame watchinog TV che
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figured she could become as self-absorbed as I was. I thought itwas a wonderful
idea. It took away most of my guilt.

After four years with the firm, they started dropping hints about ourchances of
making partner. The hints were collected and compared amongmany of the
associates. It was generally felt that I was on the fasttrack to a partnership. But I
had to work even harder.

Claire became determined to spend more time away from the apartmentthan I
did, and so both of us slid into the silliness of extremeworkaholism. We stopped
fighting and simply drifted apart. She had herfriends and interests, I had mine.
Fortunately, we did not make themistake of reproducing.

I wish I had done things differently. We were in love once, and we letit get
away.

As I entered the dark apartment, I needed Claire for the first time inyears. You
come face to face with death and you need to talk about it. Youneed to be
needed, to be stroked, to be told that someone cares.

I fixed a vodka with ice and sat on the sofa in the den. I fumed andpouted
because I was alone, then my thoughts switched to the six hoursI'd spent with
Mister.

Twn vndlkac latar T heard her at the dnnr She 1inlacked it and callad "Michael "
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I didn't say a word because I was still pouting and fuming. She walkedinto the
den, and stopped when she saw me. "Are you all right?" sheasked with genuine
concern.

"I'm fine," I said softly.

She dropped her bag and overcoat, and walked to the sofa, where shehovered
over me.

"Where have you been?" I asked.

"At the hospital."

"Of course." I took a long drink. "Look, I've had a bad day."

"I know all about it, Michael."

"You do?"

"Of course I do."



"Then where the hell were you?"

"At the hospital."

"Nine of us held hostage for six hours by a crazy man. Eight familiesshow up
because they're somewhat concerned. We get lucky and escape,and I have to
catch a ride home with my secretary."

"I couldn't be there."

"Of course you couldn't. How thoughtless of me." She sat downin a chair next to
the sofa. We glared at each other. "They made usstay at the hospital,” she began,
very icy. "We knew about the hostagesituation, and there was a chance there
could're been casualties. It'sstandard procedure in that situation--they notify the
hospitals, andeveryone is placed on standby."

Another long drink as I tried to think of something sharp to say.

"I couldn't help you at your office," she continued. "I was waiting atthe
hospital."

"Did you call?"

"I tried. The phone lines were jammed. I finally got a cop, and he hungup on

"

me.



"It was over two hours ago. Where have you been?"

"In OR. We lost a litfie boy in surgery; he was hit by a car."”

"I'm sorry," I said. I could never comprehend how doctors faced somuch death
and pain. Mister was only the second corpse I had ever laideyes on.

"I'm sorry too," she said, and with that she went to the kitchenand returned with
a glass of wine. We sat in the semidarkness fora while. Because we did not
practice communication, it did not comeeasy.

"Do you want to talk about it?" she asked.

"No. Not now." And I really didn't. The alcohol mixed with the pills,and my
breathing became heavy. I thought of Mister, how calm and peacefulhe was,
even though he waved a gun and had dynamite strapped to hisstomach. He was
thoroughly unmoved by long stretches of silence.

Silence was what I wanted. Tomorrow I would talk.

The chemicals worked until four the next morning, when I awoke to theharsh
smell of Mister's sticky brain fluid weaving through my nostrils. Iwas frantic for
a moment in the darkness. I rubbed my nose and eyes,and thrashed around the
sofa until I heard someone move. Claire wassleeping in a chair next to me.



"It's okay," she said softly, touching my shoulder. "Just a baddream."

"Would you get me some water?" I said, and she went to the kitchen. Wetalked
for an hour. I told her everything I could remember about theevent. She sat close
to me, rubbing my knee, holding the glass of water,listening carefully. We had
talked so little in the past few years.

She had to make her rounds at seven, so we cooked breakfast together,waffles
and bacon. We ate at the kitchen counter with a small televisionin front of us.
The six o'clock news began with the hostage drama. Therewere shots of the
building during the crisis, the mob outside, someof my fellow captives hurriedly
leaving when it was over. At leastone of the helicopters we had heard belonged
to the news station, andits camera had zoomed down for a tight shot of the
window. Through it,Mister could be seen for a few seconds as he peeked out.

His name was DeVon Hardy, age forty-five, a Vietnam vet with a shortcriminal
record. A mug shot from an arrest for burglary was put onthe screen behind the
early morning newsperson. It looked nothing likeMister-no beard, no glasses,
much younger. He was described as homelesswith a history of drug use. No
motive was known. No family had comeforward.

There were No comments from our side, and the story fizzled.

The weather was next. Heavy snow was expected to hit by late afternoon. Itwas
the twelfth day of February, and already a record had been set forsnowfall.

Claire drove me to the office. where at six-fortv I was not surprisedto see mv



Lexus parked among several other imports. The lot was nevefempty. We had
people who slept at the office.

I promised to call her later in the morning, and we would try to havelunch at the
hospital. She wanted me to take it easy, at least for aday or two.

What was I supposed to do? Lie on the sofa and take pills? The
consensusseemed to be that I needed a day off, after which I guessed I would
beexpected to return to my duties at full throttle.

I said good morning to the two very alert security guards in thelobby. Three of
the four elevators were open, waiting, and I had achoice. I stepped onto the one
Mister and I had taken, and things slowedto a crawl.

A hundred questions at once: Why had he picked our building? Ourfirm? Where
had he been in the moments before he entered the lobby? Wherewere the
security guards who usually loitered near the front? Whyme? Hundreds of
lawyers came and went all day long. Why the sixthfloor?

And what was he after? I did not believe DeVon Hardy went to the troubleof
wrapping himself with explosives and risking his life, humble asit was, to
chastise a bunch of wealthy lawyers over their lack ofgenerosity. He could've
found richer people. And perhaps greedierones.

His question, "Who are the evictors?" was never answered. But it wouldn'ttake
long.



The elevator stopped, and I stepped off, this time without anyonebehind me.
Madam Devier was still asleep at that hour, somewhere, andthe sixth floor was
quiet. In front of her desk ! paused and stared atthe two doors to the conference
room. I slowly opened the nearest one,the one where Umstead stood when the
bullet shot over his head and intoMister's. I took a long breath and flipped a light
switch.

Nothing had happened. The conference table and chairs were in perfectorder.
The Oriental rug upon which Mister died had been replaced withan even prettier
one. A fresh coat of paint covered the walls. Even thebullet hole in the ceiling
above Rafter's spot was gone.

The powers that be at Drake & Sweeney had spent some dough the
previousnight to make sure the incident never occurred. The room might attracta
few of the curious throughout the day, and there certainly couldbe nothing to
gawk at. It might make folks neglect their work for aminute or two. There
simply couldn't be any trace of street trash inour pristine offices.

It was a coldblooded cover-up, and, sadly, I understood the rationalebehind it. I
was one of the rich white guys. What did I expect,a memorial? A pile of flowers
brought in by Mister's fellow streetpeople?

I didn't know what I expected. But the smell of fresh paint made menauseous.

On my desk every morning, in precisely the same spot, were The WallStreet
Journal and The Washington Post. I used to know the name of theperson who
put them there, but it was long forgotten. On the front pageof the Post's Metro
section, below the fold, was the same mug shot ofDeVon Hardy, and a large
story about yesterday's little crisis.



I read it quickly because I figured I knew more details thanany reporter. But I
learned a few things. The red sticks were notdynamite. Mister had taken a couple
of broom handles, sawed them intolittle pieces, wrapped the ominous silver tape
around them, and scaredthe living hell out of us. The gun was a.44 automatic,
stolen.

Because it was the Post, the story dealt more with DeVon Hardy thanwith his
victims, though, in all fairness, and much to my satisfaction,not a single word
had been uttered by anyone at Drake & Sweeney.

According to one Mordecai Green, Director of the 14th Street LegalClinic,
DeVon Hardy had worked for many years as a janitor at the National Arboretum.
He'd lost his job as a result of budget cutting. He had serveda few months in jail
for burglary, then landed in the streets. He'dstruggled with alcohol and drugs,
and was routinely picked up forshoplifting. Green's clinic had represented him
several times. If therewas family, his lawyer knew nothing about it.

As to motive, Green had little to offer. He did say that DeVon Hardyhad been
evicted recently from an old warehouse in which he had beensquatting.

An eviction is a legal procedure, carried out by lawyers. I had a prettygood idea
which one of the thousands of D.C. firms had tossed Misterinto the streets.

The 14th Street Legal Clinic was funded by a charity and worked onlywith the
homeless, according to Green. "Back when we got federal money,we had seven
lawyers. Now we're down to two," he said.



Not surprisingly, the Journal didn't mention the story. Had any of thenine
corporate lawyers in the nation's fifth-largest silk-stockingfirm been killed or
even slightly wounded, it would've been on thefront page.

Thank God it wasn't a bigger story. I was at my desk, reading my papers,in one
piece with lots of work to do. I could've been at the morguealongside Mister.

Polly arrived a few minutes before eight with a big smile and a plateof
homemade cookies. She was not surprised to see me at work.

In fact, all nine of the hostages punched in, most ahead of schedule. Itwould've
been a glaring sign of weakness to stay home with the wife andget pampered.

"Arthur's on the phone," Polly announced. Our firm had at least tenArthurs, but
only one prowled the hahs without the need of a lastname. Arthur Jacobs was the
senior partner, the CEQO, the driving force,a man we admired and respected
greatly. If the firm had a heart and soul,it was Arthur. In seven years, I had
spoken to him three times.

I told him I was fine. He complimented me on my courage and grace
underpressure, and I almost felt like a hero. I wondered how he knew. Hehad
probably talked to Malamud first, and was working his way down theladder. So
the stories would begin, then the jokes. Umstead and hisporcelain vase would no
doubt cause much hilarity.



Arthur wanted to meet with the ex-hostages at ten, in the conference room,to
record our statements on video.

"Why?" I asked.

"The boys in litigation think it's a good idea," he said, his voicerazor-sharp in
spite of his eighty years. "His family will probably suethe cops." "Of course," 1
said.

"And they'll probably name us as defendants. People will sue for anything,you
know."

Thank goodness, I almost said. Where would we be without lawsuits?

I thanked him for his concern, and he was gone, off to call the nexthostage.

The parade started before nine, a steady stream of well-wishers andgossipers
lingering by my office, deeply concerned about me but alsodesperate for the
details. I had a pile of work to do, but I couldn't getto it. In the quiet moments
between guests, I sat and stared at the row offiles awaiting my attention, and I
was numb. My hands wouldn't reach.

It was not the same. The work was not important, My desk was not lifeand
death. I had seen death, almost felt it, and I was naive to think Icould simply
shrug it off and bounce back as if nothing had happened.



I thought about DeVon Hardy and his red sticks with the multicoloredwires
running in all directions. He'd spent hours building his toys andplanning his
assault. He'd stolen a gun, found our firm, made a crucialmistake that cost him
his life, and no one, not one single person Iworked with, gave a damn about him.

I finally left. The traffic was getting worse, and I was getting chattedup by
people I couldn't stand. Two reporters called. I told Polly I hadsome errands to
run, and she reminded me of the meeting with Arthur. Iwent to my car, started it
and turned on the heater, and sat for a longtime debating whether to participate
in the reenactment. If I missed it,Arthur would be upset. No one misses a
meeting with Arthur.

! drove away. It was a rare opportunity to do something stupid. I'd
beentraumatized. I had to leave. Arthur and the rest of the firm would justhave to
give me a break.

I drove in the general direction of Georgetown, but to no place inparticular. The
clouds were dark; people scurried along the sidewalks;snow crews were getting
ready. I passed a beggar on M Street, and wonderedif he knew DeVon Hardy.
Where do the street people go in a snowstorm?

I called the hospital and was informed that my wife would be in
emergencysurgery for several hours. So much for our romantic lunch in the
hospitalcafeteria.

I turned and went northeast, past Logan Circle, into the rougher sectionsof the
citv imtil T fonnd the 14th Street T.egal Clinic Fonrteenth at O NW T narked at
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the curb, certain I would never again see my Lexus.

The clinic occupied half of a three-story red-brick Victorian mansionthat had
seen better days. The windows on the top floor were boardedwith aging
plywood. Next door was a grungy Laundromat. The crack housescouldn't be far
away.

The entrance was covered by a bright yellow canopy, and I didn't knowwhether
to knock or to just barge in. The door wasn't locked, and Islowly turned the knob
and stepped into another world.

It was a law office of sorts, but a very different one from the marbleand
mahogany of Drake & Sweeney. In the large room before me therewere four
metal desks, each covered with a suffocating collection offiles stacked a foot
high. More files were placed haphazardly on theworn carpet around the desks.
The wastebaskets were filled, and waddedsheets of legal paper had rolled off and
onto the floor. One wall wascovered with file cabinets in a variety of colors. The
word processorsand phones were ten years old. The wooden bookshelves were
sagging. Alarge fading photograph of Martin Luther King hung crookedly on the
backwall. Several smaller offices branched off the front room.

It was busy and dusty and I was fascinated with the place.

A fierce Hispanic woman stopped typing after watching me for amoment. "You
looking for somebody?" she asked. It was more of a challengethan a request. A
receptionist at Drake & Sweeney would be fired on thespot for such a greeting.

She was Sof1a Mendoza, accordmg to a nameplate tacked to the side of herdesk
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ana 1 would Soon learn tnat sne was more tman a receptionist. Al0Ud roar came
from one of the side rooms, and startled me withoutamazing Sofia.

"I'm looking for Mordecai Green," I said politely, and at that momenthe
followed his roar and stomped out of his side office and into themain room. The
floor shook with each step. tie was yelling across theroom for someone named
Abraham.

Sofia nodded at him, then dismissed me and returned to her typing. Greenwas a
huge black man, at least six five with a wide frame that carrieda lot of weight.
He was in his early fifties, with a gray beard andround eyeglasses that were
framed in red. He took a look at me, saidnothing, yelled again for Abraham
while sauntering across the creakingfloor. He disappeared into an office, then
emerged seconds later withoutAbraham.

Another look at me, then, "Can I help you?"

I walked forward and introduced myself.

"Nice to meet you," he said, but only because he had to. "What's on yourmind?"

"DeVon Hardy," I said.

He looked at me for a few seconds, then glanced at Sofia, who was lostin her
work. He nodded toward his office, and I followed him into atwelve-by-twelve
room with no windows and every square inch of availablefloor space covered
with manilla files and battered law books.



I handed him my gold-embossed Drake & Sweeney card, which he studied witha
deep frown. Then he gave it back to me, and said, "Slum. um~.m~ing,aren't
you?"

"No," I said, taking the card.

"What do you want?"

"I come in peace. Mr. Hardy's bullet almost got me."

"You were in the room with him?"

llYep'"

He took a deep breath and lost the frown. He pointed to the only chairon my
side. "Have a seat. But you might get dirty."

We both sat, my knees touching his desk, my hands thrust deep into thepockets
of my overcoat. A radiator rattled behind him. We looked at eachother, then
looked away. It was my visit, I had to say something. Buthe spoke first.

"Guess you had a bad day, huh?" he said, his raspy voice lower andalmost
compassionate.



"Not as bad as Hardy's. I saw your name in the paper, that's why Icame."

"I'm not sure what I'm supposed to do."

"Do you think the family will sue? If so, then maybe I should leave."

"There's no family, not much of a lawsuit. I could make some noise withit. I
figure the cop who shot him is white, so I could squeeze a fewbucks out of the
city, probably get a nuisance settlement. But that'snot my idea of fun." He waved
his hand over the desk. "God knows I gotenough to do."

"I never saw the cop," I said, realizing it for the first time. "Forgetabout a
lawsuit. Is that why you're here?"

"I don't know why I'm here. Iwent back to my desk this morning like nothing
happened, but I couldn'tthink straight. I took a drive. Here I am."

He shook his head slowly, as if he was trying to understand this. "Youwant some
coffee?"

"No thanks. You knew Mr. Hardy pretty well."

"Yeah, DeVon was a regular."”



"Where is he now?"

"Probably in the city morgue at D.C. General."

"If there's no family, what happens to him?"

"The city buries the unclaimed. On the books it's called a pauper'sfuneral.
There's a cemetery near RFK Stadium where they pack 'emin. You'd be amazed
at the number of people who die unclaimed."

"I'm sure I would."

"In fact, you'd be amazed at every aspect of homeless life."

It was a soft jab, and I was not in the mood to spar. "Do you know ifhe had
AIDS?"

He cocked his head back, looked at the ceiling, and rattled that aroundfor a few
seconds. "Why?"

"I was standing behind him. The back of his head was blown off. I gota face full
of blood. That's all."



With that, I crossed the line from a bad guy to just an average whiteguy.

"I don't think he had AIDS."

"Do they check them when they die?"

"The homeless?"

"Yes."

"Most of the time, yes. DeVon, though, died by other means."

"Can you find out?"

He shrugged and thawed some more. "Sure," he said reluctantly, andtook his pen
from his pocket. "Is that why you're here? Worried aboutAIDS?"

"I guess it's one reason. Wouldn't you be?"

"Sure."



Abraham stepped in, a small hyper man of about forty who had publicinterest
lawyer stamped all over him. Jewish, dark beard, horn-rimmedglasses, rumpled
blazer, wrinkled khakis, dirty sneakers, and the weightyaura of one trying to
save the world.

He did not acknowledge me, and Green was not one for socialgraces. "They're
predicting a ton of snow," Green said to him. "We needto make sure every
possible shelter is open."

"I'm working on it," Abraham snapped, then abruptly left.

"I know you're busy," I said.

"Is that all you wanted? A blood check."

"Yeah, I guess. Any idea why he did it?"

He removed his red glasses, wiped them with a tissue, then rubbed hiseyes. "He
was mentally ill, like a lot of these people. You spend years onthe streets, soaked
with booze, stoned on crack, sleeping in the cold,getting kicked around by cops
and punks, it makes you crazy. Plus,he had a bone to pick."

"The eviction."



"Yep. A few months ago, he moved into an abandoned warehouse at thecorner
of New York and Florida. Somebody threw up some plywood, choppedup the
place, and made little apartments. Wasn't a bad place as far ashomeless folk go--
a roof, some toilets, water. A hundred bucks a month,payable to an ex-pimp who
fixed it up and claimed he owned it."

"Did he?"

"I think so." He pulled a thin file from one of the stacks on his desk,and,
miraculously, it happened to be the one he wanted. He studied itscontents for a
moment. "This is where it gets complicated. The propertywas purchased last
month by a company called RiverOaks, some big realestate outfit."

"And RiverOaks evicted everyone?"

llYep'"

"Odds are, then, that RiverOaks would be represented by my firm."

"Good odds, yes."

"Why is it complicated?"

"I've heard it secondhand that they got no notice before the eviction. Thepeople
claim they were paying rent to the pimp, and if so, then they weremore than



squatters. They were tenants, thus entitled to due process."

"Squatters get no notice?"

"None. And it happens all the time. Street folk will move into anabandoned
building, and most of the time nothing happens. So they thrinkthey own it. The
owner, if he's inclined to show up, can toss 'em withoutnotice. They have no
rights at all."

"How did DeVon Hardy track down our firm?"

"Who knows? He wasn't stupid, though. Crazy, but not stupid.”

"Do you know the pimp?"

"Yeah. Completely unreliable."

"Where did you say the warehouse was?"

"It's gone now. They leveled it last week."

I had taken enough of his time. He glanced at his watch, I glanced atmine. We
swapped phone numbers and promised to keep in touch.



Mordecai Green was a warm, caring man who labored on the streetsprotecting
hordes of nameless clients. His view of the law required moresoul than I could
ever muster.

On my way out, I ignored Sofia because she certainly ignored me. My Lexuswas
still parked at the curb, already covered with an inch of snow.

I drifted through the city as the snow fell. I couldn't recall thelast time I had
driven the streets of D.C. without being late for ameeting. I was warm and dry in
my heavy luxury car, and I simply movedwith the traffic. There was no place to

go.

The office would be off-limits for a while, what with Arthur mad at me;and I'd
have to suffer through a hundred random drop-ins, all of whichwould start with
the phony "How you doin'?"

My car phone rang. It was Polly, panicky. "Where are you?" she asked.

"Who wants to know?"

"A lot of people. Arthur for one. Rudolph. Another reporter called. Thereare
some clients in need of advice. And Claire called from the hospital.""What does
she want?"

"She's worried, like everybody else."



"I'm fine, Polly. Tell everybody I'm at the doctor's office."

"Are you?"

"No, but I could be. What did Arthur say?"

"He didn't call. Rudolph did. They were waiting for you."

"Let 'em wait."

A pause, then a very slow "Okay. When might you be dropping by?"

"Don't know. I guess whenever the doctor releases me. Why don't you gohome;
we're in the middle of a storm. I'll call you tomorrow." I hungup on her.

The apartment was a place I had rarely seen in the light of day, andI couldn't
stand the thought of sitting by the fire and watching itsnow. If I went to a bar, I'd
probably never leave.

So I drove. I flowed with the traffic as the commuters began a hastyretreat into
the Maryland and Virginia suburbs, and I breezed alongnear-empty streets
coming back into the city. I found the cemetery nearRFK where they buffed the
unclaimed, and I passed the Methodist Missionon Seventeenth where last night's
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uneaten dinner originated. 1 arovethrough sections of the City 1 had never been
near and probably wouldnever see again.

By four, the city was empty. The skies were darkening, the snow wasquite
heavy. Several inches already covered the ground, and they werepredicting a lot
more.

Of course, not even a snowstorm could shut down Drake & Sweeney. Iknew
lawyers there who loved midnights and Sundays because the phonesdidn't ting.
A heavy snow was a delightful respite from the gruelingdrudgery of nonstop
meetings and conference calls.

I was informed by a security guard in the lobby that the secretariesand most of
the staff had been sent home at three. I took Mister'selevator again.

In a neat row in the center of my desk were a dozen pink phone messages,none
of which interested me. I went to my computer and began searchingour client
index.

RiverOaks was a Delaware corporation, organized in 1977, headquarteredin
Hagerstown, Maryland. It was privately held, thus little financialinformation was
available. The attorney was N. Braden Chance, a nameunknown to me.

I looked him up in our vast database. Chance was a partner in our realestate
division, somewhere down on the fourth floor. Age forty-four,married, law
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school at Duke, undergrad at Gettysburg, an impressive butthoroughly
predictable resumé

With eight hundred lawyers threatening and suing daily, our firm hadover thirty-
six thousand active files. To make sure our office inNew York didn't sue one of
our clients in Chicago, each new file wasentered immediately into our data
system. Every lawyer, secretary,and paralegal at Drake & Sweeney had a PC,
and thus instant access togeneral information about all fles. If one of our probate
attorneys inPalm Beach handled the estate of a rich client, I could, if I were
soinclined, punch a few keys and learn the basics of our representation.

There were forty-two files for RiverOaks, almost all of them real
estatetransactions in which the company had purchased property. Chance was
theattorney of record on every file. Four were eviction actions, three ofwhich
took place last year. The first phase of the search was easy.

On January 31, RiverOaks purchased property on Florida Avenue. The sellerwas
TAG, Inc. On February 4, our client evicted a number of squattersfrom an
abandoned warehouse on the property--one of whom, I now knew,was Mister
DeVon Hardy, who took the eviction personally and somehowtracked down the
lawyers.

I copied the file name and number, and strolled to the fourth floor.

No one joined a large firm with the goal of becoming a real estatelawyer. There
were far more glamorous arenas in which to establishreputations. Litigation was
the all-time favorite, and the litigatorswere still the most revered of all God's
lawyers, at least within thefirm. A few of the corporate fields attracted top talent
--mergers andacquisitions was still hot, securities was an old favorite. My
field,antitrust, was highly regarded. Tax law was horribly complex, but
itsnractitioners were greatlv admired. Governmental relations (lobbvinglwas
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repulsive but paid so well that every D.C. firm had entire wings oflawyers
greasing the skids.

But no one set out to be a real estate lawyer. I didn't know howit happened. They
kept to themselves, no doubt reading fine print inmortgage documents, and were
treated as slightly inferior lawyers bythe rest of the firm.

At Drake & Sweeney, each lawyer kept his current files in his office,often under
lock and key. Only the retired files were accessible by therest of the firm. No
lawyer could be compelled to show a file to anotherlawyer, unless requested by a
senior partner or a member of the firm'sexecutive committee.

The eviction file I wanted was still listed as current, and after theMister episode I
was certain it was well protected.

I saw a paralegal scanning blueprints at a desk next to a secretarialpool, and I
asked him where I might find the office of Braden Chance. Henodded to an open
door across the hall.

To my surprise, Chance was at his desk, projecting the appearance ofa very busy
lawyer. He was perturbed by my intrusion, and rightfullyso. Proper protocol
would have been for me to call ahead and set upa meeting. I wasn't worried
about protocol.

He didn't ack me ta <it T did <o anvwav and that didn't heln hismond
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"You were one of the hostages," he said irritably when he made theconnection.

"Yes, I was."

"Must're been awful."

"It's over. The guy with the gun, the late Mr. Hardy, was evicted froma
warehouse on February 4. Was it one of our evictions?"

"It was," he snapped. Because of his defensiveness, I guessed the file hadbeen
picked through during the day. He'd probably reviewed it thoroughlywith Arthur
and the brass. "What about it?"

"Was he a squatter?"

"Damned sure was. They're all squatters. Our client is trying to cleanup some of
that mess."

"Are you sure he was a squatter?"

His chin dropped and his eyes turned red. Then he took a breath. "Whatare you
after?"



"Could I see the file?"

"No. It's none of your business."

"Maybe it is."

"Who is your supervising partner?" He yanked out his pen as if to takedown the
name of the person who would reprimand me. "Rudolph Mayes."

He wrote in large strokes. "I'm very busy," he said. "Would you pleaseleave?"

"why can't I see the file?"

"Because it's mine, and I said no. How's that?"

"Maybe that's not good enough."

"It's good enough for you. Why don't you leave?" He stood, his handshaking as
he pointed to the door. I smiled at him and left.

The paralegal heard everything, and we exchanged puzzled looks as Ipassed his
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I smiled again and nodded my agreement. An ass and a fool. If Chance hadbeen
pleasant and explained that Arthur or some other honcho from abovehad ordered
the file sealed, then I wouldn't have been as suspicious. Butit was obvious there
was something in the file.

Getting it would be the challenge.

With all the cell phones Claire and I owned--pocket, purse, andcar, not to
mention a couple of pagers--communication should've been asimple matter. But
nothing was simple with our marriage. We hooked uparound nine. She was
exhausted from another one of her days, which wereinevitably more fatiguing
than anything I could possibly have done. Itwas a game we shamelessly played--
my job is more important because I'ma doctor/lawyer.

I was tiring of the games. I could tell she was pleased that my brushwith death
had produced aftershocks, that I'd left the office to wanderthe streets. No doubt
her day had been far more productive than mine.

Her goal was to become the greatest female neurosurgeon in the country,a brain
surgeon even males would turn to when all hope was lost. Shewas a brilliant
student, fiercely determined, blessed with enormousstamina. She would bury the
men, just as she was slowly burying me, awell-seasoned marathon man from the
halls of Drake & Sweeney. The racewas getting old.



She drove a Miata sports car, no four-wheel drive, and I was worriedabout her in
the bad weather. She would be through in an hour, and itwould take that long for
me to drive to Georgetown Hospital. I wouldpick her up there, and we would try
to find a restaurant. If not, itwould be Chinese carry-out, our standard fare.

I began arranging papers and objects on my desk, careful to ignore theneat row
of my ten most current files. I kept only ten on my desk, amethod I'd learned
from Rudolph, and I spent time with each file everyday. Billing was a factor. My
top ten invariably included the wealthiestclients, regardless of how presshag
their legal problems. Another trickfrom Rudolph.

I was expected to bill twentyfive hundred hours a year. That's fiftyhours a week,
fifty weeks a year. My average billing rate was threehundred dollars an hour, so
I would gross for my beloved firm a totalof seven hundred and fifty thousand
dollars. They paid me a hundredand twenty thousand of this, plus another thirty
for benefits, andassigned two hundred thousand to overhead. The partners kept
the rest,divided annually by some horrendously complex formula that
usuallycaused fistfights.

It was rare for one of our partners to earn less than a million a year,and some
earned over two. And once I became a partner, I would be a partnerfor life. So if
I made it when I was thirty-five, which happened to bethe fast track I was on,
then I could expect thirty years of gloriousearnings and immense wealth.

That was the dream that kept us at our desks at all hours of the dayand night.

I was scribbling these numbers, something I did all the time and somethingI
suspect every lawyer in our firm did, when the phone rang. It wasMordecai
Green.



"Mr. Brock," he said politely, his voice clearly audible but competingwith a din
in the background.

"Yes. Please call me Michael."

"Very well. Look, I made some calls, and you have nothing to worryabout. The
blood test was negative."

"Thank you."

"Don't mention it."

"Just thought you'd want to know as soon as possible."

"Thanks," I said again, as the racket rose behind him. "Where areyou?"

"At a homeless shelter. A big snow brings 'em in faster than we can feedthem, so
it takes all of us to keep up. Gotta run."

The daclkk wwrac nld mahnaoanv the mia wac Parcian the chaire woare a richrrimenn
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leather, the technology was state-of-the-art, and as I studiedmy finely appointed
office, I wondered, for the first time in many yearsthere, how much all of it cost.
Weren't we just chasing money? Why didwe work so hard; to buy a richer rug,
an older desk?

There in the warmth and coziness of my beautiful room, I thought ofMordecai
Green, who at that moment was volunteering his time in a busyshelter, serving
food to the cold and hungry, no doubt with a warm smileand a pleasant word.

Both of us had law degrees, both of us had passed the same bar exam,both of us
were fluent in the tongue of legalese. We were kindred tosome degree. I helped
my clients swallow up competitors so they couldadd more zeros to the bottom
line, and for this I would become rich. Hehelped his clients eat and find a warm
bed.

I looked at the scratchings on my legal pad--the earnings and the yearsand the
path to wealth--and I was saddened by them. Such blatant andunashamed greed.

The phone startled me.

"Why are you at the office?" Claire asked, each word spoken slowlybecause
each word was covered with ice.

I looked in disbelief at my watch. "I, uh, well, a client called fromthe West
Coast. It's not snowing out there."

T thinls it varne 2 lHa T'd 11cad haofara T+ Aidn't mattor
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"I am waiting, Michael. Should I walk?"

"No. I'll be there as fast as I can."

I'd kept her waiting before. It was part of the game--we were much toobusy to be
prompt.

I ran from the building, into the storm, not really too concerned thatanother night
had been ruined.

The snow had finally stopped. Claire and I sipped our coffee by thekitchen
window. I was reading the paper by the light of a brilliantmorning sun. They had
managed to keep National Airport open.

"Let's go to Florida," I said. "Now."

She gave me a withering look. "Florida?"

"Okay, the Bahamas. We can be there by early afternoon."

"There's no way."



"Sure there is. I'm not going to work for a few days, and--"

"Why not?"

"Because I'm cracking up, and around the firm if you crack up, then youget a
few days off."

"You are cracking up."

"I know. It's kinda dim, really. People give you space, treat you withvelvet
gloves, kiss your ass. Might as well make the most of it." Thetight face returned,
and she said, "I can't." And that was the end ofthat. It was a whim, and I knew
she had too many obligations. It was acruel thing to do, I decided as I returned to
the paper, but I didn't feelbad about it. She wouldn't have gone with me under
any circumstances.

She was suddenly in a hurry--appointments, classes, rounds, the life ofan
ambitious young surgical resident. She showered and changed and wasready to
go. I drove her to the hospital.

We didn't talk as we inched through the snow-filled streets.

"I'm going to Memphis for a couple of days," I said matter-of-factly whenwe
arrived at the hospital entrance on Reservoir Street. "Oh really,"she said, with no
discernible reaction. "I need to see my parents. It'sbeen almost a year. I figure



this is a good time. I don't do well in snow,and I'm not in the mood for work.
Cracking up, you know."

"Well, call me," she said, opening her door. Then she shut it--no kiss,no good-
bye, no concern. I watched her hurry down the sidewalk anddisappear into the
building.

It was over. And I hated to tell my mother.

My parents were in their early sixties, both healthy and tryinggamely to enjoy
forced retirement. Dad was an airline pilot for thirtyyears. Mom had been a bank
manager. They worked hard, saved well, andprovided a comfortable upper-
middle-class home for us. My two brothersand I had the best private schools we
could get into.

They were solid people, conservative, patriotic, free of bad habits,fiercely
devoted to each other. They went to church on Sundays, theparade on July the
Fourth, Rotary Club once a week, and they traveledwhenever they wanted.

They were still grieving over my brother Warner's divorce three yearsearlier. He
was an attorney in Atlanta who married his college sweetheart,a Memphis girl
from a family we knew. After two kids, the marriage wentsour. His wife got
custody and moved to Portland. My parents got to seethe grandkids once a year,
if all went well. It was a subject I neverbrought up.



I rented a car at the Memphis airport and drove east into the sprawlingsuburbs
where the white people lived. The blacks had the city; the whites,the suburbs.
Sometimes the blacks would move into a subdivision, and thewhites would
move to another one, farther away. Memphis crept eastward,the races running
from each other.

My parents lived on a golf course, in a new glass house designed so thatevery
window overlooked a fairway. I hated the house because the fairwaywas always
busy. I didn't express my opinions, though.

I had called from the airport, so Mother was waiting with greatanticipation when
I arrived. Dad was on the back nine somewhere.

"You look tired," she said after the hug and kiss. It was her standardgreeting.

"Thanks, Mom. You look great." And she did. Slender and bronze from herdaily
tennis and tanning regimen at the country club.

She fixed iced tea and we drank it on the patio, where we watched otherretirees
fly down the fairway in their golf carts.

"What's wrong?" she said before a minute passed, before I took the firstsip.
"Nothing. I'm fine."

"Where's Claire? You guys never call us, you know. I haven't heard hervoice in
two months."



"Claire's fine, Mom. We're both alive and healthy and working veryhard."

"Are you spending enough time together?"

"NO.”

"Are you spending any time together?"

"Not much."

She frowned and rolled her eyes with motherly concern. "Are you
havingtrouble?" she asked, on the attack.

"Yes."

"I knew it. I knew it. I could tell by your voice on the phone thatsomething was
wrong. Surely you're not headed for a divorce too. Haveyou tried counseling?"

"No. Slow down."

"Then why not? She's a wonderful person, Michael. Give the marriageeverything
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"We're trying, Mother. But it's difficult.”

"Affairs? Drugs? Alcohol? Gambling? Any of the bad things?"

"No. Just two people going their separate ways. I work eighty hours aweek. She
works the other eighty."

"Then slow down. Money isn't everything." Her voice broke just a little,and I
saw wetness in her eyes.

"I'm sorry, Mom. At least we don't have kids."

She bit her lip and tried to be strong, but she was dying inside. And Iknew
exactly what she was thinking: two down, one to go. She would takemy divorce
as a personal failure, the same way she broke down with mybrother's. She would
find some way to blame herself. I didn't want thepity. To move things along to
more interesting matters, I told her thestory of Mister, and, for her benefit,
downplayed the danger I'd beenin. If the story made the Memphis paper, my
parents had missed it.

"Are you all right?" she asked, horrified.

"Of course. The bullet missed me. I'm here."



"Oh, thank God. I mean, well, emotionally are you all right?"

"Yes, Mother, I'm all together. No broken pieces. The firm wanted me totake a
couple of days off, so I came home."

"You poor thing. Claire, and now this."

"I'm fine. We had a lot of snow last night, and it was a good time toleave."

"Is Claire safe?"

"As safe as anybody in Washington. She lives at the hospital, probablythe
smartest place to be in that city."

"I worry about you so much. I see the crime statistics, you know. It'sa very
dangerous city."

"Almost as dangerous as Memphis."

We watched a ball land near the patio, and waited for its owner toappear. A stout
lady rolled out of a golf cart, hovered over the ballfor a second, then shanked it
badly.



Mother left to get more tea, and to wipe her eyes.

I don't know which of my parents got the worst end of my visit. Mymother
wanted strong families with lots of grandchildren. My fatherwanted his boys to
move quickly up the ladder and enjoy the rewards ofour hard-earned success.

Late that afternoon my dad and I did nine holes. He played; I drank beerand
drove the cart. Golf had yet to work its magic on me. Two cold onesand I was
ready to talk. I had repeated the Mister tale over lunch, sohe figured I was just
loafing for a couple of days, collecting myselfbefore I roared back into the arena.

"I'm getting kind of sick of the big firm, Dad," I said as we sat bythe third tee,
waiting for the foursome ahead to clear. I was nervous,and my nervousness
irritated me greatly. It was my life, not his.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Means I'm tired of what I'm doing."

"Welcome to the real world. You think the guy working a drill press ina factory
doesn't get tired of what he's doing? At least you're gettingrich."



So he took round one, almost by a knockout. Two holes later, as westomped
through the rough looking for his ball, he said, "Are youchanging jobs?"

"Thinking about it."

"Where are you going?"

"I don't know. It's too early. I haven't been looking for anotherposition."

"Then how do you know the grass is greener if you haven't beenlooking?" He
picked up his ball and walked off.

I drove alone on the narrow paved trail while he stalked down the
fairwaychasing his shot, and I wondered why that gray-haired man out there
scaredme so much. He had pushed all of his sons to set goals, work hard, striveto
be Big Men, with everything aimed at making lots of money and livingthe
American dream. He had certainly paid for anything we needed.

Like my brothers, I was not born with a social conscience. We gaveofferings to
the church because the Bible strongly suggests it. We paidtaxes to the
government because the law requires it. Surely, somewherein the midst of all
this giving some good would be done, and we hada hand in it. Politics belonged
to those willing to play that game,and besides, there was no money to be made
by honest people. We weretaught to be productive, and the more success we
attained, the moresociety would benefit, in some way. Set goals, work hard, play
fair,achieve prosperity.



He double-bogeyed the fifth hole, and was blaming it on his putter whenhe
climbed into the cart. "Maybe I'm not looking for greener pastures,"I said. "Why
don't you just go ahead and say what you're trying tosay?" he said. As usual, I
felt weak for not facing the issue boldly.

"I'm thinking about public interest law."

"What the hell is that?"

"It's when you work for the good of society without making a lot ofmoney."

"What are you, a Democrat now? You've been in Washington too long."

"There are lots of Republicans in Washington. In fact, they've takenover."

We rode to the next tee in silence. He was a good golfer, but his shotswere
getting worse. I'd broken his concentration.

Stomping through the rough again, he said, "So some wino gets his headblown
off and you gotta change society. Is that it?"

"He wasn't a wino. He fought in Vietnam."
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only for a second. He wasn't about to yield an inch. "One ofthose, huh?"

I didn't respond. The ball was hopelessly lost, and he wasn't reallylooking. He
flipped another onto the fairway, hooked it badly, and awaywe went.

"I hate to see you blow a good career, son," he said. "You've workedtoo hard.
You'll be a partner in a few years."

"Maybe."

"You need some time off, that's all."

That seemed to be everybody's remedy.

I took them to dinner at a nice restaurant. We worked hard to avoidthe topics of
Claire, my career, and the grandkids they seldom saw. Wetalked about old
friends and old neighborhoods. I caught up on the gossip,none of which
interested me in the least.

I left them at noon on Friday, four hours before my flight, and I headedback to
my muddled life in D.C.



Of course, the apartment was empty when I returned Friday night, butwith a new
twist. There was a note on the kitchen counter. Following mycue, Claire had
gone home to Providence for a couple of days. No reasonwas given. She asked
me to phone when I got home.

I called her parents' and interrupted dinner. I labored through afive-minute chat
in which it was determined that both of us were indeedfine, Memphis was fine
and so was Providence, the families were fine,and she would return sometime
Sunday afternoon.

I hung up, fixed coffee, and drank a cup staring out the bedroom
window,watching the traffic crawl along P Street, still covered with snow. Ifany
of the snow had melted, it wasn't obvious.

I suspected Claire was telling her parents the same dismal story I hadburdened
mine with. It was sad and odd and yet somehow not surprisingthat we were
being honest with our families before we faced the truthourselves. I was fired of
it and determined that one day very soon,perhaps as early as Sunday, we would
sit somewhere, probably at thekitchen table, and confront reality. We would lay
bare our feelings andfears and, I was quite sure, start planning our separate
futures. I knewshe wanted out, I just didn't know how badly.

I practiced the words I would say to her out loud until they soundedconvincing,
then I went for a long walk. It was ten degrees with a sharpwind, and the chill
cut through my trench coat. I passed the handsomehomes and cozy rowhouses,
where I saw real families eating and laughingand enjoying the warmth, and
moved onto M Street, where throngs of thosesuffering from cabin fever filled the
sidewalks. Even a freezing Fridaynight on M was never dull; the bars were
packed, the restaurants hadwaiting lines, the coffee shops were filled.



I stood at the window of a music club, listening to the blues with snowpacked
around my ankles, watching the young couples drink and dance. Forthe first time
in my life, I felt like something other than a youngperson. I was thirty-two, but
in the last seven years I had workedmore than most people do in twenty. I was
fired, not old but bearingdown hard on middle age, and I admitted that I was no
longer fresh fromcollege. Those pretty girls in there would never look twice at
me Now.

I was frozen, and it was snowing again. I bought a sandwich, stuffedit into a
pocket, and slogged my way back to the apartment. I fixeda strong drink, and a
small fire, and I ate in the semidarkness, verymuch alone.

In the old days, Claire's absence for the weekend would have given meguilt-free
grounds to live at the office. Sitting by the fire, I wasrepulsed by that thought.
Drake & Sweeney would be standing proudly longafter I was gone, and the
clients and their problems, which had seemedso crucial, would be tended to by
other squads of young lawyers. Mydeparture would be a slight bump in the road
for the firm, scarcelynoticeable. My office would be taken minutes after I
walked out.

At some time after nine, the phone rang, jolting me from a long,
somberdaydream. It was Mordecai Green, speaking loudly into a cell phone.
"Areyou busy?" he asked.

"Uh, not exactly. What's going on?"

"It's cold as hell, snowing again, and we're short on manpower. Do youhave a
few hours to spare?"



"To do what?"

"To work. We really need able bodies down here. The shelters and soupkitchens
are packed, and we don't have enough volunteers."

"I'm not sure I'm qualified."

"Can you spread peanut butter on bread?"

"I think so."

"Then you're qualified."

"Okay, where do I go?"

"We're ten blocks or so from the office. At the intersection of Thirteenthand
Euclid, you'll see a yellow church on your right. Ebenezer ChristianFellowship.
We're in the basement."

I scribbled this down, each word getting shakier because Mordecai wascalling
me into a combat zone. I wanted to ask if I should pack a gun. Iwondered if he
carried one. But he was black, and I wasn't. What aboutmy car, my prized
Lexus?



"Got that?" he growled after a pause.

"Yeah. Be there in twenty minutes," I said bravely, my heart alreadypounding.

I changed into jeans, a sweatshirt, and designer hiking boots. I tookthe credit
cards and most of the cash out of my wallet. In the top ofa closet, I found an old
wool-lined denim jacket, stained with coffeeand paint, a relic from law school,
and as I modeled it in the mirrorl hoped it made me look non-affluent. It did not.
If a young actor woreit on the cover of Vanity Fair, a trend would start
immediately.

I desperately wanted a bulletproof vest. I was scared, but as I lockedthe door and
stepped into the snow, I was also strangely excited.

The drive-by shootighs and gang attacks I had expected did notmaterialize. The
weather kept the streets empty and safe, for themoment. I found the church and
parked in a lot across the street. Itlooked like a small cathedral, at least a
hundred years old and no doubtabandoned by its original congregation.

Around a comer I saw some men huddled together, waiting by a door. Ibrushed
past them as if I knew exactly where I was going, and I enteredthe world of the
homeless.



As badly as I wanted to barge ahead, to pretend I had seen this before andhad
work to do, I couldn't move. I gawked in amazement at the sheer numberof poor
people stuffed into the basement. Some were lying on the floor,trying to sleep.
Some were sitting in groups, talking in low tones. Somewere eating at long
tables and others in their folding chairs. Everysquare inch along the walls was
covered with people sitting with theirbacks to the cinder blocks. Small children
cried and played as theirmothers tried to keep them close. Winos lay rigid,
snoring throughit all. Volunteers passed out blankets and walked among the
throng,handing out apples.

The kitchen was at one end, bustling with action as food was preparedand
served. I could see Mordecai in the background, pouring fruit juiceinto paper
cups, talking incessantly. A line waited patiently at theserving tables.

The room was warm, and the odors and aromas and the gas heat mixed tocreate a
thick smell that was not unpleasant. A homeless man, bundledup much like
Mister, bumped into me and it was time to move.

I went straight to Mordecai, who was delighted to see me. We shook handslike
old friends, and he introduced me to two volunteers whose names Inever heard.

"It's crazy," he said. "A big snow, a cold snap, and we work allnight. Grab that
bread over there." He pointed to a tray of sliced whitebread. I took it and
followed him to a table.

"It's real complicated. You got bologna here, mustard and mayo there. Halfthe
sandwiches get mustard, half get mayo, one slice of bologna, twoslices of bread.
Do a dozen with peanut butter every now and then. Gotit?"



"Yeah."

"You catch on quick." He slapped me on the shoulder and disappeared.

I hurriedly made ten sandwiches, and declared myself to beproficient. Then I
slowed, and began to watch the people as they waitedin line, their eyes downcast
but always glancing at the food ahead. Theywere handed a paper plate, a plastic
bowl and spoon, and a napkin. Asthey shuffled along, the bowl was filled with
soup, half a sandwich wasplaced on the plate, then an apple and a small cookie
were added. A cupof apple juice was waiting at the end.

Most of them said a quiet "Thanks" to the volunteer handing out thejuice, then
they moved away, gingerly holding the plate and bowl. Eventhe children were
still and careful with their food.

Most seemed to eat slowly, savoring the warmth and feel of food in theirmouths,
the aroma in their faces. Others ate as fast as possible.

Next to me was a gas stove with four burners, each with a large pot ofsoup
cooking away. On the other side of it, a table was covered withcelery, carrots,
onions, tomatoes, and whole chickens. A volunteerwith a large knife was
chopping and dicing with a vengeance. Two morevolunteers manned the stove.
Several hauled the food to the servingtables. For the moment, I was the only
sandwich man.

"We need more peanut butter sandwiches," Mordecai announced as he
returnedto the kitchen. He reached under the table and grabbed a two-gallon
jugof generic peanut butter. "Can you handle it?"



"I'm an expert," I said.

He watched me work. The line was momentarily short; he wanted to talk.

"I thought you were a lawyer," I said, spreading peanut butter.

"I'm a human first, then a lawyer. It's possible to be both--not quiteso much on
the spread there. We have to be efficient."

"Where does the food come from?"

"Food bank. It's all donated. Tonight we're lucky because we havechicken. That's
a delicacy. Usually it's just vegetables."

"This bread is not too fresh."

"Yes, but it's free. Comes from a large bakery, their day-old stuff. Youcan have a
sandwich if you like."

"Thanks. I just had one. Do you eat here?"
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vegetable soup and apples. Hesat on the edge of the table and studied the crowd.
"Is this your firsttrip to a shelter?" "Yep."

"What's the first word that comes to mind?"

"Hopeless."

"That's predictable. But you'll get over it."

"How many people live here?"

"None. This is just an emergency shelter. The kitchen is open every dayfor lunch
and dinner, but it's not technically a shelter. The church iskind enough to open its
doors when the weather is bad."

I tried to understand this. "Then where do these people live?"

"Some are squatters. They live in abandoned buildings, and they're thelucky
ones. Some live on the streets; some in parks; some in bus stations;some under
bridges. They can survive there as long as the weather istolerable. Tonight they
would freeze."

"Then where are the shelters?"



"Scattered about. There are about twenty--half privately funded, theother half
run by the city, which, thanks to the new budget, will soonclose two of them."

"How many beds?"

"Five thousand, give or take."

"How many homeless?"

"That's always a good question because they're not the easiest group tocount.
Ten thousand is a good guess."

"Ten thousand?"

"Yep, and that's just the people on the street. There are probablyanother twenty
thousand living with families and friends, a month ortwo away from
homelessness."

"So there are at least five thousand people on the streets?" I said,my disbelief
obvious. "At least."

A volunteer asked for sandwiches. Mordecai helped me, and we made
anotherdozen. Then we stopped and watched the crowd again. The door
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opened,and a young motner entered slowly, holding a baby and rollowed by
threesmall children, one of whom wore a pair of shorts and mismatched socks,no
shoes. A towel was draped over its shoulders. The other two at leasthad shoes,
but little clothing. The baby appeared to be asleep.

The mother seemed dazed, and once inside the basement was uncertainwhere to
go next. There was not a spot at a table. She led her familytoward the food, and
two smiling volunteers stepped forward to help. Oneparked them in a corner
near the kitchen and began serving them food,while the other covered them with
blankets.

Mordecai and I watched the scene develop. I tried not to stare, butwho cared?

"What happens to her when the storm is over?" I asked.

"Who knows? Why don't you ask her?"

That put me on the spot. I was not ready to get my hands dirty.

"Are you active in the D.C. bar association?" he asked.

"Somewhat. Why?"

"Just curious. The bar does a lot of pro bono work with the homeless."



He was fishing, and I wasn't about to get caught. "I work on deathpenalty cases,"
I said proudly, and somewhat truthfully. Four yearsearlier, I had helped one of
our partners write a brief for an inmatein Texas. My firm preached pro bono to
all its associates, but the freework had damned well better not interfere with the
billings.

We kept watching the mother and her four children. The two toddlers atetheir

cookies first while the soup was cooling. The mother was eitherstoned or in
shock.

"Is there a place she can go to right now and live?" I asked.

"Probably not," Mordecai answered nonchalantly, his large feet swingingfrom
the edge of the table. "As of yesterday, the waiting list foremergency shelter had
five hundred names on it."

"For emergency shelter?"

"Yep. There's one hypothermia shelter the city graciously opens whenthe
temperature drops below freezing. That might be her only chance,but I'm sure
it's packed tonight. The city is then kind enough to closethe shelter when things
thaw."

The sous-chef had to leave, and since I was the nearest volunteer whowasn't
busy at the moment, I was pressed into duty. While Mordecai madesandwiches, I
chopped celery, carrots, and onions for an hour, all underthe careful eye of Miss
Dollv. one of the founding members of the church.who'd been in charge of



feeding the homeless for eleven years now. Itwas her kitchen. I was honored to
be in it, and I was told at one pointthat my chunks of celery were too large. They
quickly became smaller. Herapron was white and spotless, and she took
enormous pride in her work.

"Do you ever get used to seeing these people?" I asked her at onepoint. We were
standing in front of the stove, distracted by an argumentin the back somewhere.
Mordecai and the minister intervened and peaceprevailed.

"Never, honey," she said, wiping her hands on a towel. "It still breaksmy heart.
But in Proverbs it says, 'Happy is the man who feeds thepoor.' That keeps me

going."

She turned and gently stirred the soup. "Chicken's ready," she said inmy
direction.

"What does that mean?"

"Means you take the chicken off the stove, pour the broth into that pot,let the
chicken cool, then bone it."

There was an art to boning, especially using Miss Dolly's method. My fingers
were hot and practically blistered when I finished.

Mordecai led me up a dark stairway to the foyer. "Watch your step,"he said,
almost in a whisper, as we pushed through a set of swingingdoors into the
sanctuarv. It was dim. because peoble were trving tosleep evervwhere. Thev



were sprawled on the pews, snoring. They weresquirming under the pews,
mothers trying to make children be still. Theywere huddled in the aisles, leaving
a narrow path for us as we workedour way toward the pulpit. The choir loft was
filled with them too.

v o v

"Not many churches will do this," he whispered as we stood near thealtar table
and surveyed the rows of pews.

I could understand their reluctance. "What happens Sunday?" I whisperedback.

"Depends on the weather. The Reverend is one of us. He has, on
occasion,canceled worship instead of running them out."

I was not sure what "one of us" meant, but I didn't feel like a memberof the club.
I heard the ceiling creak, and realized that there wasa U-shaped balcony above
us. I squinted and slowly focused on anothermass of humanity layered in the
rows of seats up there. Mordecai waslooking too.

"How many people..." I mumbled, unable to finish the thought.

"We don't count. We just feed and shelter."

A gust of wind hit the side of the building and rattled the windows. Itwas
considerably colder in the sanctuary than in the basement. We tiptoedover bodies
and left through a door by the organ.



It was almost eleven. The basement was still crowded, but the soup linewas
gone. "Follow me," Mordecai said.

He took a plastic bowl and held it forth for a volunteer to fill. "Let'ssee how well
you cook," he said with a smile.

We sat in the middle of the pack, at a folding table with street peopleat our
elbows. He was able to eat and chat as if everything was fine;I wasn't. I played
with my soup, which, thanks to Miss Dolly, was reallyquite good, but I couldn't
get beyond the fact that I, Michael Brock,an affluent white boy from Memphis
and Yale and Drake & Sweeney, wassitting among the homeless in the basement
of a church in the middleof Northwest D.C. I had seen one other white face, that
of a middleagedwino who had eaten and disappeared.

I was sure my Lexus was gone, certain I could not survive five minutesoutside
the building. I vowed to stick to Mordecai, whenever and howeverhe decided to
leave.

"This is good soup," he pronounced. "It varies," he explained. "Dependson
what's available. And the recipe is different from place to place."

"I got noodles the other day at Martha's Table," said the man sittingto my right, a
man whose elbow was closer to my bowl than my own.

"Noodles?" Mordecai asked, in mock disbelief. "In your soup?"



"Yep. 'Bout once a month you get noodles. Course everybody knows it now,so
it's hard to get a table."

I couldn't tell if he was joking or not, but there was a twinkle inhis eye. The idea
of a homeless man lamenting the lack of tables inhis favorite soup kitchen struck
me as humorous. Hard to get a table;how many times had ! heard that from
friends in Georgetown?

Mordecai smiled. "What's your name?" he asked the man. I would learnthat
Mordecai always wanted a name to go with a face. The homeless heloved were
more than victims; they were his people.

It was a natural curiosity for me too. I wanted to know how the homelessbecame
homeless. What broke in our vast system of public assistance toallow Americans
to become so poor they lived under bridges?

"Drano," he said, chomping on one of my larger celery chunks.

"Drano?" Mordecai said.

"Drano," the man repeated.

"What's your last name?"



"Don't have one. Too poor."

"Who gave you the name Drano?"

"My momma."

"How old were you when she gave you the name Drano?"

""Bout five."

"Why Drano?"

"She had this baby who wouldn't shut up, cried all the time, nobodycould sleep. I
fed it some Drano." He told the story while stirring hissoup. It was well
rehearsed, well delivered, and I didn't believe a wordof it. But others were
listening, and Drano was enjoying himself.

"What happened to the baby?" Mordecai asked, playing the straightguy. "Died."

"That would be your brother," Mordecai said.

"Nope. Sister."



"I see. So you killed your sister."

"Yeah, but we got plenty of sleep after that."

Mordecai winked at me, as if he'd heard similar tales.

"Where do you live, Drano?" I asked.

"Here, in D.C."

"Where do you stay?" Mordecai asked, correcting my vernacular.

"Stay here and there. I got a lot of rich women who pay me to keepthem
company."

"Two men on the other side of Drano found this amusing. One snickered,the
other laughed.

"Where do you get your mail?" Mordecai asked.

"Post office," he replied. Drano would have a quick answer for everyquestion, so
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Miss Doily made coffee for the volunteers after she had turned off herstove. The
homeless were bedding down for the night.

Mordecai and I sat on the edge of a table in the darkened kitchen,sipping coffee
and looking through the large serving window at thehuddled masses. "How late
will you stay?" I asked.

He shrugged. "Depends. You get a coupla hundred people like this inone room,
something usually happens. The Reverend would feel better ifI stay."

"All night?"

"I've done it many times."

I hadn't planned on sleeping with these people. Nor had I planned onleaving the
building without Mordecai to guard me.

"Feel free to leave whenever you want," he said. Leaving was the worst ofmy
limited options. Midnight, Friday night, on the streets of D.C. Whiteboy,
beautiful car. Snow or not, I didn't like my odds out there.

"You have a family?" I asked.



"Yes. My wife is a secretary in the Department of Labor. Three sons. One'sin
college, one's in the Army." His voice trailed away before he got toson number
three. I wasn't about to ask.

"And one we lost on the streets ten years ago. Gangs."

"I'm sorry."

"What about you?"

"Married, no kids."

I thought about Claire for the first time in several hours. How wouldshe react if
she knew where I was? Neither of us had found time foranything remotely
related to charity work.

She would mumble to herself, "He's really cracking up," or something tothat
effect. I didn't care.

"What does your wife do?" he asked, making light conversation.

"She's a surgical resident at Georgetown."



"You guys'll have it made, won't you? You'll be a partner in a big firm,she'll be a
surgeon. Another American dream."

"I guess."

The Reverend appeared from nowhere and pulled Mordecai deep into thekitchen
for a hushed conversation. I took four cookies from a bowl andwalked to the
corner where the young mother sat sleeping with her headpropped on a pillow
and the baby tucked under her arm. The toddlers weremotionless under the
blankets. But the oldest child was awake.

I squatted close to him, and held out a cookie. His eyes glowed and hegrabbed it.
I watched him eat every bite, then he wanted another. Hewas small and bony, no
more than four years old.

The mother's head fell forward, jolting her. She looked at me with sad,tired eyes,
then realized I was playing cookie man. She offered a faintsmile, then rearranged
the pillow.

"What's your name?" I whispered to the little boy. After two cookies,he was my
friend for life.

"Ontario," he said, slowly and plainly.

"How old are you?"



He held up four fingers, then folded one down, then raised it again.

"Four?" I asked.

He nodded, and extended his hand for another cookie, which I gladly gavehim. I
would have given him anything.

"Where do you stay?" I whispered.

"In a car," he whispered back.

It took a second for this to sink in. I wasn't sure what to ask next. Hewas too
busy eating to worry about conversation. I had asked threequestions; he'd given
three honest answers. They lived in a car.

I wanted to run and ask Mordecai what you do when you find people who livein
a car, but I kept smiling at Ontario. He smiled back. He finally said,"You got
more apple juice?"

"Sure," I said, and walked to the kitchen, where I filled two cups.

He gulped one down, and I handed him the second cup.



"Say thanks," I said.

"Thanks," he said, and stuck out his hand for another cookie.

I found a folding chair and took a position next to Ontario, with my backto the
wall. The basement was quiet at times, but never still. Those wholive without
beds do not sleep calmly. Occasionally, Mordecai would pickhis way around the
bodies to settle some flare-up. He was so large andintimidating that no one dared
challenge his authority.

With his stomach filled again, Ontario dozed off, his litfie head restingon his
mother's feet. I slipped into the kitchen, poured another cup ofcoffee, and went
back to my chair in the corner.

Then the baby erupted. Its pitiful voice wailed forth with amazing volume,and
the entire room seemed to tipple with the noise. The mother was dazed,tired,
frustrated at having been aroused from sleep. She told it to shutup, then placed it
on her shoulder, and rocked back and forth. It criedlouder, and there were
rumblings from the other campers.

With a complete lack of sense or thought, I reached over and tookthe child,
smiling at the mother as I did so in an attempt to win herconfidence. She didn't
care. She was relieved to get rid of it.

The child weighed nothing, and the damned thing was soaking wet. Irealized this
as I gently placed its head on my shoulder and began pattingits rear. I moved to
the kitchen. desperatelv searching for Mordecai oranother volunteer to rescue



me. Miss D/ollylhad left an hour earlier.

To my relief and surprise, the child grew quiet as I walked around thestove,
patting and cooing and looking for a towel or something. My handwas soaked.

Where was [? What the hell was I doing? What would my friends think ifthey
could see me in the dark kitchen, humming to a little street baby,praying that the
diaper was only wet?

I didn't smell anything foul, though I was certain I could feel licejumping from
its head to mine. My best friend Mordecai appeared andturned on a switch.
"How cute," he said.

"Do we have any diapers?" I hissed at him.

"Big job or little job?" he asked happily, walking toward the cabinets.

"I don't know. Just hurry."

He pulled out a pack of Pampers, and I thrust the child at him. Mydenim jacket
had a large wet spot on the left shoulder. With incredibledeftness he placed the
baby on the cutting board, removed the wet diaper,revealing a baby girl, cleaned
her with a wipe of some sort, rediaperedher with a fresh Pamper, then thrust her
back at me. "There she is,"he said proudly. "Good as new."



"The things they don't teach you in law school," I said, taking thechild.

I paced the floor with her for an hour, until she fell asleep. Iwrapped her in my
jacket, and gently placed her between her motherand Ontario.

It was almost 3 A.M., Saturday, and I had to go. My freshly prickedconscience
could take only so much in one day. Mordecai walked me to thestreet, thanked
me for coming, and sent me away madess into the night. Mycar was sitting
where I left it, covered with new snow. He was standingin front of the church,
watching me as I drove away.

Since my run-in with Mister on Tuesday, I had not billed a singlehour for dear
old Drake & Sweeney. I'd been averaging two hundred amonth for five years,
which meant eight per day for six days, with acouple left over. No day could be
wasted and precious few hours leftunaccounted for. When I fell behind, which
rarely happened, I would worktwelve hours on a Saturday and perhaps do the
same on a Sunday. And ifl wasn't behind, I would do only seven or eight hours
on Saturday andmaybe a few on Sunday. No wonder Claire went to med school.

As I stared at the bedroom ceiling late Saturday morning, I was almostparalyzed
with inaction. I did not want to go to the office. I hated thethought. I dreaded the
neat little rows of pink phone messages Polly hadon my desk, the memos from
higher-ups arranging meetings to inquire aboutmy well-being, the nosy chitchat
from the gossipers, and the inevitable"How you doin'?" from friends and those
genuinely concerned and those whocouldn't care less. What I dreaded most,
though, was the work. Antitrustcases are long and arduous, with files so thick
they require boxes,and what was the point anyway? One billion-dollar
corporation fightinganother. A hundred lawyers involved, all cranking out paper.

I admitted to myself that I'd never loved the work. It was a means toan end. If I
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soon I would be in demand. It could've been taxor labor or litigation. Who could
love antitrust law?

By sheer will, I forced myself out of bed and into the shower.

Breakfast was a croissant from a bakery on M, with strong coffee, alltaken with
one hand on the wheel. I wondered what Ontario was having forbreakfast, then
told myself to stop the torture. I had the right to eatwithout feeling guilty, but
food was losing its importance for me.

The radio said the day's high would be twenty degrees, the low near zero,with no
more snow for a week.

I made it as far as the building's lobby before being accosted by one ofmy
brethren. Bruce somebody from communications stepped onto the elevatorwhen
I did, and said gravely, "How you doin', pal?"

"Fine. You?" Ishot back.

"Okay. Look, we're pulling for you, you know. Hang in there."

I nodded as if his support was crucial. Mercifully, he left on thesecond floor, but
not before favoring me with a locker-room pat on theshoulder. Give 'em hell,
Bruce.



I was damaged goods. My steps were slower as I passed Madam Devier'sdesk
and the conference room. I went down the marble hallway until Ifound my office
and slumped into the leather swivel, exhausted.

Polly had several ways of leaving behind the phone litter. If I had beendiligent in
returning calls, and if she happened to be pleased with myefforts, she would
leave one or two message slips near my phone. If,however, I had not, and if this
happened to displease her, then sheliked nothing better than to line them up in
the center of my desk,a sea of pink, all perfectly arranged in chronological order.

I counted thirty-nine messages, several urgent, several from thebrass. Rudolph
especially seemed to be irritated, judging by Polly'strail. ! read them slowly as I
collected them, then set them aside. Iwas determined to finish my coffee, in
peace and without pressure, andso I was sitting at my desk, holding the cup with
both hands, staringinto the unknown, looking very much like someone teetering
on the edgeof a cliff, when Rudolph walked in.

The spies must have called him; a paralegal on the lookout, or maybeBruce from
the elevator. Perhaps the entire firm was on alert. No. Theywere too busy.

"Hello, Mike," he said crisply, taking a seat, crossing his legs,setfling in for
serious business.

"Hi, Rudy," I said. I had never called him Rudy to his face. It wasalways
Rudolph. His current wife and the partners called him Rudy,but no one else.

"Where have you been?" he asked, without the slightest hint ofcompassion.



"Memphis."

"Memphis?"

"Yeah, I needed to see my parents. Plus the family shrink is there."

"Ashrink?"

"Yes, he observed me for a couple of days."

"Observed you?"

"Yeah, in one of those swanky little units with Persian rugs and salmonfor
dinner. A thousand bucks a day."

"For two days? You were in for two days?"

"Yeah." The lying didn't bother me, nor did I feel bad because the lyingdidn't
bother me. The firm can be harsh, even ruthless, when it decides tobe, and I was
in no mood for an ass-chewing from Rudolph. He had marchingorders from the
executive committee, and he would make a report minutesafter leaving my
office. If I could thaw him, the report would go soft,the brass would relax. Life
would be easier, for the short term.



"You should've called somebody," he said, still hard, but the crackwas coming.

"Come on, Rudolph. I was locked down. No phones." There was just
enoughagony in my voice to soften him.

After a long pause, he said, "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

"You're fine?"

"The shrink said I'm fine."

"One hundred percent?"

"A hundred and ten. No problems, Rudolph. I needed a little break, that'sall. I'm
fine. Back at full throttle."

That was all Rudolph wanted. He smiled and relaxed and said, "We havelots of
work to do."

"T knnw T can't wait "
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He practically ran from my office. He would go straight to the phone andreport
that one of the firm's many producers was back in the saddle.

I locked the door and turned off the lights, then spent a painful hourcovering my
desk with papers and scribblings. Nothing was accomplished,but at least I was
on the clock.

When I couldn't stand it any longer, I stuffed the phone messages in mypocket
and walked out. I escaped without getting caught.

I stopped at a large discount pharmacy on Massachusetts, and had adelightful
shopping spree. Candy and small toys for the kids, soap andtoiletries for them
all, socks and sweatpants in a variety of children'ssizes. A large carton of
Pampers. I had never had so much fun spendingtwo hundred dollars.

And I would spend whatever was necessary to get them into a warm place. Ifit
was a motel for a month, no problem. They would soon become my clients,and I
would threaten and Irangate with a vengeance until they had adequatehousing. I
couldn't wait to sue somebody.

I parked across from the church, much less afraid than I had been thenight
before, but still sufficiently scared. Wisely, I left the carepackages in the car. If
walked in like Santa Claus it would starta riot. My intentions were to leave there
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and cleanedand disinfected, then feed them until they were stuffed, see if
theyneeded medical attention, maybe take them to get shoes and warm
clothes,then feed them again. I didn't care what it would cost or how long itmight
take.

Nor did I care if people thought I was just another rich white guyworking off a
little guilt.

Miss Dolly was pleased to see me. She said hello and pointed to a pileof
vegetables with skins in need of removal. First, though, I checked onOntario and
family, and couldn't find them. They were not in their spot,so I roamed through
the basement, stepping over and around dozens ofstreet people. They were not in
the sanctuary, nor in the balcony.

I chatted with Miss Dolly as I peeled potatoes. She remembered thefamily from
last night, but they had already left when she arrived aroundnine. "Where would
they go?" I wondered.

"Honey, these people move. They go from kitchen to kitchen, shelter toshelter.
Maybe she heard they're giving out cheese over in Brightwood,or blankets
somewhere. She might even have a job at McDonald's and sheleaves the kids
with her sister. You never know. But they don't stay inone place."

I seriously doubted if Ontario's mother had a job, but I wasn't aboutto debate this
with Miss Dolly in her kitchen.

Mordecai arrived as the line was forming for lunch. I saw him before hesaw me,
and when our eyes made contact his entire face smiled.



A new volunteer had sandwich duty; Mordecai and I worked the servingtables,
dipping ladles into the pots and pouring the soup into theplastic bowls. There
was an art to it. Too much broth and the recipientmight glare at you. Too many
vegetables and there would be nothing leftbut broth. Mordecai had perfected his
technique years ago; I suffereda number of glaring looks before I caught on.
Mordecai had a pleasantword for everyone we served--hello, good morning, how
are you, nice tosee you again. Some of them smiled back, others never looked

up.

As noon approached, the doors grew busier and the lines longer. Morevolunteers
appeared from nowhere, and the kitchen hummed with the pleasantclutter and
bang of happy people busy with their work. I kept lookingfor Ontario. Santa
Claus was waiting, and the little fella didn't havea clue.

We waited until the lines were gone, then filled a bowl each. Thetables were
packed, so we ate in the kitchen, leaning against thesink.

"You remember that diaper you changed last night?" I asked betweenbites.

"As if I could forget."

"I haven't seen them today."



He chewed and thought about it for a second. "They were here when I leftthis
morning."

"What time was that?"

"Six. They were in the corner over there, sound asleep."

"Where would they go?"

"You never know."

"The little boy told me they stayed in a car."

"You talked to him?"

"Yeah."

"And now you want to find him, don't you?"

"Yeah."

"Don't count on it."



After lunch, the sun popped through and the movement began. One byone they
walked by the serving table, took an apple or an orange, andleft the basement.

"The homeless are also restless,"” Mordecai explained as we watched. "Theylike
to roam around. They have rituals and routines, favorite places,friends on the
streets, things to do. They'll go back to their parksand alleys and dig out from the
snow."

"It's twenty degrees outside. Near zero tonight," I said.

"They'll be back. Wait till dark, and this place will be hoppingagain. Let's take a
ride."

We checked in with Miss Dolly, who excused us for a while. Mordecai'swell-
used Ford Taurus was parked next to my Lexus. "That won't last longaround
here," he said, pointing at my car. "If you plan to spend timein this part of town,
I'd suggest you trade down."

I hadn't dreamed of parting with my fabulous car. I was almostoffended.

We got into his Taurus and slid out of the parking lot. Within seconds Irealized
Mordecai Green was a horrible driver, and I attempted to fastenmy seat belt. It



was broken. He seemed not to notice.

We drove the well-plowed streets of Northwest Washington, blocks andsections
of boarded-up rowhouses, past projects so tough ambulance driversrefused to
enter, past schools with razor wire glistening on top of thechain link, into
neighborhoods permanently scarred by riots. He was anamazing tour guide.
Every inch was his turf, every corner had a story,every street had a history. We
passed other shelters and kitchens. Heknew the cooks and the Reverends.
Churches were good or bad, with noblurring of the lines. They either opened
their doors to the homelessor kept them locked. He pointed out the law school at
Howard, a placeof immense pride for him. His legal education had taken five
years, atnight, while he worked a fulltime job and a part-time one. He showed
mea burned-out rowhouse where crack dealers once operated. His third
son,Cassius, had died on the sidewalk in front of it.

When we were near his office, he asked if it would be all right to stopin for a
minute. He wanted to check his mail. I certainly didn't mind. Iwas just along for
the ride.

It was dim, cold, and empty. He flipped on light switches and begantalking.
"There are three of us. Me, Sofia Mendoza, and AbrahamILebow. Sofia's a social
worker, but she knows more street law than meand Abraham combined." I
followed him around the cluttered desks. "Usedto have seven lawyers crammed
in here, can you believe it? That waswhen we got federal money for legal
services. Now we don't get a dime,thanks to the Republicans. There are three
offices over there, three hereon my side." He was pointing in all directions. "Lots
of empty space."

Maybe empty from a lack of personnel, but it was hard to walk withouttripping
over a basket of old files or a stack of dusty law books.



"Who owns the building?" I asked.

"The Cohen Trust. Leonard Cohen was the founder of a big New York lawfirm.
He died in eighty-six; must've been a hundred years old. He made aton of
money, and late in life he decided he didn't want to die with anyof it. So he
spread it around, and one of his many creations was a trustto help poverty
lawyers assist the homeless. That's how this place cameto be. The trust operates
three clinics--here, New York, and Newark. Iwas hired in eighty-three, became
the director in eighty-four."

"All your funding comes from one source?"

"Practically all. Last year thetrust gave us a hundred and ten thousand dollars.
Year before, it wasa hundred fifty, so we lost a lawyer. It gets smaller every
year. Thetrust has not been well managed, and it's now eating the principal.
Idoubt if we'll be here in five years. Maybe three."

"Can't you raise money?"

"Oh, sure. Last year we raised nine thousand bucks. But it takestime. We can
practice law, or we can raise funds. Sofia is not good withpeople. Abraham is an
abrasive ass from New York. That leaves just meand my magnetic personality."

"What's the overhead?" I asked, prying but not too worried. Almost
everynonprofit group published an annual report with all the figures.

"Two thousand a month. After expenses and a small reserve, the three ofus split



eighty-nine thousand dollars. Equally. Sofia considers herselfa full partner.
Frankly, we're afraid to argue with her. I took homealmost thirty, which, from
what I hear, is about average for a povertylawyer. Welcome to the street."

We finally made it to his office, and I sat across from him.

"Did you forget to pay your heating bill?" I asked, almost shivering.

"Probably. We don't work much on weekends. Saves money. This place
isimpossible to heat or cool."

That thought had never occurred to anyone at Drake & Sweeney. Close
onweekends, save money. And marriages.

"And if we keep it too comfortable, our clients won't leave. So it's coldin the
winter, hot in the summer, cuts down on the street traffic. Youwant coffee?"

"No thanks."

"I'm joking, you know. We wouldn't do anything to discourage the
homelessfrom being here. The climate doesn't bother us. We figure our
clientsare cold and hungry, so why should we worry about those matters. Didyou
feel guilty when you ate breakfast this morning?"

"Yes."



He gave me the smile of a wise old man who'd seen it all. "That's verycommon.
We used to work with a lot of young lawyers from the big firms,pro bono
rookies I call them, and they would tell me all the time thatthey lost interest in
food at first." He patted his ample midsection. "Butyou'll get over it."

"What did the pro bono rookies do?" I asked. I knew I was moving towardthe
bait, and Mordecai knew I knew.

"We sent them into the shelters. They met the clients, and we supervisedfile
cases for them. Most of the work is easy, it just takes a lawyeron the phone
barking at some bureaucrat who won't move. Food stamps,veterans' pensions,
housing subsidies, Medicaid, aid to children--abouttwenty-five percent of our
work deals with benefits."

I listened intently, and he could read my mind. Mordecai began to reelme in.

"You see, Michael, the homeless have no voice. No one listens, no onecares, and
they expect no one to help them. So when they try to use thephone to get
benefits due them, they get nowhere. They are put on hold,permanently. Their
calls are never returned. They have no addresses. Thebureaucrats don't care, and
so they screw the very people they're supposedto help. A seasoned social worker
can at least get the bureaucrats tolisten, and maybe look at the file and maybe
return a phone call. Butyou get a lawyer on the phone, barking and raising hell,
and thingshappen. Bureaucrats get motivated. Papers get processed. No address?
Noproblem. Send the check to me, I'll get it to the client.”

His voice was rising, both hands waving through the air. On top ofeverything
else, Mordecai was the consummate storyteller. I suspectedhe was very effective

in frant Af 2 Gy



111 11vlitvr a JLll)’-

"A fimny story," he said. "About a month ago, one of my clients went downto
the Social Security office to pick up an application for benefits,should've been a
routine matter. He's sixty years old and in constant painfrom a crooked back.
Sleep on rocks and park benches for ten years, youget back problems. He waited
in line outside the office for two hours,finally got in the door, waited another
hour, made it up to the firstdesk, tried to explain what he wanted, and proceeded
to get a tonguelashing from a hard-ass secretary who was having a bad day. She
evencommented on his odor. He was humiliated, of course, and left withouthis
paperwork. He called me. I made my calls, and last Wednesday we hada little
ceremony down at the Social Security office. I was there, alongwith my client.
The secretary was there too, along with her supervisor,her supervisor's
supervisor, the D.C. office director, and a Big Manfrom the Social Security
Administration. The secretary stood in front ofmy client, and read a one-page
apology. It was real nice, touching. Shethen handed me his application for
benefits, and I got assurances fromeverybody present that it would receive
immediate attention. That'sjustice, Michael, that's what street law is all about.
Dignity."

The stories rolled on, one after the other, all ending with the streetlawyers as the
good guys, the homeless as the victors. I knew he hadtucked away in his
repertoire just as many heartbreaking tales, probablymore, but he was laying the
groundwork.

I lost track of time. He never mentioned his mail. We finally left anddrove back
to the shelter.

It was an hour before dark, a good time, I thought, to get tucked awayin the cozy
litfie basement, before the hoodlums began roaming thestreets. I caught myself
walking slowly and confidently when Mordecaiwas at my side. Otherwise, I
would've been slashing through the snow,bent at the waist, my nervous feet
barelv touching the ground.
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Miss Dolly had somehow procured a pile of whole chickens, and she waslaying
for me. She boiled the birds; I picked their steaming flesh.

Mordecai's wife, JoAnne, joined us for the rush hour. She was as pleasantas her
husband, and almost as tall. Both sons were six six. Cassius hadbeen six nine, a
heavily recruited basketball star when he was shot atthe age of seventeen.

I left at midnight. No sign of Ontario and his family.

Sunday began with a late morning call from Claire, another stilted chatshe
initiated only to tell me what time she would be home. I suggestedwe have
dinner at our favorite restaurant, but she was not in the mood. Ididn't ask her if
anything was wrong. We were beyond that.

Since our apartment was on the third floor, I had been unable to
makesatisfactory arrangements to have the Sunday Post home-delivered. Wehad
tried various methods, but I never found the paper half the time.

I showered and dressed in layers. The weatherman predicted a high oftwenty-
five, and as I was getting ready to leave the apartment thenewsperson ratfled off
the morning's top story. It stopped me cold; Theard the words, but they didn't
register immediately. I walked closerto the TV on the kitchen counter, my feet
heavy, my heart frozen, mymouth open in shock and disbelief.

Sometime around 11 P.M., D.C. police found a small car near Fort TottenPark,
in Nartheast in a war zone Tt was narked on the street it< haldtires stiick in the
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frozen slush. Inside were a young mother and her fourchildren, all dead from
asphyxiation. The police suspected the familylived in the car, and was trying to
stay warm. The automobile's tailpipewas buried in a pile of snow plowed from
the street. A few details,but no names.

I raced to the sidewalk, sliding in the snow but staying on my feet, thendown P
Street to Wisconsin, over to Thirty-fourth to a newsstand. Out ofbreath and
horrified, I grabbed a paper. On the bottom comer of the frontpage was the story,
obviously thrown in at the last minute. No names.

! yanked open Section A, dropping the rest of the paper onto the wetsidewalk.
The story continued on page fourteen with a few standardcomments from the
police and the predictable warnings about the dangersof clogged tailpipes. Then
the heartbreaking details: The mother wastwenty-two. Her name was Lontae
Burton. The baby was Temeko. The toddlers,Alonzo and Dante, were twins, age
two. The big brother was Ontario,age four.

I must have made a strange sound, because a jogger gave me an odd look,as if I
might be dangerous. I began walking away, holding the paper open,stepping on
the other twenty sections.

"Excuse me!" a nasty voice called from behind. "Would you like to payfor that?"
I kept walking.

He approached from the rear and yelled, "Hey, pal!" I stopped long enoughto
pull a five-dollar bill from my pocket and throw it at his feet,hardly looking at
him.
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splendid rowhouse. The sidewalk had been meticulouslyshoveled. I read the
story again, slowly, hoping that somehow theending would be different.
Thoughts and questions came in torrents,and I couldn't keep up with them. But
two repeated themselves: Whydidn't they return to the shelter? And, did the baby
die wrapped in mydenim jacket?

Thinking was burden enough. Walking was almost impossible. After theshock,
the guilt hit hard. Why didn't I do something Friday night when Ifirst saw them?
I could have taken them to a warm motel and fed them.

The phone was ringing when I entered my apartment. It was Mordecai. Heasked
if I'd seen the story. I asked if he remembered the wet diaper. Samefamily, I said.
He'd never heard their names. I told him more about myencounter with Ontario.

"I'm very sorry, Michael," he said, much sadder now.

"So am I."

I couldn't say much, the words wouldn't form, so we agreed to meetlater. I went
to the sofa, where I remained for an hour withoutmoving.

Then I went to my car and removed the bags of food and toys and clothingI'd
bought for them.



Only because he was curious, Mordecai came to my office at noon. He'dbeen in
plenty of big firms in his time, but he wanted to see the spotwhere Mister fell. I
gave him a brief tour with a quick narration ofthe hostage affair.

We left in his car. I was thankful for the light Sunday traffic becauseMordecai
had no interest in what the other cars were doing.

"Lontae Burton's mother is thirty-eight years old, serving a ten-yearsentence for
selling crack," he informed me. He'd been on the phone. "Twobrothers, both in
jail. Lontae had a history of prostitution and drugs. Noidea of who the father, or
fathers, might be."

"Who's your source?"

"I found her grandmother in a housing project. The last time she sawLontae she
had only three kids, and she was selling drugs with hermother. According to the
grandmother, she cut her ties with her daughterand granddaughter because of the
drug business."

"Who buries them?"

"Same people who buried DeVon Hardy."

"How much would a decent funeral cost?"



"It's negotiable. Are you interested?"

"I'd like to see them taken care of."

We were on Pennsylvania Avenue, moving past the mammoth office buildingsof
Congress, the Capitol in the background, and I couldn't help butoffer a silent
curse or two at the fools who wasted billions each monthwhile people were
homeless. How could four innocent children die in thestreets, practically in the
shadow of the Capitol, because they had noplace to live?

They shouldn't have been born, some people from my side of town wouldsay.

The bodies had been taken to the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner,which
also housed the morgue. It was a two-story brown aggregate buildingat D.C.
General Hospital. They would be held there until claimed. If noone came
forward within forty-eight hours, they would receive a mandatoryembalming, be
placed in wooden caskets, and quickly buried in the cemeterynear RFK.

Mordecai parked in a handicapped space, paused for a second, and said,"Are you
sure you want to go in?"

"I think so."

He'd been there before, and he had called ahead. A security guard in anill-fitting
uniform dared to stop us, and Mordecai snapped so loud itscared me. My



stomach was in knots anyway.

The guard retreated, happy to get away from us. A set of plate-glassdoors had
the word MORGUE painted in black. Mordecai entered as if heowned the place.

"I'm Mordecai Green, attorney for the Burton family," he growledat the young
man behind the desk. It was more of a challenge than anannouncement.

The young man checked a clipboard, then fumbled with some more papers.

"What the hell are you doing?" Mordecai snapped again.

The young man looked up with an attitude, and then realized how largehis
adversary really was. "Just a minute," he said, and went to hiscomputer.

Mordecai turned to me and said loudly, "You'd think they have a thousanddead
bodies in there."

I realized that he had no patience whatsoever with bureaucrats andgovernment
workers, and I remembered his story about the apology fromthe Social Securety
secretary. For Mordecai, half of the practice of lawwas bullying and barking.

A pale gentleman with badly dyed black hair and a clammy handshakeappeared
and introduced himself as Bill. He wore a blue lab jacket andshoes with thick
rubber soles. Where do they find people to work ina morgue?



We followed him through a door, down a sterile hallway where thetemperature
began dropping, and, finally, to the main holding room.

"How many you got today?" Mordecai asked, as if he stopped by all thetime to
count bodies.

Bill turned the doorknob and said, "Twelve."

"You okay?" Mordecai asked me.

"I don't know."

Bill pushed the metal door, and we stepped in. The air was frigid,the smell
antiseptic. The floor was white tile, the lighting bluefluorescent. I followed
Mordecai, my head down, trying not to look around,but it was impossible. The
bodies were covered from head to ankle withwhite sheets, just like you see on
television. We passed a set of whitefeet, a tag around a toe. Then some brown
ones.

We turned and stopped in a corner, a gurney to the left, a table tothe right.

Bill said, "Lontae Burton," and dramatically pulled the sheet down to herwaist. It
was Ontario's mother all right, in a plain white gown. Deathhad left no marks on
her face. She could've been sleeping. I couldn'tstop staring at her.



"That's her," Mordecai said, as if he'd known her for years. He lookedat me for
verification, and I managed a nod. Bill wheeled around, andI held my breath.
Only one sheet covered the children.

They were lying in a perfect row, tucked closely together, hands foldedover their
matching gowns, cherubs sleeping, little street soldiersfinally at peace.

I wanted to touch Ontario, to pat him on the arm and tell him I wassorry. I
wanted to wake him up, take him home, feed him, and give himeverything he
could ever want.

I took a step forward for a closer look. "Don't touch," Bill said.

When I nodded, Mordecai said, "That's them."

As Bill covered them, I closed my eyes and said a short prayer, one ofmercy and
forgiveness. Don't let it happen again, the Lord said to me.

In a room down the hall, Bill pulled out two large wire baskets containingthe
personal effects of the family. He dumped them on a table, and wehelped him
inventory the contents. The clothing they wore was dirty andthreadbare. My
denim jacket was the nicest item they owned. There werethree blankets, a purse,
some cheap toys, baby formula, a towel, moredirty clothes, a box of vanilla
wafers, an unopened can of beer, somecigarettes, two condoms, and about
twenty dollars in bills and change.



"The car is at the city lot," Bill said. "They say it's full of junk."

"We'll take care of it," Mordecai said.

We signed the inventory sheets, and left with the personal assets ofthe Lontae
Burton family. "What do we do with this stuff?." I asked.

"Take it to the grandmother. Do you want your coat back?"

"NO.”

The funeral parlor was owned by a minister Mordecai knew. He didn'tlike him
because the Reverend's church was not friendly enough to thehomeless, but he
could deal with him.

We parked in front of the church, on Georgia Avenue near HowardUniversity, a
cleaner part of town without as many boards overwindows.

"It's best if you stay here," he said. "I can talk to him a lot plainerif we're alone."



I didn't want to sit in the car by myself, but by then I trusted him withmy life
anyway. "Sure," I said, sinking a few inches and glancing around."You'll be all
right."

He left, and I locked the doors. After a few minutes, I relaxed, and beganto
think. Mordecai wanted to be alone with the minister for businessreasons. My
presence would've complicated matters. Who was I and whatwas my interest in
the family? The price would rise immediately.

The sidewalk was busy. I watched the people scurry by, the wind cuttingthem
sharply. A mother with two children passed me, bundled in niceclothing, all
holding hands. Where were they last night when Ontarioand family were
huddled in the frigid car, breathing the odorless carbonmonoxide until they
floated away? Where were the rest of us?

The world was shutting down. Nothing made sense. In less than a week,I had
seen six dead street people, and I was ill-equipped to handlethe shock. I was an
educated white lawyer, well fed and affluent, onthe fast track to serious wealth
and all the wonderful things it wouldbuy. Sure the marriage was over, but I
would bounce back. There wereplenty of fine women out there. I had no serious
worries.

I cursed Mister for derailing my life. I cursed Mordecai for making mefeel
guilty. And Ontario for breaking my heart.

A knock on the window jolted me. My nerves were shot to hell anyway. Itwas
Mordecai, standing in the snow next to the curb. I cracked thewindow.

"He cavs he'll dn it for two thoncand hiicks all five "
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"Whatever," I said, and he disappeared.

Moments later he was back, behind the wheel and speeding away. "Thefuneral
will be wednesday, here at the church. Wooden caskets, but niceones. He'll get
some flowers, you know, make it look nice. He wanted threethousand, but I
convinced him that there would be some press, so he mightget himself on
television. He liked that. Two thousand isn't bad."

"Thanks, Mordecai."

"Are you okay?"

"NO.”

We said little as we drove back to my office.

Claire's younger brother James had been diagnosed with Hodgkin'sdisease--thus
the family summit in Providence. It had nothing to do withme. I listened to her
talk about the weekend, the shock of the news,the tears and prayers as they
leaned on each other and comforted Jamesand his wife. Hers is a family of
huggers and criers, and I was thrilledshe had not called me to come up. The
treatment would start immediately;the prognosis was good.



She was happy to be home, and relieved to have someone to unload on.
Wesipped wine in the den, by the fire, a quilt over our feet. It was
almostromantic, though I was too scarred to even think of being sentimental.
Imade a valiant effort at hearing her words, grieving appropriately forpoor
James, interjecting fitting little phrases.

This was not what I had expected, and I wasn't sure if it was what Iwanted. I
thought we might shadowbox, perhaps even skirmish. Soon ithad to get ugly,
then hopefully turn civil as we handled our separationlike real adults. But after
Ontario, I was not prepared to deal with anyissue involving emotion. I was
drained. She kept telling me how tiredI looked. I almost thanked her.

I listened hard until she finished, then the conversation slowly driftedto me and
my weekend. I told her everything--my new life as a volunteerin the shelters,
then Ontario and his family. I showed her the story inthe paper.

She was genuinely moved, but also puzzled. I was not the same person I'dbeen a
week earlier, and she was not sure she liked the latest versionany better than the
old. I was not sure either.

As young workaholics, Claire and I did not need alarm clocks,especially for
Monday mornings, when we faced an entire week ofchallenges. We were up at
five, eating cereal at five-thirty, then off inseparate directions, practically racing
to see who could leave first.

Because of the wine, I had managed to sleep without being haunted by
thenightmare of the weekend. And as I drove to the office, I was determinedto
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funeral. I would somehow find the time to do pro bono workfor the homeless. 1
would pursue my friendship with Mordecai, probablyeven become a regular in
his office. I would drop in occasionally onMiss Dolly and help her feed the
hungry. I would give money and helpraise more of it for the poor. Certainly I
could be more valuable as asource of funds than as another poverty lawyer.

Driving in the dark to the office, I decided that I needed a string ofeighteen-hour
days to readjust my priorities. My career had suffered aminor derailment; an
orgy of work would straighten things out. Only afool would jump away from the
gravy train I was riding.

I chose a different elevator from Mister's. He was history; I shuthim out of my
mind. I did not look at the conference room where hedied. I threw my briefcase
and coat on a chair in my office and went forcoffee. Bouncing down the hallway
before six in the morning, speakingto a colleague here, a clerk there, removing
my jacket, rolling up mysleeves it was great to be back.

I scanned The Wall Street Journal first, partly because I knew it wouldhave
nothing to do with dying street people in D.C. Then, the Post. Onthe front page
of the Metro section, there was a small story aboutLontae Burton's family, with a
photo of her grandmother weeping outsidean apartment building. I read it, then
put it aside. I knew more thanthe reporter, and I was determined not to be
distracted.

Under the Post was a plain manila legal-sized file, the kind our firmused by the
millions. It was unmarked, and that made it suspicious. Itwas just lying there, ex
posed, on the center of my desk, placed thereby some anonymous person. I
opened it slowly.

There were only two sheets of paper inside. The first was a copy ofyesterday's



story in the Post, the same one I'd read ten times and shownto Claire last night.
Under it was a copy of something lifted from anofficial Drake & Sweeney file.
The heading read: EVICTEES--RIVEROAKS/TAG,INC.

The left-hand column contained the numbers one through seventeen.
Numberfour was DeVon Hardy. Number fifteen read: Lontae Burton, and three
orfour children.

I slowly laid the file on the desk, stood and walked to the door,locked it, then
leaned on it. The first couple of minutes passed inabsolute silence. I stared at the
file in tile center of the desk. Thad to assume it was true and accurate. Why
would anyone fabricate sucha thing? Then I picked it up again, carefully. Under
the second sheetof paper, on the inside of the file itself, my anonymous
informant hadscribbled with a pencil: The eviction was legally and ethically
wrong.

It was printed in block letters, in an effort to avoid detection shouldI have it
analyzed. The markings were faint, the lead hardly touchingthe file.

I kept the door locked for an hour, during which time I took tumsstanding at the
window watching the sunrise and sitting at my deskstaring at the file. The traffic
increased in the hallway, and then Theard Polly's voice. I unlocked the door,

greeted her as if everythingwas swell, and proceeded to go through the motions.

The morning was packed with meetings and conferences, two of them
withRudolph and clients. I performed adequately, though I couldn't
rememberanvthing we said or did. Rudolnh was so nroud to have his star back
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atfull throttle.

I was almost rude to those who wanted to chat about the hostage crisisand its
aftershocks. I appeared to be the same, and I was my usualhard-charging self, so
the concerns about my stability vanished. Latein the morning, my father called. I
could not remember the lasttime he'd called me at the office. He said it was
raining in Memphis;he was sitting around the house, bored, and, well, he and my
motherwere worried about me. Claire was fine, I explained; then to find
safeground, I told him about her brother James, a person he had met once,at the
wedding. I sounded properly concerned about Claire's family,and that pleased
him.

Dad was just happy to reach me at the office. I was still there, makingthe big
money, going after more. He asked me to keep in touch.

Half an hour later, my brother Warner called from his office, high
abovedowntown Atlanta. He was six years older, a partner in another megafirm,a
no-holds-barred litigator. Because of the age difference, Warner and Ihad never
been close as kids, but we enjoyed each other's company. Duringhis divorce
three years earlier, he had confided in me weekly.

He was on the clock, same as I, so I knew the conversation would bebrief.
"Talked to Dad," he said. "He told me everything."

"I'm sure he did."

"I understand how you feel. We all go through it. You work hard, makethe big
money, never stop to help the little people. Then somethinghappens, and you
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wanted to use our law degrees to savehumanity. Remember that?"

"Yes. A long time ago."

"Right. During my first year of law school, they took a survey. Over halfmy
class wanted to do public interest law. When we graduated three yearslater,
everybody went for the money. I don't know what happened.”

"Law school makes you greedy."

"I suppose. Our firm has a program where you can take a year off, sortof a
sabbatical, and do public interest law. After twelve months, youreturn as if you
never left. You guys do anything like that?"

Vintage Warner. I had a problem, he already had the solution. Niceand neat.
Twelve months, I'm a new man. A quick detour, but my futureis secure.

"Not for associates," I said. "Tve heard of a partner or two leaving towork for this
administration or that one, then returning after a coupleof years. But never an
associate."

"But your circumstances are different. You've been traumatized, damnednear
killed simply because you were a member of the firm. I'd throw myweight
around some, tell 'em you need time off. Take a year, then getyour ass back to
the office."



"It might work," I said, trying to placate him. He was a type Apersonality, pushy
as hell, always one word away from an argument,especially with the family. "I
gotta run," ! said. So did he. We promisedto talk more later.

Lunch was with Rudolph and a client at a splendid restaurant. It wascalled a
working lunch, which meant we abstained from alcohol, whichalso meant we
would bill the client for the time. Rudolph went for fourhundred an hour, me for
three hundred. We worked and ate for two hours,so the lunch cost the client
fourteen hundred dollars. Our firm had anaccount with the restaurant, so it would
be billed to Drake & Sweeney,and somewhere along the way our bean counters
in the basement would finda way to bill the client for the cost of the food as well.

The afternoon was nonstop calls and conferences. Through sheerwillpower, I
kept my game face and got through it, billing heavily asI went. Antitrust law had
never seemed so hopelessly dense and boring.

It was almost five before I found a few minutes alone. I said good-byeto Polly,
and locked the door again. I opened the mysterious file andbegan making
random notes on a legal pad, scribblings and flowcharts witharrows striking
RiverOaks and Drake & Sweeney from all directions. BradenChance, the real
estate partner I'd confronted about the file, took mostof the shots for the firm.

My principal suspect was his paralegal, the young man who had heard oursharp
words, and who, seconds later, had referred to Chance as an "ass"when I was
leaving their suite. He would know the details of the eviction,and he would have
access to the file.

With a pocket phone to avoid any D&S records, I called a paralegal inantitrust.
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little effort I learned that the guy I wanted wasHector Palma. He'd been with the
firm about three years, all in realestate. I planned to track him down, but outside
the office.

Mordecai called. He inquired about my dinner plans for the evening. "I'lltreat,"
he said.

"Soup?"

He laughed. "Of course not. I know an excellent place."

We agreed to meet at seven. Claire was back in her surgeon's mode,oblivious to
time, meals, or husband. She had checked in mid-afternoon,just a quick word on
the run. Had no idea when she might be home, butvery late. For dinner, every
man for himself. I didn't hold it againsther. She had learned the fasttrack lifestyle
from me.

We met at a restaurant near Dupont Circle. The bar at the front waspacked with
well-paid government types having a drink before fleeingthe city. We had a
drink in the back, in a tight booth.

"The Burton story is big and getting bigger," he said, sipping a draftbeer.



"I'm sorry, I've been in a cave for the past twelve hours. What'shappened?"

"Lots of press. Four dead kids and their momma, living in a car. They findthem a
mile from Capitol Hill, where they're in the process of reformingwelfare to send
more mothers into the streets. It's beautiful.”

"So the funeral should be quite a show."

"No doubt. I've talked to a dozen homeless activists today. They'll bethere, and
they're planning to bring their people with them. The placewill be packed with
street people. Again, lots of press. Four littlecoffins next to their mother's,
cameras catching it all for the sixo'clock news. We're having a rally before and a
march afterward."”

"Maybe something good will come from their deaths."

"Maybe."

As a seasoned big-city lawyer, I knew there was a purpose behind everylunch
and dinner invitation. Mordecai had something on his mind. I couldtell by the
way his eyes followed nfine.

"Any idea why they were homeless?" I asked, fishing.

"No. Probably the usual. I haven't had time to ask questions."



Driving over, I had decided that I could not tell him about the mysteriousfile and
its contents. It was confidential, known to me only becauseof my position at
Drake & Sweeney. To reveal what I had learned aboutthe activities of a client
would be an egregious breach of professionalresponsibility. The thought of
divulging it scared me. Plus, I had notverified anything.

The waiter brought salads, and we began eating. "We had a firm meetingthis
afternoon," Mordecai said between bites. "Me, Abraham, Sofia. Weneed some
help."

I was not surprised to hear that. "What kind of help?"

"Another lawyer."

"I thought you were broke."

"We keep a little reserve. And we've adopted a new marketingstrategy."

The idea of the 14th Street Legal Clinic worried about a marketingstrategy was
humorous, and that was what he intended. We both smiled.

"If we could get the new lawyer to spend ten hours a week raising money,then he
could afford himself."



Another series of smiles.

He continued. "As much as we hate to admit it, our survival will dependon our
ability to raise money. The Cohen Trust is declining. We've hadthe luxury of not
begging, but now it's gotta change."

"What's the rest of the job?"

"Street law. You've had a good dose of it. You've seen our place. It'sa dump.
Sofia's a shrew. Abraham's an ass. The clients smell bad, andthe money is a
joke."

"How much money?"

"We can offer you thirty thousand a year, but we can only promise youhalf of it
for the first six months."

llWhy?H

"The trust closes its books June thirtieth, at which time they'll tellus how much
we get for the next fiscal year, beginning July first. Wehave enough in reserve to
pay you for the next six months. After that,the four of us will split what's left
after expenses."

"Abraham and Sofia agreed to this?"



"Yep, after a little speech by me. We figure you have good contactswithin the
established bar, and since you're well educated, nice-looking,bright, and all that
crap, you should be a natural at raising money."

"What if I don't want to raise money?"

"Then the four of us could lower our salaries even more, perhaps go totwenty
thousand a year. Then to fifteen. And when the trust dries up,we could hit the
streets, just like our clients. Homeless lawyers."

"So I'm the future of the 14th Street Legal Clinic?"

"That's what we decided. We'll take you in as a full partner. Let's seeDrake &
Sweeney top that."

"I'm touched," I said. I was also a bit frightened. The job offer wasnot
unexpected, but its arrival opened a door I was hesitant to walkthrough.

Black bean soup arrived, and we ordered more beer.

"What's Abraham's story?" I asked.

"Jewish kid from Brooklyn. Came to Washington to work on SenatorMoynihan's
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staff. Spent a Tew years on the Hill, landed on thestreet. k.xtremely brignt. He
spends most of his time coordinatinglitigation with pro bono lawyers from big
firms. Right now he's suingthe Census Bureau to be certain the homeless get
counted. And he's suingthe D.C. school system to make sure homeless kids get
an education. Hispeople skills leave a lot to be desired, but he's great in the back
roomplotting litigation."

"And Sofia?"

"A career social worker who's been taking night classes in law school foreleven
years. She acts and thinks like a lawyer, especially when she'sabusing
government workers. You'll hear her say, "This is Sofia Mendoza,Attorney-at-
Law,' ten times a day."

"She's also the secretary?"

"Nope. We don't have secretaries. You do your own typing, filing,
coffeemaking."” He leaned forward a few inches, and lowered his voice.
"Thethree of us have been together for a long time, Michael, and we'vecarved
out little niches. To be honest, we need a fresh face with somenew ideas."

"The money is certainly appealing,” I said, a weak effort at humor.

He grinned anyway. "You don't do it for the money. You do it for yoursoul."



My soul kept me awake most of the night. Did I have the guts to walkaway?
Was I seriously considering taking a job which paid so little? Iwas literally
saying good-bye to millions.

The things and possessions I longed for would become fading memories.

The timing wasn't bad. With the marriage over, it somehow seemed fittingthat I
make drastic changes on all fronts.

I called in sick tuesday. "Probably the flu," I told polly, who, as shewas trained
to do, wanted specifics. Fever, sore throat, headaches? Allof the above. Any and
all, I didn't care. One had better be completelysick to miss work at the firm. She
would do a form and send it toRudolph. Anticipating his call, I left the apartment
and wandered aroundGeorgetown during the early morning. The snow was
melting fast; the highwould be in the fifties. I killed an hour loitering along
WashingtonHarbor, sampling cappuccino from a number of vendors, watching
the rowersfreeze on the Potomac.

At ten, I left for the funeral.

The Sidewalk in front of the church was barricaded. Cops were standingaround,
their motorcycles parked on the street. Farther down were thetelevision vails.



A large crowd was listening to a speaker yell into a microphone as Idrove by,
There were a few hastily painted placards held above heads,for the benefit of the
cameras. | parked on a side street three blocksaway, and hurried toward the
church. I avoided the front by heading fora side door, which was being guarded
by an elderly usher. I asked ifthere was a balcony. He asked if I was a reporter.

He took me inside, and pointed to a door. I thanked him and went throughit, then
up a flight of shaky stairs until I emerged on the balconyoverlooking a beautiful
sanctuary below. The carpet was burgundy, the pewsdark wood, the windows
stained and clean. It was a very handsome church,and for a second I could
understand why the Reverend was reluctant toopen it to the homeless.

I was alone, with my choice of seating. I walked quietly to a spotabove the rear
door, with a direct view down the center aisle to thepulpit. A choir began singing
outside on the front steps, and I sat inthe tranquillity of the empty church, the
music drifting in.

The music stopped, the doors opened, the stampede began. The balconyfloor
shook as the mourners poured into the sanctuary. The choir tookits place behind
the pulpit. The Reverend directed traffic--the TVcrews in one corner, the small
family in the front pew, the activistsand their homeless down the center section.
Mordecai ambled in withtwo people I didn't know. A door to one side opened,
and the prisonersmarched out--Lontae's mother and two brothers, clad in blue
prison garb,cuffed at the wrists and ankles, chained together and escorted by
fourarmed guards. They were placed in the second pew, center aisle, behindthe
grandmother and some other relatives.

When things were still, the organ began, low and sad. There was a racketunder
me, and all heads turned around. The Reverend assumed the pulpitand instructed
us to stand.



Ushers with white gloves rolled the wooden coffins down the aisle, andlined
them end to end across the front of the church with Lontae's inthe center. The
baby's was tiny, less than three feet long. Ontario's,Alonzo's, and Dante's were
midsized. It was an appalling sight, and thewailing began. The choir started to
hum and sway.

The ushers arranged flowers around the caskets, and I thought for onehorrifying
second they were going to open them. I had never been to ablack funeral before.
I had no idea what to expect, but I had seen newsclips from other funerals in
which the casket was sometimes opened,the family kissing the corpse. The
vultures with the cameras were everready.

But the caskets remained closed, and so the world didn't learn what Iknew--that
Ontario and family looked very much at peace.

We sat down, and the Reverend served up a lengthy prayer. Then a solo
fromsister somebody, then moments of silence. The Reverend read Scripture,and
preached for a bit. He was followed by a homeless activist whodelivered a
scathing attack on a society and its leaders who allowedsuch a thing to happen.
She blamed Congress, especially the Republicans,and she blamed the city for its
lack of leadership, and the courts,and the bureaucracy. But she saved her
harshest diatribe for the upperclasses, those with money and power who didn't
care for the poor andthe sick. She was articulate and angry, very effective, I
thought,but not exactly at home at a funeral.

They clapped for her when she finished. The Reverend then spent a verylong
time blasting everyone who wasn't of color and had money.

A solo, some more Scripture, then the choir launched into a soulful hymnthat
made me want to cry. A procession formed to lay hands upon the dead,but it
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"Open them up," someone screamed, but the Reverend shook his headno. They
bunched toward the pulpit, crowding around the caskets, yellingand sobbing as
the choir cranked it up several notches. The grandmotherwas the loudest, and she
was stroked and soothed by the others.

I couldn't believe it. Where were these people during the last monthsof Lontae's
life? Those little bodies lying up there in boxes had neverknown so much love.

The cameras inched closer as more and more mourners broke down. It wasmore
of a show than anything else.

The Reverend finally stepped in and restored order. He prayed again withorgan
music in the background. When he finished, a long dismissal beganas the people
paraded by the caskets one last time.

The service lasted an hour and a half. For two thousand bucks, it wasn'ta bad
production. I was proud of it.

They rallied again outside, and began a march in the general direction ofCapitol
Hill. Mordecai was in the middle of it, and as they disappearedaround a corner, I
wondered how many marches and demonstrations he hadbeen in. Not enough, he
would probably answer.

Rudolph Mayes had become a partner

at Drake & Sweeney at the age ofthirty,
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working partner. The law was his life, as his threeformer wives could attest.
Everything else he touched was disastrous,but Rudolph was the consummate
bigfirm team player.

He was waiting for me at 6 P.M. in his office behind a pile of work. Pollyand the
secretaries were gone, as were most of the paralegals andclerks. The hall traffic
slowed considerably after five-thirty.

I closed the door, sat down. "Thought you were sick," he said.

"I'm leaving, Rudolph," I said as boldly as I could, but my stomach wasin knots.

He shoved books out of the way, and put the cap on his expensive pen.
"I'mlistening."

"I'm leaving the firm. I have an offer to work for a public interestfirm."

"Don't be stupid, Michael."

"I'm not being stupid. I've made up my mind. And I want out of here withas little
trouble as possible."”

"You'll be a partner in three years."



"I've found a better deal than that."

He couldn't think of a response, so he rolled his eyes infrustration. "Come on,
Mike. You can't crack up over one incident."

"I'm not cracking up, Rudolph. I'm simply moving into anotherfield."

"None of the other eight hostages are doing this."

"Good forthem. If they're happy, then I'm happy for them. Besides, they're
inlitigation, a strange breed."

"Where are you going?"

"A legal clinic near Logan Circle. It specializes in homeless law."

"Homeless law?"

llYep'"

"How much are they paying you?"



"A bloody fortune. Wanna make a donation to the clinic?"

"You're losing your mind."

"Just a little crisis, Rudolph. I'm only thirty-two, too young for themidlife
crazies. I figure I'll get mine over with early."

"Take a month off. Go work with the homeless, get it out of your system,then
come back. This is a terrible time to leave, Mike. You know howfar behind we

"

dare.

"Won't work, Rudolph. It's no fun if there's a safety net."

"Fun? You're doing this for fun?"

"Absolutely. Think how much fun it would be to work without looking ata time
clock."

"What about Claire?" he asked, revealing the depths of his desperation. Hehardly
knew her, and he was the least qualified person in the firm todispense marital
advice.

"She's okay," I said. "I'd like to leave Friday."



He grunted in defeat. He closed his eyes, slowly shook his head. "Idon't believe
this."

"I'm sorry, Rudolph.”

We shook hands and promised to meet for an early breakfast to discussmy
unfinished work.

I didn't want Polly to hear it secondhand, so I went to my office andcalled her.
She was at home in Arlington, cooking dinner. It ruinedher week.

I picked up Thai food and took it home. I chilled some wine, fixed thetable, and
began rehearsing my lines.

If Claire suspected an ambush, it wasn't evident. Over the years wehad
developed the habit of simply ignoring each other, as opposed tofighting.
Therefore, our tactics were unrefined.

But I liked the idea of a blindside, of being thoroughly prepared with theshock,
then ready with the quips. I thought it would be nice and unfair,completely
acceptable within the confines of a crumbling marriage.



It was almost ten; she had eaten on the run hours earlier, so we wentstraight to
the den with glasses of wine. I stoked the fire and wesettled into our favorite
chairs. After a few minutes I said, "We needto talk."

"What is it?" she asked, completely unworried.

"I'm thinking of leaving Drake & Sweeney."

"Oh really." She took a drink. I admired her coolness. She either expectedthis or
wanted to seem unconcerned.

"Yes. I can't go back there."

"Why not?"

"I'm ready for a change. The corporate work is suddenly boring andunimportant,
and I want to do something to help people."

"That's nice." She was already thinking about the money, and I wasanxious to
see how long it would take to get around to it. "In fact,that's very admirable,
Michael."

"I told you about Mordecai Green. His clinic has offered me a job. I'mstarting
Monday."



"Monday?"

"Yes."

"So you've made your decision already."

"Yes."

"Without any discussion with me. I have no say in the matter, is thatright?"

"I can't go back to the firm, Claire. I told Rudolph today."

Another sip, a slight grinding of file teeth, a flash of anger but shelet it pass. Her
self-control was amazing.

We watched the fire, hypnotized by the orange flames. She spoke next. "Canl
ask what this does for us financially?"

"It changes things."

"How much is the new salary?"



"Thirty thousand a year."

"Thirty thousand a year," she repeated. Then she said it again, somehowmaking
it sound even lower. "That's less than what I make."

Her salary was thirty-one thousand, a figure that would increasedramatically in
the years to come--serious money was not far away. Forpurposes of the
discussion, I planned to have no sympathy for any whiningabout money.

"You don't do public interest law for the money," I said, trying not tosound
pious. "As I recall, you didn't go to med school for the money."

Like every med student in the country, she had begun her studies vowingthat
money was not the attraction. She wanted to help humanity. Samefor law
students. We all lied.

She watched the fire and did the math. I guessed she was probably thinkingabout
the rent. It was a very nice apartment; at twenty-four hundred amonth it
should've been even nicer. The furnishings were adequate. Wewere proud of
where we lived--right address, beautiful rowhouse,swanky neighborhood--but
we spent so little time there. And we seldomentertained. Moving would be an
adjustment, but we could endure it.

We had always been open about our finances; nothing was hidden. She knewwe
had around fifty-one thousand dollars in mutual funds, and twelvethousand in
the checking account. I was amazed at how little we'd savedin six years of
marriage. When vou're on the fast track at a big firm,the monev seems endless.



"I guess we'll have to make adjustments, won't we?" she said, staringcoldly at
me. The word "adjustments" was dripping with connotations. "Isuppose so."

"I'm tired," she said. She drained her glass, and went to the bedroom.

How pathetic, I thought. We couldn't even muster enough rancor to havea decent
fight.

Of course, I fully realized my new status in life. I was a wonderfulstory--
ambitious young lawyer transformed into an advocate for the poor;turns back on
blue-chip firm to work for nothing. Even though she thoughtl was losing my
mind, Claire had found it hard to criticize a saint.

I put a log on the fire, fixed another drink, and slept on the sofa.

The partners had a private dining room on the eighth floor, and it wassupposed
to be an honor for an associate to eat there. Rudolph was thesort of klutz who
would think that a bowl of Irish oatmeal at 7 A.M. intheir special room would
help return me to my senses. How could I turnmy back on a future filled with
power breakfasts?

He had exciting news. He'd spoken with Arthur late the night before andthere
was in the works a proposal to grant me a twelve-month sabbatical. Thefirm
would supplement whatever salary the clinic paid. It was a worthycause, they
should do more to protect the rights of the poor. I wouldbe treated as the firm's
designated pro bono bov for an entire vear.and thev could all feel good about



themselves. I would return with mybatteries recharged, my other interests
quelled, my talents once againdirected to the glory of Drake & Sweeney.

I was impressed and touched by the idea, and I could not simply dismissit. I
promised him I would think about it, and quickly. He cautioned thatit would
have to be approved by the executive committee since I was nota partner. The
firm had never considered such a leave for an associate.

Rudolph was desperate for me to stay, and it had little to do withfriendship. Our
antitrust division was logjammed with work, and weneeded at least two more
senior associates with my experience. It wasa terrible time for me to leave, but I
didn't care. The firm had eighthundred lawyers. They would find the bodies they
needed.

The year before I had billed just under seven hundred fifty thousanddollars. That
was why I was eating breakfast in their fancy little room,and listening to their
urgent plans to keep me. It also made sense totake my annual salary, throw it at
the homeless or any charity I wished,for that matter, then entice me back after
one year.

Once he finished with the idea of the sabbatical, we proceeded to reviewthe most
pressing

matters in my office. We were listing things todo when Braden Chance sat at a
table not far fromours. He didn't see me at first. There were a dozenor so
partners eating, most alone, most deep in themorning papers. I tried to ignore
him, but I finallylooked over and caught him glaring at me.
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around to see who it was. Chance nodded, said nothing, andsuddenly became
involved with some toast. "You know him?" Rudolph asked,under his breath.
"We've met," I said. During our brief encounter in hisoffice, Chance had
demanded the name of my supervising partner. I'd givenhim Rudolph's name. It
was obvious he had not lodged any complaints.

"An ass," Rudolph said, barely audible. It was unanimous. He flippeda page,
immediately forgot about Chance, and plowed ahead. There was alot of
unfinished work in my office.

I found myself thinking of Chance and the eviction file. He had a softlook, with
pale skin, delicate features, a fragile manner. I could notimagine him in the
streets, examining abandoned warehouses filled withsquatters, actually getting
his hands dirty to make sure his work wasthorough. Of course he never did that;
he had paralegals. Chance sat athis desk and supervised the paperwork, billing
several hundred an hourwhile the Hector Palmas of the firm took care of the
nasty details. Chancehad lunch and played golf with the executives of
RiverOaks; that washis role as a partner.

He probably didn't know the names of the people evicted from
theRiverOaks/TAG warehouse, and why should he? They were just
squatters,nameless, faceless, homeless. he wasn't there with the cops when
theywere dragged from their little dwellings and thrown into the streets.
ButHector Palma probably saw it happen.

And if Chance didn't know the names of Lontae Burton and family, thenhe
couldn't make the connection between the eviction and their deaths. Ormaybe he
did know now. Maybe someone had told him.

These questions would have to be answered by Hector Palma, and soon. Itwas



Wedneéday. I was leaving on Friday.

Rudolph wrapped up our breakfast at eight, just in time for anothermeeting in his
office with some very important people. I went to my deskand read the Post.
There was a gut-wrenching photo of the five unopenedcaskets in the sanctuary,
and a thorough review of the service and themarch afterward.

There was also an editorial, a well-written challenge to all of uswith food and
roofs to stop and think about the Lontae Burtons of ourcity. They were not going
away. They could not be swept from the streetsand deposited in some hidden
place so we didn't have to see them. Theywere living in cars, squatting in shacks,
freezing in makeshift tents,sleeping on park benches, waiting for beds in
crowded and sometimesdangerous shelters. We shared the same city; they were a
part of oursociety. If we didn't help them, they would multiply in numbers.
Andthey would continue to die in our streets.

I cut the editorial from the paper, folded it, and placed it in mywallet.

Through the paralegal network, I made contact with Hector Palma. Itwould not
be wise to approach him directly; Chance was probably lurkingnearby.

We met in the main library on the third floor, between stacks of books,away
from security cameras and anybody else. He was extremely nervous.

"Did you put that file on my desk?" I asked him point-blank. There waslittle time



for games.

"What file?" he asked, cutting his eyes around as if gunmen were trackingus.

"The RiverOaks/TAG eviction. You handled it, right?"

He didn't know how much I knew, or how little. "Yeah," he said.

"Where's the file?"

He pulled a book off the shelf and acted as though he were deep inresearch.
"Chance keeps all the files."

"In his office?"

"Yes. Locked in a file cabinet." We were practically whispering. Ihad not been
nervous about the meeting, but I caught myself glancingaround. Anybody
watching would have immediately known that we were upto something.

"What's in the file?" I asked.

"Bad stuff."



"Tell me."

"I have a wife and four kids. I'm not about to get fired."

"You have my word."

"You're leaving. What do you care?"

Word traveled fast, but I was not surprised. I often wondered who gossipedmore,
the lawyers or their secretaries. Probably the paralegals.

"Why did you put that file on my desk?" I asked.

He reached for another book, his right hand literally shaking. "I don'tknow what
you're talking about."”

He flipped a few pages, then walked to the end of the' row. I followedalong,
certain no one was anywhere near us. He stopped and found anotherbook; he still
wanted to talk.

"I need that file," I said.



"I don't have it."

"Then how can I get it?"

"You'll have to steal it."

"Fine. Where do I get a key?"

He studied my face for a moment, trying to decide how serious I was. "Idon't
have a key," he said.

"How'd you get the list of evictees?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Yes you do. You put it on my desk."

"You're as crazy as hell," he said, and walked away. I waited for himto stop, but
he kept going, past the rows of shelves, past the stackedtiers, past the front desk,
and out of the library.



I had no intention of busting my ass my last three days at the firm,regardless of
what I'd led Rudolph to believe. Instead, I covered my deskwith antitrust litter,
shut the door, stared at the walls, and smiled atall the things I was leaving
behind. The pressure was lifting with everybreath. No more labor with a time
clock wrapped around my throat. Nomore eighty-hour weeks because my
ambitious colleagues might be doingeighty-five. No more brown-nosing those
above me. No more nightmaresabout getting the partnership door slammed in
my face.

I called Mordecai and formally accepted the job. He laughed, and jokedabout
finding a way to pay me. I would start Monday, but he wanted meto stop by
earlier for a brief orientation. I pictured the interior ofthe 14th Street Legal
Clinic, and wondered which of the empty, clutteredoffices I would be assigned.
As if it mattered.

By late afternoon, I was spending most of my time accepting gravefarewells
from friends and colleagues convinced I had truly lost mymind.

I took it well. After all, I was approaching sainthood.

Meanwhile, my wife was visiting a divorce hater, a female one withthe
reputation of being a merciless ball-squeezer.

Claire was waiting for me when I arrived home at six, rather early. Thekitchen
table was covered with notes and computer spreadsheets. Acalculator sat ready.



She was icy, and well prepared. This time, I walkedinto the ambush.

"I suggest we get a divorce, on the grounds of unreconcilable differences,"she
began pleasantly. "We don't fight. We don't point fingers. We admitwhat we
have been unable to say--the marriage is over."

She stopped and waited for me to say something. I couldn't actsurprised. Her
mind was made up; what good would it do to object? I hadto seem as
coldblooded as she. "Sure," I said, trying to be as nonchalantas possible. There
was an element of relief in finally being honest. Butit did bother me that she
wanted the divorce more than I did.

To keep the upper hand, she then mentioned her meeting with JacquelineHume,
her new divorce lawyer, dropping the name as if it were a mortarround, then
relaying for my benefit the self-serving opinions hermouthpiece had delivered.

"Why did you hire a lawyer?" I asked, interrupting.

"I want to make sure I'm protected."”

"And you think I would take advantageof you?"

"You're a lawyer. I want a lawyer. It's that simple."

"Youcould've saved a lot of money by not hiring her," I said, trying to bea little



contentious. After all, this was a divorce.

"But I feel much better now that I have."

She handed me Exhibit A, a worksheet of our assets andliabilities. Exhibit B was
a proposed split of these. Not surprisingly,she intended to get the majority. We
had cash of twelve thousand dollars,and she wanted to use half of it to pay off
the bank loan on her car. Iwould get twentyfive hundred of the remainder. No
mention of payingoff the sixteen thousand owed on my Lexus. She wanted forty
thousandof the fifty-one thousand dollars we had in mutual funds. I got to
keepmy 401K.

"Not exactly an even split," I said.

"It's not going to be equal," she said with all the confidence of onewho had just
hired a pit bull.

"Why not?"

"Because I'm not the one going through a midlife crisis."

"So it's my fault?"

"We're not assigning fault. We're dividing the assets. For reasonsknown only to
you, you've decided to take a cut in pay of ninetythousand dollars a year. Why



should I sutter the consequences? Mylawyer is contident she can convince a
judge that your actions havewrecked us financially. You want to go crazy, fine.
But don't expect meto starve."

"Small chance of that."

"I'm not going to bicker."

"I wouldn't either if I were getting everything." I felt compelled tocause some
measure of trouble. We couldn't scream and throw things. Wedamned sure
weren't going to cry. We couldn't make nasty accusationsabout affairs or
chemical addictions. What kind of divorce was this?

A very sterile one. She ignored me and continued down her list of notes,one no
doubt prepared by the mouthpiece. "The aparunent lease is upJune thirtieth, and
I'll stay here until then. That's ten thousandin rent."

"When would you like me to leave?"

"As soon as you'd like."

"Fine." If she wanted me out, I wasn't about to beg to stay. It wasan exercise in
one-upsmanship. Which side of the table could show moredisdain than the
other?
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Iwanted to rattle her, to watch her do an instant thaw.

Instead, I kept my cool. "I'll be gone by the weekend," I said. She hadno
response, but she didn't frown.

"Why do you think you're entitled to eighty percent of the mutualfunds?" I
asked.

"I'm not getting eighty percent. I'll spend ten thousand in rent, anotherthree
thousand in utilities, two thousand to pay off our joint creditcards, and we'll owe
about six thousand in taxes incurred together. That'sa total of twenty-one
thousand."

Exhibit C was a thorough list of the personal property, beginning with theden
and ending in the empty bedroom. Neither of us would dare fall intoa squabble
over pots and pans, so the division was quite amicable. "Takewhat you want," I
said several times, especially when addressing itemssuch as towels and bed
linens. We traded a few things, doing it withfinesse. My position on several
assets was driven more by a reluctanceto physically move them than by any
pride of ownership.

I wanted a television and some dishes. Bachelorhood had been sprungsuddenly
upon me, and I had trouble contemplating the furnishing of a newplace. She, on
the other hand, had spent hours living in the future.

But she was fair. We finished the drudgery of Exhibit C, and declaredourselves
to be equitably divided. We would sign a separation agreement,wait six months,
then go to court together and legally dissolve ourunion.



Neither of us wanted any postgame chat. I found my overcoat, and wentfor a
long walk through the streets of Georgetown, wondering how lifehad changed so
dramatically.

The erosion of the marriage had been slow, but certain. The change incareers
had hit like a bullet. Things were moving much too fast, but Iwas unable to stop
them.

The sabbatical concept was killed in the executive committee. Whileno one was
supposed to know what that group did in its private meetings,it was reported to
me by a very somber Rudolph that a bad precedent couldbe set. With a firm so
large, granting a year's leave to one associatemight trigger all sorts of requests
from other malcontents.

There would be no safety net. The door would slam when I walked throughit.

"Are you sure you know what you're doing?" he asked, standing before mydesk.
There were two large storage boxes on the floor next to him. Pollywas already
packing my junk.

"I'm sure," I said with a smile. "Don't worry about me."

"I tried."

"Thanks, Rudolph." He left, shaking his head. After Claire'sblindside the night



before, I had not been able to think about thesabbatical. More urgent thoughts
cluttered my brain. I was about to bedivorced, and single, and homeless myself.

Suddenly I was concerned with a new apartment, not to mention a new joband
office and career. I closed the door, and scanned the real estatesection of the
classifieds.

I would sell the car and get rid of the four-hundredeighty-dollar-a-
monthpayment. I'd buy a clunker, insure it heavily, and wait for it todisappear
into the darkness of my new neighborhoods. If I wanted a decentapartment in the
District, it became apparent that most of my new salarywould go for rent.

I left early for lunch, and spent two hours racing around CentralWashington
looking at lofts. The cheapest was a dump for eleven hundreda month, much too
much for a street lawyer.

Another file awaited me upon my return from lunch; another plainmanila legal-
sized one, with no writing on the outside of it. Same spoton my desk. Inside, two
keys were taped to the left side, a typed notewas stapled to the right. It read:

Top key is to Chance's door. Bottom key is to file

drawer under window. Copy and return. Careful,



Chance is very suspicious. Lose the keys.

Polly appeared instantly, as she so often did; no knock, not a sound,just a sudden
ghostlike presence in the room. She was pouting and ignoringme. We'd been
together for four years, and she claimed to be devastatedby my departure. We
weren't really that close. She'd be reassigned indays. She was a very nice person,
but the least of my worries.

I quickly closed the file, not knowing if she had seen it. I waitedfor a moment as
she busied herself with my storage boxes. She didn'tmention it--strong evidence
that she was unaware of it. But since shesaw everything in the hallway around
my office, I couldn't imagine howHector or anyone else could enter and leave
without being seen.

Barry Nuzzo, fellow hostage and friend, dropped by to have a serioustalk. He
shut the door and stepped around the boxes. I didn't want todiscuss my leaving,
so I told him about Claire. His wife and Clairewere both from Providence, a fact
that seemed oddly significant inWashington. We had socialized with them a few
times over the years,but the group friendship had gone the way of the marriage.

He was surprised, then saddened, then seemed to shake it off quitewell. "You're
having a bad month," he said. "I'm sorry."

"It's been a long slide," I said.

We talked about the old days, the guys who had come and gone. We had
notbothered to replay the Mister affair over a beer, and that struck me asstrange.

Two friends face death together, walk away from it, then gettoo busy to help
each onther with the aftermath
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We eventually got around to it; it was difficult to avoid with thestorage boxes in
the middle of the floor. I realized that the incidentwas the reason for our
conversation.

"I'm sorry I let you down," he said.

"Come on, Barry."

"No, really. I should're been here."

llWhy?H

"Because it's obvious you've lost your mind," he said with a laugh.

I tried to enjoy his humor. "Yeah, I'm a little crazy now, I guess,but I'll get over
it."

"No, seriously, I heard you were having trouble. I tried to find you lastweek but
you were gone. I was worried about you, but I've been in trial,you know, the
usual."

"I know."



"I really feel bad for not being here, Mike. I'm sorry, '

"Come on. Stop it."

"We all got the hell scared out of us, but you could've been hit."

"He could've killed all of us, Barry. Real dynamite, a missed shot,boom. Let's
not replay it."

"The last thing I saw as we were scrambling out the door was you,covered with
blood, screaming. I thought you were hit. We got outside,in a pile, with people
grabbing us, yelling, and I was waiting for theblast. I thought, Mike's still in
there, and he's hurt. We stopped bythe elevators. Somebody cut the ropes from
our wrists, and I glancedback just in time to see you as the cops grabbed you. I
remember theblood. All that damned blood."

I didn't say anything. He needed this. Somehow it would ease his mind. Hecould
report to Rudolph and the others that he had at least tried totalk me out of it.

"All the way down, I kept asking, 'Did Mike get hit? Did ,Mike gethit?' No one
could answer. It seemed like an hour passed before theysaid you were okay. I
was going to call you when I got home, but thekids wouldn't leave me alone. I
should have."

"Forget it."



"I'm sorry, Mike."

"Please don't say that again. It's over, done with. We could've talkedabout it for
days, and nothing would've changed."

"When did you realize you were leaving?"

I had to think about this for a moment. The truthful answer was at thepoint
Sunday when Bill yanked the sheets back and I saw my little palOntario finally
at peace. It was then and there, at that moment, in thecity morgue, that I became
someone else.

"Over the weekend," I said, with no further explanation. He didn'tneed one.

He shook his head, as if the storage boxes were primarily his fault. Idecided to
help him through it. "You couldn't have stopped me, Barry. Noone could."

Then he began nodding, in agreement because he understood somehow. A gunin
your face, the clock stops, priorities emerge at once--God, family,friends. Money
falls to the bottom. The Firm and the Career vanish aseach awful second ticks by
and you realize this could be the last dayof your life.

"How about you?" I asked. "How are you doing?"



The Firm and the Career stay on the bottom for a few short hours.

"We started a trial on Thursday. In fact, we were preparing for it whenMister
interrupted us. We couldn't ask the Judge for a continuancebecause the client had
been waiting four years for a trial date. And weweren't injured, you know. Not
physically, anyway. So we kicked into highgear, started the trial, and never
slowed down. The trial saved us."

Of course it did. Work is therapy, even salvation at Drake & Sweeney. Iwanted
to scream at him, because two weeks ago I would have said thesame thing.

"Good," I said. How nice. "So you're okay?"

"Sure." He was a litigator, a macho player withTeflon skin. He also had three
kids, so the luxury of a

thirtysomething detour was out of the question. The clock suddenly calledhim.
We shook hands, embraced, and made all the usual promises to keepin touch.

I kept the door closed so I could stare at the file and decidewhat to do. Before
long I'd made a few assumptions. One, the keysworked. Two, it was not a setup;
I had no known enemies and Iwas leaving anyway. Three, the file was really in
the office, in thedrawer under the window. Four, it was possible to get it without
beingcaught. Five, it could be copied in a short period of time. Six, it couldthen
be returned as if nothing had happened. Seven, and the biggest ofall, it actually



contained damning evidence.

I wrote these down on a legal pad. Taking the file would be grounds forinstant
dismissal, but I didn't care about that. Same for getting caughtin Chance's office
with an unauthorized key.

Copying it would be the challenge. Since no file at the firm was lessthan an inch
thick, there would probably be a hundred pages to Xerox,assuming I copied
everything. I would have to stand in front of a machinefor several minutes,
exposed. That would be too dangerous. Secretariesand clerks did the copying,
not lawyers. The machines were high-tech,complicated, and no doubt just
waiting to jam the instant I pushed abutton. They were also coded--buttons had
to be pushed so that everycopy could be billed to a client. And they were in open
areas. I couldn'tthink of a sin gle copier in a corner. Perhaps I could find one in
anothersection of the firm, but my presence there would be suspicious.

I would have to leave the building with it, and that would border on beinga
criminal act. I wouldn't steal the file, though, just borrow it.

At four, I walked through the real estate section with my sleeves rolledup,
holding a stack of files as if I had serious business there. Hectorwas not at his
desk. Braden Chance was in his office, with his doorcracked, his bitchy voice on
the phone. A secretary smiled at me as Istrolled by. I saw no security cameras
peeking down from above. Somefloors had them; others didn't. Who'd want to
breach security in realestate?

I left at five. I bought sandwiches at a deli and drove to my newoffice.



My partners were still there, waiting for me. Sofia actually smiledas we shook
hands, but only for an instant.

"Welcome aboard," Abraham said gravely, as if I were climbing onto asinking
ship. Mordecai waved his arms at a small room next to his.

"How about this?" he said. "Suite E."

"Beautiful," I said, stepping into my new office. It was about halfthe size of the
one I'd just left. My desk at the firm wouldn't fit init. There were four file
cabinets on one wall, each a different color. Thelight was a bare bulb hanging
from the ceiling. I didn't see a phone.

"I like it," I said, and I wasn't lying.

"We'll get you a phone tomorrow," he said, pulling the shades downover a
window AC unit. "This was last used by a young lawyer namedBanebridge."

"What happened to him?"

"Couldn't handle the money."



It was getting dark, and Sofia seemed anxious to leave. Abraham retreatedto his
office. Mordecai and I ate dinner at his desk--the sandwichesI'd brought with the
bad coffee he'd brewed.

The copier was a bulky one of eighties’ vintage, free of code panels andthe other
bells and whistles favored by my former firm. It sat in a cornerof the main room,
near one of the four desks covered with old files.

"What time are you leaving tonight?" I asked Mordecai between bites.

"I don't know. In an hour I guess. Why?"

"Just curious. I'm going back to Drake & Sweeney for a couple of hours,last-
minute stuff they want me to finish. Then I'd like to bring a loadof my office
junk here, tonight. Would that be possible?"

He was chewing his food. He reached into a drawer, pulled out a ringwith three
keys on it, and tossed it to me. "Come and go as you please,"he said.

"Will it be safe?"

"No. So be careful. Park right out there, as close to the door as youcan. Walk
fast. Then lock yourself in."

He must have seen the fear in my eyes, because he said, "Get used toit. Be



smart."

I walked fast and smart to my car at six-thirty. The sidewalk was empty;no
hoodlums, no gunfire, not a scratch on my Lexus. I felt proud as ITunlocked it and
drove away. Maybe I could survive on the streets.

The drive back to Drake & Sweeney took eleven minutes. If it tookthirty minutes
to copy Chance's file, then it would be out of his officefor about an hour.
Assuming all went well. And he would never know. Iwaited until eight, then
walked casually down to real estate, my sleevesrolled up again as if I were hard
at work.

The hallways were deserted. I knocked on Chance's door, no answer. Itwas

locked. I then checked every office, knocking softly at first, thenharder, then
turning the knob. About half were locked. Around each comer,I checked for
security cameras. I looked in conference rooms and typingpools. Not a soul.

The key to his door was just like mine, same color and size. It workedperfectly,
and I was suddenly inside a dark office and faced with thedecision of whether or
not to turn on the lights. A person driving bycouldn't tell which office was
suddenly lit, and I doubted if anyonein the hallway could see a ray of light at the
bottom of the door. Plus,it was very dark, and I didn't have a flashlight. I locked
the door,turned on the lights, went straight to the file drawer under the
window,and unlocked it with the second key. On my knees, I quietly pulled
thedrawer out.

There were dozens of files, all relating to RiverOaks, all arranged



neatlyaccording to some method. Chance and his secretary were well
organized,a trait our firm cherished. A thick one was labeled RiverOaks/TAG,
Inc. Igently removed it, and began to flip through it. I wanted to make sureit was
the right file.

A male voice yelled "Hey!" in the hallway, and I jumped out of myskin.

Another male voice answered from a few doors down, and the two struck upa
conversation somewhere very near Chance's door. Basketball talk. Bulletsand
Knicks.

With rubbery knees, I walked to the door. I turned off the lights,listening to their
talk. Then I sat on Braden's fine leather sofa forten minutes. If I was seen leaving
the office empty-handed, nothing wouldbe done. Tomorrow was my last day
anyway. Of course I wouldn't have thefile either.

What if someone spotted me leaving with the file? If they confronted me,I would
be dead.

I pondered the situation furiously, getting caught in every scenario. Bepatient, I
kept telling myself. They'll go away. Basketball was followedby girls, neither
sounded married, probably a couple of derks fromGeorgetown's law school,
working nights. Their voices soon faded.

I locked the drawer in the dark and took the file. Five minutes, six,seven, eight. I
quietly opened the door, slowly placed my head in thecrack, and looked up and
down the hall. No one. I scooted out, pastHector's desk, and headed for the
reception area, walking briskly whiletrying to appear casual.



"Hey!" someone yelled from behind. I turned a corner, and glanced backjust
quickly enough to see a guy coming after me. The nearest door wasto a small
library. I ducked inside; luckily it was dark. I moved betweentiers of books until
I found another door on the other side. I opened it,and at the end of a short
hallway I saw an exit sign above a door. I ranthrough it. Figuring I could run
faster down the stairs than up them,I bounded down, even though my office was
two floors above. If by chancehe recognized me, he might go there looking for
me.

I emerged on the ground floor, out of breath, without a coat, notwanting to be
seen by anyone, especially the security person guarding theelevators to keep out
any more street people. I went to a side exit, thesame one Polly and I had used to
avoid the reporters the night Mister gotshot. It was freezing and a light rain was
falling as I ran to my car.

The thoughts of a bungling firsttime thief. It was a stupid thingto do. Very
stupid. Did I get caught? No one saw me leave Chance'soffice. No one knew I
had a file that wasn't mine.

I shouldn't have run. When he yelled, I should're stopped, chatted himup, acted
as if everything were fine, and if he wanted to see the file,I'd rebuke him and
send him away. He was probably just one of the lowlyclerks I had heard earlier.

But why had he yelled like that? If he didn't know me, why was he tryingto stop
me from the other end of the hallway? I drove onto Massachusetts,in a hurry to
get the copying done and somehow get the file back whereit belonged. I had
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Chance's office, then I would do so.

I relaxed a little. The heater was blowing at full speed.

There was no way to know that a drug bust had gone bad, a cop had beenshot, a
Jaguar owned by a dealer was speeding down Eighteenth Street. Ihad the green

light on New Hampshire, but the boys who shot the copweren't concerned with

the rules of the road. The Jaguar was a blur tomy left, then the air bag exploded
in my face.

When I came to, the driver's door was pinching my left shoulder. Blackfaces
were staring in at me through the shattered window. I heard sirens,then drifted
away again.

One of the paramedics unlatched my seat belt, and they pulled me overthe
console and through the passenger door. "I don't see any blood,"someone said.

"Can you walk?" a paramedic asked. My shoulder and ribs were hurting. Itried to
stand, but my legs wouldn't work.

"I'm okay," I said, sitting on the edge of a stretcher. There was a racketbehind
me, but I couldn't turn around. They strapped me down, and as Ientered the
ambulance I saw the Jaguar, upside down and surrounded bycops and medics.

I kept saying, "I'm okay, I'm okay," as they checked my blood pressure. Wewere
moving; the siren faded.



They took me to the emergency room at George Washington UniversityMedical
Center. X-rays revealed no breaks of any type. I was bruisedand in terrible pain.
They filled me with painkillers and rolled me upto a private room.

I awoke sometime in the night. Claire was sleeping in a chair next to my bed.

She left before dawn. A sweet note on the table told me that she hadto make her
rounds, and that she would return mid-morning. She had talkedto my doctors,
and it was likely that I would not die.

We seemed perfectly normal and happy, a cute couple devoted to eachother. I
drifted off wondering why, exactly, we were going through theprocess of a
divorce.

A nurse woke me at seven and handed me the note. I read it again asshe rattled
on about the weather--sleet and snow--and took my bloodpressure. I asked her
for a newspaper. She brought it thirty minuteslater with my cereal. The story was
front page, Metro. The narc was shotseveral times in a gun battle; his condition
was critical. He'd killedone dealer. The second dealer was the Jaguar driver, who
died at thescene of the crash under circumstances still to be investigated. I
wasnot mentioned, which was fine.

Had I not been involved, the story would have been an everyday
shootoutbetween cops and crack dealers, ignored and unread by me. Welcome
tothe streets. I tried to convince myself it could've happened to anyD.C.
professional, but it was a hard sell. To be in that part of townafter dark was to
ask for trouble.



My upper left arm was swollen and already turning blue--the left shoulderand
collarbone stiff and tender to the touch. My ribs were sore to thepoint of keeping
me perfectly still. They hurt only when I breathed. Imade it to the bathroom
where I relieved myself and looked at my face. Anair bag is a small bomb. The
impact stuns the face and chest. But thedamage was minimal: slightly swollen
nose and eyes, an upper lip thathad a new shape. Nothing that wouldn't disappear
over the weekend.

The nurse was back with more pills. I made her identify each one, thenl said no
to the entire collection. They were for pain and stiffness,and I wanted a clear
head. The doc popped in at seven-thirty for a quickgoing-over. With nothing
broken or tipped, my hours as a patient werenumbered. He suggested another
round of X-rays, to be safe. I tried tosay no, but he had already discussed file
matter with my wife.

So I limped around my room for an eternity, testing my wounded body
parts,watching the morning newsbabble, hoping no one I knew would
suddenlyenter and see me in my yellow paisley gown.

Finding a wrecked car in the District is a baffling chore, especiallywhen initiated
so soon after the accident. I started with the phone book,my only source, and
half the numbers in Traffic went unanswered. Theother half were answered with
great indifference. It was early, theweather was bad. It was Friday, why get
involved?

Most wrecked cars were taken to a city lot on Rasco Road, up inNortheast. I
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Control; I was dialing police extensions at random. Othercars were sometimes
taken to other lots, and there was a good chance minecould still be attached to
the wrecker. The wreckers were privately owned,she explained, and this had
always caused trouble. She once worked inTraffic, but hated it over there.

I thought of Mordecai, my new source for all information related to thestreet. I
waited until nine to call him. I told him the story, assuredhim I was in great
shape in spite of being in a hospital, and asked himif he knew how to find a
wrecked car. He had some ideas.

I called Polly with the same story.

"You're not coming in?" she asked, her voice faltering. "I'm in thehospital, Polly.
Are you listening to me?" There was hesitation on herend, confirming what I
feared. I could envision a cake with a punch bowlnext to it, probably in a
conference room, on the table, with fifty peoplestanding around it proposing
toasts and making short speeches about howwonderful I was. I had been to a
couple of those parties myself. Theywere awful. I was determined to avoid my
own send-off.

"When are you getting out?" she asked.

"Don't know. Maybe tomorrow." It was a lie; I was leaving before noon,with or
without my medical team's approval.

More hesitation. The cake, the punch, the important speeches from busypeople,
maybe even a gift or two. How would she handle it? "I'm sorry,"she said.



"Me too. Is anybody looking for me?"

"No. Not yet."

"Good. Please tell Rudolph about the accident, and I'll call himlater. Gotta go.
They want more tests."

And so my once promising career at Drake & Sweeney sputtered to anend. I
skipped my own retirement party. At the age of thirty-two I wasfreed from the
shackles of corporate servitude, and the money. I wasleft to follow my
conscience. I would've felt great if not for the knifesticking through my ribs
every time I moved.

Claire arrived after eleven. She huddled with my doctor in the hall. Icould hear
them out there, speaking their language. They stepped into myroom, jointly
announced my release, and I changed into clean clothes shehad brought from
home. She drove me there, a short trip during whichlittle was said. There was no
chance at reconciliation. Why should asimple car wreck change anything? She
was there as a friend and a doctor,not a wife.

She fixed tomato soup and tucked me into the sofa. She lined up my pillson the
kitchen counter, gave me my instructions, and left.



I was still for ten minutes, long enough to eat half the soup and a fewof the
saltines, then I was on the phone. Mordecai had found nothing.

Working from the classifieds, I began calling Realtors and apartmentlocating
services. Then I called for a sedan from a car service. I tooka long, hot shower to
loosen my bruised body.

My driver was Leon. I sat in the front with him, trying not to grimaceand groan
with each pothole he hit.

I couldn't afford a nice apartment, but at the least I wanted one thatwas safe.
Leon had some ideas. We stopped at a newsstand and I pickedup two free
brochures on District real estate.

In Leon's opinion, a good place to live right now, but this couldchange in six
months, he warned me, was Adams-Morgan, north of DupontCircle. It was a
wellknown district, one I had been through many times,never with any desire to
stop and browse. The streets were lined withturn-of-the-century rowhouses, all
of which were still inhabited, which,in D.C., meant a vibrant neighborhood. The
bars and clubs were hot at themoment, according to Leon, and the best new
restaurants were there. Theseedy sections were just around the corner, and of
course one had tobe extremely careful. If important people like senators got
themselvesmugged on Capitol Hill, then no one was safe.

Driving toward Adams-Morgan, Leon was suddenly confronted with a
potholelarger than his car. We bounced through it, getting airborne for
whatseemed to be ten seconds, then landing very hard. I couldn't help butscream
as the entire left side of my torso collapsed in pain.



Leon was horrified. I had to tell him the truth, where I'd slept lastnight. He
slowed down considerably, and became my Realtor. He helped meup the stairs at
my first prospect, a run-down flat With the unmistakablesmell of cat urine
emanating from the carpet. In no uncertain terms,Leon told the landlord she
should be ashamed showing the place in suchcondition.

The second stop was a loft five floors above the street, and I almostdidn't make it
up the stairs. No elevator. And not much heating. Leonpolitely thanked the
manager.

The next loft was four floors up, but with a nice, clean elevator. Therowhouse
was on Wyoming, a pretty shaded street just off Connecticut. Therent was five
hundred and fifty a month, and I had already said yesbefore I saw the place. I
was sinking fast, thinking more and more aboutthe pain pills I'd left on the
counter, and ready to rent anything.

Three tiny rooms in an attic with sloping ceilings, a bathroom withplumbing that
seemed to be working, clean floors, and something of aview over the street.

"We'll take it," Leon said to the landlord. I was leaning on a doorframe, ready to
collapse. In a small office in the basement, I hurriedlyread the lease, signed it,
and wrote a check for the deposit and firstmonth's rent.

I'd told Claire I'd be out by the weekend. I was determined to makeit happen.

If Leon was curious about my move from the swankiness of Georgetown toa
three-room pigeonhole in Adams-Morgan, he didn't ask. He was too muchof a
professional. He returned me to our apartment, and he waited inthe car while I
swallowed mv nills and tnok a anick nan
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A phone was ringing somewhere in the midst of my chemical-inducedfog. I
stumbled forth, found it, managed to say, "Hello." Rudolph said,"Thought you
were in the hospital." I heard his voice, and recognizedit, but the fog was still
clearing. "I was," I said, thick-tongued. "NowI'm not. What do you want?"

"We missed you this afternoon."

Ah yes. The punch and cake show. "I didn't plan to be in a carwreck, Rudolph.
Please forgive me." "A lot of people wanted to saygood-bye."

"They can drop me a line. Tell them to just fax it over."

"You feel lousy, don't you?"

"Yes, Rudolph. I feel like I've just been hit by a car."

"Are you on medication?"

"Why do you care?"



"Sorry. Look, Braden Chance was in my office an hour ago. He's quiteanxious to
see you. Odd, don't you think?"

The fog lifted and my head was much clearer. "See me about what?"

"He wouldn't say. But he's looking for you."

"Tell him I've left."

"I did. Sorry to bother you. Stop by if you get a minute. You still havefriends
here."

"Thanks, Rudolph."

I stuffed the pills in my pockets. Leon was napping in the car. As wesped away,
I called Mordecai. He'd found the accident report; it listeda Hundley Towing as

the wrecker service. Hundley Towing used an answeringmachine for most of its
calls. The streets were slick, lots of accidents,a busy time for people who owned
tow trucks. A mechanic had finallyanswered the phone around three, but proved
to be completely useless.

Leon found the Hundley place on Rhode Island near Seventh. In betterdays it
had been a full-service gas station, now it was a garage,towing service, usedcar
lot, and U-Haul trailer rental. Every windowwas adorned with black bars. Leon
maneuvered as close as possible to thefront door. "Cover me," I said, as I got out



and dashed inside. The doorkicked back when I walked through, hitting me on
my left arm. I doubledover in pain. A mechanic wearing overalls and grease
rounded a comerand glared at me.

i explained why I was there. He found a clipboard and studied papersstuck to it.
In the rear, I could hear men talking and cursing---nodoubt they were back there
shooting dice, drinking whiskey, probablyselling crack.

"The police have it," he said, still looking at the papers.

"Any idea why?"

"Not really. Was there a crime or something?"

"Yeah, but my car wasn't involved with the crime."

He gave me a blank look. He had his own problems.

"Any idea where it might be?" I asked, trying to be pleasant.

"When they impound them, they usually take them to a lot up on Georgia,north
of Howard."

"IAwr manyr late Anoc tha ~itxr hava?"
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He shrugged and began walking away. "More than one," he said,
anddisappeared.

I managed the door with care, then bolted for Leon's car.

It was dark when we found the lot, half a city block lined with chainlink and
razor wire. Inside were hundreds of wrecked cars, arrangedhaphazardly, some
stacked on top of others.

Leon stood with me on the sidewalk, peering through the chain link.
"Overthere," I said, pointing. The Lexus was parked near a shed, facingus. The
impact had demolished the left front. The fender was gone;the engine exposed
and crushed.

"You're a very lucky man," Leon said.

Next to it was the Jaguar, its roof flattened, all windows missing.

There was an office of some type in the shed, but it was closed anddark. The
gates were locked with heavy chains. The razor wire glistenedin the rain. There
were tough guys hanging around a corner, not faraway. I could feel them
watching us. "Let's get out of here," I said.

Leon drove me to National Airport. the onlv place I knew to renta car.



The table was set; carry-out Chinese was on the stove. Claire waswaiting, and
worried to some degree, though it was impossible to tellhow much. I told her I
had to go rent a car, pursuant to instructionsfrom my insurance company. She

examined me like a good doctor, and mademe take a pill.

"I thought you were going to rest," she said.

"I tried. It didn't work. I'm starving."

It would be our last meal together as husband and wife, ending the sameway
we'd begun, with something fast and prepared elsewhere.

"Do you know someone named Hector Palma?" she asked, halfway
throughdinner. I swallowed hard. "Yes."

"He called an hour ago. Said it was important that he talk to you. Whois he?"

"A paralegal with the firm. I was supposed to spend the morning withhim going
over one of my cases. He's in a tight spot."



"Must be. He wants to meet with you at nine tonight, at Nathan's onM."

"Why a bar?" I mused.

"He didn't say. Sounded suspicious."

My appetite vanished, but I kept eating to appear unmoved. Not that itwas
necessary. She couldn't have cared less.

I walked to M Street, in a light rain that was turning to sleet,and in significant
pain. Parking would've been impossible on Fridaynight. And I hoped to stretch
my muscles some, and clear my head.

The meeting could be nothing but trouble, and I prepped for it as Iwalked. I
thought of lies to cover my trail, and more lies to cover thefirst set. Now that I
had stolen, the lying didn't seem like such a bigdeal. Hector might be working
for the firm; there was a chance he couldbe wired. I would listen carefully, and
say little.

Nathan's was only half-full. I was ten minutes early, but he was there,waiting for
me in a small booth. As I approached he suddenly jumped fromhis seat and
thrust a hand at me. "You must be Michael. I'm Hector Palma,from real estate.
Nice to meet you."



It was an assault, a burst of personality that put me on my heels. Ishook hands,
reeling, and said something like, "Nice to meet you."

He pointed to the booth. "Here, have a seat," he said, all warmth andsmiles. I
delicately-bent and squeezed my way into the booth.

"What happened to your face?" he asked.

"I kissed an air bag."

"Yeah, I heard about the accident," he said quickly. Very quickly. "Areyou
okay? Any broken bones?"

"No," I said slowly, trying to read him.

"Heard the other guy got killed," he said, a split second after I'dspoken. He was
in charge of this conversation. I was supposed to followalong. "Yeah, some drug
dealer."

"This city," he said, as the waiter appeared. "What'll you have?" Hectorasked
me.

"Black coffee," I said. At that moment, as he pondered his choice ofdrinks, one
of his feet began tapping me on the leg.



"What kind of beer do you have?" he asked the waiter, a question theyhated. The
waiter looked straight ahead and began rattling off brands.

The tapping brought our eyes together. His hands were together on thetable.
Using the waiter as a shield, he barely curled his right indexfinger and pointed to
his chest.

"Molson," he announced suddenly, and the waiter left.

He was wired, and they were watching. Wherever they were, they couldn'tsee
through the waiter. Instinctively, I wanted to turn and examine theother people in
the bar. But I withstood the temptation, thanks in nosmall part to a neck as
pliable as a board.

That explained the hearty hello, as if we'd never met. Hector had beengrilled all
day, and he was denying everything.

"I'm a paralegal in real estate," he explained. "You've met Braden Chance,one of
our partners."

"Yes." Since my words were being recorded, I would offer little.

"I work primarily for him. You and I spoke briefly one day last weekwhen you
visited his office."



"If you say so. I don't remember seeing you."

I caught a very faint smile, a relaxing around the eyes, nothing asurveillance
camera could catch. Under the table, I tapped his leg withmy foot. Hopefully we
were dancing to the same tune.

"Look, the reason I asked you to meet me is because a file is missingfrom
Braden's office."”

"Am I the accused?"

"Well, no, but you're a possible suspect. It was the file you asked forwhen you
sort of barged into his office last week."

"Then I am being accused," I said hotly.

"Not yet. Relax. The firm is doing a thorough investigation of the matter,and
we're simply talking to everyone we can think of. Since I heard youask Braden
for the file, the firm instructed me to talk to you. It'sthat simple."

"I don't know what you're talking about. It's that simple."

"You know nothing about the file?"



"Of course not. Why would I take a file from a partner's office?"

"Would you take a polygraph?"

"Certainly," I said firmly, even indignantly. There was no way in helll would
take a polygraph.

"Good. They're asking all of us to do it. Everybody remotely near thefile."

The beer and coffee arrived, giving us a brief pause to evaluate andreposition.
Hector had just told me he was in deep trouble. A polygraphwould kill him. Did
you meet Michael Brock before he left the firm? Didyou discuss the missing
file? Did you give him copies of anything takenfrom the file? Did you assist him
in obtaining the missing file? Yes orno. Hard questions with simple answers.
There was no way he could lieand survive the test.

"They're fingerprinting too," he said. He said this in a lower voice, notin an
effort to avoid the hidden mike, but rather to soften the blow.

It didn't work. The thought of leaving prints had never occurred to me,neither
before the theft, nor since. "Good for them," I said.

"In fact, they lifted prints all afternoon. From the door, the lightswitch, the file
cabinet. Lots of prints."



"Hope they find their man."

"It's really coincidental, you know. Braden had a hundred active filesin his
office, and the only one missing is the one you were quite anxiousto see."

"Are you trying to say something?"

"I just said it. A real coincidence." He was doing this for the benefitof our
listeners.

I thought perhaps I should perform too. "I don't like the way you saidit," I
practically yelled at him. "If you want to accuse me of something,then go to the
cops, get a warrant, and get me picked up. Otherwise,keep your stupid opinions
to yourself."

"The cops are already involved," he said, very coolly, and my contrivedtemper
melted. "It's a theft."

"Of course it's a theft. Go catch your thief and stop wasting your timewith me."

He took a long drink. "Did someone give you a set of keys to Braden'soffice?"

"Of course not."



"Well, they found this empty file on your desk, with a note about thetwo keys.
One to the door, the other to a file cabinet."

"I know nothing about it," I said, as arrogantly as possible whiletrying to
remember the last place I'd put the empty file. My trail waswidening. I'd been
trained to think like a lawyer, not a criminal.

Another long drink by Hector, another sip of coffee by me.

Enough had been said. The messages had been delivered, one by the firm,the
other by Hector himself. The firm wanted the file back, with itscontents

uncompromised. Hector wanted me to know that his involvementcould cost him
his job.

It was up to me to save him. i could return the file, confess, promiseto keep it
sealed, and the firm would probably forgive me. There would beno harm.
Protecting Hector's job could be a condition of the return.

"Anything else?" I asked, suddenly ready to leave.

"Nothing. When can you do the polygraph?"

"T'll give you a call."



I picked up my coat and left.

For reasons that I would soon understand, Mordecai had an intensedislike for
District cops, even though most were black. In his opinion,they were rough on
the homeless, and that was the standard he invariablyused to measure good and
bad.

But he knew a few. One was Sergeant Peeler, a man described by Mordecaias
"from the streets." Peeler worked with troubled kids in a communitycenter near
the legal clinic, and he and Mordecai belonged to the samechurch. Peeler had
contacts, and could pull enough strings to get me tomy car.

He walked into the clinic shortly after nine Saturday morning. Mordecaiand I
were drinking coffee and trying to stay warm. Peeler didn't workSaturdays. I got
the impression he would have rather stayed in bed.

With Mordecai doing the driving and talking, and with me in the back,we rode
through the slick streets into Northeast. The snow they hadforecast was instead a
cold rain. Traffic was light. It was another rawFebruary morning; only the hearty
ventured onto the sidewalks.

We parked at the curb near the padlocked gates to the city lot just offGeorgia
Avenue. Peeler said, "Wait here." I could see the remains ofmy Lexus.

He walked to the gates, pushed a button on a pole, and the door to theoffice shed
opened. A small, thin uniformed policeman with an umbrellacame over, and he
and Peeler exchanged a few words.



Peeler returned to the car, slamming the door and shaking the water offhis
shoulders. "He's waiting for you," he said.

I stepped into the rain, raised my umbrella, and walked quickly to thegates
where Officer Winkle was waiting without the slightest trace ofhumor or
goodwill. He produced keys by the dozens, somehow found thethree that fit the
heavy padlocks, and said to me, "Over here," as heopened the gates. I followed
him through the gravel lot, avoiding whenpossible the potholes filled with brown
water and mud. My entire bodyached with every move, so my hopping and
dodging were restricted. Hewent straight to my car.

I went right to the front seat. No file. After a moment of panic, I foundit behind
the driver's seat, on the floor, intact. I grabbed it, andwas ready to go. I was in no
mood to survey the damage I'd walked awayfrom. I had survived in one piece,
and that was all that mattered. I'dhaggle with the insurance company next week.

"Is that it?" Winkle asked.

"Yes," I said, ready to bolt.

"Follow me."

We entered the shed where a butane heater roared in a corner, blastingus with
hot air. tie selected one of ten clipboards from the wall, andbegan stating at the
file I was holding. "Brown manila file," he saidas he wrote. "About two inches
thick." I stood there clutching it as ifit were gold. "Is there a name on it?"



I was in no position to protest. One smartass remark, and they wouldnever find
me. "Why do you need it?" I asked.

"Put it on the table," he said.

On the table it went. "RiverOaks slash TAG, Inc.," he said, stillwriting. "File
number TBC-96-3381." My trail widened even more.

"Do you own this?" he asked, pointing, with no small amount ofsuspicion.
"Yes."

"Okay. You can go now."

I thanked him, and got no response. I wanted to jog across the lot,but walking
was enough of a challenge. He locked the gates behind me.

Mordecai and Peeler both turned around and looked at the file once Iwas inside.
Neither had a clue. I had told Mordecai only that the filewas very important. I
needed to retrieve it before it was destroyed. Allthat effort for one plain manila
file?

I was tempted to flip through it as we drove back to the clinic. Butl didn't.



1 thankeda Peeler, sald good-bye to Iviordecal, and drove, cautiously,to my new
loft.

The source of the money was the federal government, no surprise inD.C. The
Postal Service planned to construct a twenty-million-dollarbulk-mail facility in
the city, and RiverOaks was one of severalaggressive real estate companies
hoping to build, lease, and manageit. Several sites had been considered, all in
rough and decaying sectionsof the city. A short list of three had been announced
the previousDecember. RiverOaks had begun snapping up all the cheap real
estate itmight need.

TAG was a duly registered corporation whose sole stockholder was
TilhnanGinitry, described in a file memo as a former pimp, small-time
hustler,and twice-convicted felon. One of many such characters in the city.
Aftercrime, Gantry had discovered used cars and real estate. He
purchasedabandoned buildings, sometimes doing quickie renovations and
reselling,sometimes offering space for rent. Fourteen TAG properties were
listedin a file summary. Gantry's path crossed that of RiverOaks' when theU.S.
Postal Service needed more space.

On January 6, the Postal Service informed RiverOaks by registered mailthat the
company had been chosen to be the contractor/owner/landlord ofthe new bulk
facility. A memorandum of agreement provided for annualrental payments of
$1.5 million, for a guaranteed period of twentyyears. The letter also said, with
nongovemmental-like haste, that afinal agreement between RiverOaks and the
Postal Service would have tobe signed no later than March 1, or the deal was off.
After seven yearsof contemplating and planning, the Feds wanted it built
overnight.



RiverOaks, and its lawyers and Realtors, went to work. In January, thecompany
purchased four properties on Florida near the warehouse wherethe eviction took
place. The file had two maps of the area, with shadedcolors indicating lots
purchased and lots under negotiation.

March 1 was only seven days away. Small wonder Chance missed the fileso
quickly. He was working with it every day.

The warehouse on Florida Avenue had been purchased by TAG the previousJuly
for a sum not revealed in the file. RiverOaks bought it for twohundred thousand
dollars on January 31, four days before the evictionthat sent DeVon Hardy and
the Burton family into the streets.

On the bare wooden floor of what would become my living room, I
carefullyremoved each sheet of paper from the file, examined it, then describedit
in detail on a legal pad so that I could put it back together inperfect order. There
was the usual collection of papers I assumed to bein every real estate file: tax
records for prior years, a chain of title,previous deeds, an agreement for the
purchase and sale of the property,correspondence with the Realtor, closing
papers. It was a cash deal,so no bank was involved.

On the left inside flap of the file was the journal, a preprintedform used to log
each entry by date and brief description. You couldjudge the organizational
capacity of a Drake & Sweeney secretary bythe level of detail in a file's journal.
Every piece of paper, map,photo, or chart--anything and everything that was
punched into a filewas supposed to be recorded in the journal. This had been
drilled intoour heads during boot camp. Most of us had learned the hard way--
therewas nothing more frustrating than flipping through a thick file in searchof
something that had not been logged in with sufficient detail. If youcan't find it in
thirty seconds, the axiom said, it's useless.



Chance's file was meticulous; his secretary was a woman of details. Butthere had
been tampering.

On January 22, Hector Palma went to the warehouse, alone, for a
routine,prepurchase inspection. As he was entering a designated door, he
wasmugged by two street punks who hit him over the head with a stick of
somesort, and took his wallet and cash at knifepoint. He stayed at home
onJanuary 23, and prepared a memo to the file describing the assault. Thelast
sentence read: "Will return on Monday, January 27, with guard,to inspect.” The
memo was properly logged into the file.

But there was no memo from his second visit. A January 27 entry intothe journal
said: HP memo---site visit, inspection of premises.

Hector went to the warehouse on the twenty-seventh, with a guard,inspected the
place, no doubt found that serious squatting was under way,and prepared a
memo, which, judging by his other paperwork, was probablyquite thorough.

The memo had been removed from the file. Certainly no crime, and Ihad taken
things from files all the time without making a note in thejournal. But I damned
sure put them back. If an item was logged in,it was supposed to be in the file.

The closing took place on January 31, a Friday. The following Tuesday,Hector
returned to the warehouse to remove the squatters. He was assistedby a guard
from a private security firm, a District cop, and fourroughnecks from an eviction
company. It took three hours, according tohis memo, which ran for two pages.
Though he tried to mask his emotions,Hector didn't have the stomach for
evictions.



My heart stopped when I read the following: "The mother had four children,one
an infant. She lived in a two-room apartment with no plumbing. Theyslept on
two mattresses on the floor. She fought with the policemanwhile her children
watched. She was eventually removed." So Ontariowatched while his mother
fought. There was a list of those evicted,seventeen in all, with children excluded,
the same list someone hadplaced on my desk Monday morning with a copy of
the Post story.

In the back of the file, lying loose without the benefit of a journalentry, were
eviction notices for the seventeen. They had not beenused. Squatters have no
rights, including the right to be notified. Thenotices had been prepared as an
afterthought, an effort to cover thetrail. They had probably been stock in after
the Mister episode by Chancehimself, just in case he might need them.

The tampering was obvious, and foolish. But then Chance was a partner. Itwas
virtually unheard of for a partner to surrender a file.

It hadn't been surrendered; it had been stolen. An act of larceny, a crimefor
which evidence was now being gathered. The thief was an idiot.

As part of my preemployment ritual seven years earlier, I had beenfingerprinted
by private investigators. It would be a simple matter tomatch those prints with
the ones lifted from Chance's file cabinet. Itwould take only minutes. I was
certain it had already been done. Couldthere be a warrant for my arrest? It was
inevitable.

Most of the floor was covered when I finished, three hours after Istarted. I
carefully reassembled the file, then drove to the clinic andcopied it.



She was shopping, her note said. We had nice luggage, an item we failedto
mention when we split the assets. She would be traveling more than lin the near
future, so I took the cheap stuff---duffel and gym bags. Ididn't want to get
caught, so I threw the basics into a pile on thebed--socks, underwear, tee shirts,
miletries, shoes, but only the onesl had worn in the past year. She could discard
the others. I hurriedlycleaned out my drawers and my side of the medicine
cabinet. Wounded andaching, physically and otherwise, I hauled the bags down
two flightsof stairs to my rental car, then went back up for a load of suits
anddress clothes. I found my old sleeping bag, unused for at least the lastfive
years, and carried it down, along with a quilt and a pillow. I wasentitled to my
alarm clock, radio, portable CD player with a few CD's,thirteen-inch color TV
on the kitchen counter, one coffeepot, hair dryer,and the set of blue towels.

When the car was full, I left a note telling her I was gone. I placedit next to the
one she'd left, and refused to stare at it. My emotionswere mixed and just under
the skin, and I was not equipped to deal withthem. I'd never moved out before; I
wasn't sure how it was done.

I locked the door and walked down the stairs. I knew I would be back ina couple
of days to get the rest of my things, but the trip down feltlike the last time.

She would read the note, check the drawers and closets to see what I hadtaken,
and when she realized I had indeed moved out, she would sit inthe den for a
quick tear. Maybe a good cry. But it would be over beforelong. She would easily
move to the next phase.

As I drove away, there was no feeling of liberation. It wasn't a thrillto be single
again. Claire and I had both lost.



I locked myself inside the office. The clinic was colder Sunday thanit had been
on Saturday. I wore a heavy sweater, corduroy pants, thermalsocks, and I read
the paper at my desk with two steaming cups of coffeein front of me. The
building had a heating system, but I wasn't aboutto meddle with it.

I missed my chair, my leather executive swivel that rocked and reclinedand
rolled at my command. My new one was a small step above a folding jobyou'd
rent for a wedding. It promised to be uncomfortable on good days;in my
pummeled condition at that moment, it was a torture device.

The desk was a battered hand-me-down, probably from an abandoned
school;square and boxlike, with three drawers down each side, all of
whichactually opened, but not without a struggle. The two clients' chairs onthe
other side were indeed folding types--one black, the other a greenishcolor I'd
never seen before.

The walls were plaster, painted decades ago and allowed to fade into ashade of
pale lemon. The plaster was cracked; the spiders had taken overthe corners at the
ceiling. The only decoration was a framed placardadvertising a March for Justice
on the Mall in July of 1988.

The floor was ancient oak, the planks rounded at the edges, evidence ofheavy
use in prior years. It had been swept recently, the broom stillstanding in a corner
with a dustpan, a gentle cue that if I wanted thedirt cleared again, then it was up
to me.

Oh how the mighty had fallen! If my dear brother Warner could've seenme
sitting there on Sunday, shivering at my sad little desk, staringat the cracks in the
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hurled insults so rich and colorful thatl would've been compelled to write them
down.

I couldn't comprehend my parents' reaction. I would be forced to callthem soon,
and deliver the double shock of my changes of address.

A loud bang at the door scared the hell out of me. I bolted upright,unsure of what
to do. Were the street punks coming after me? Anotherknock as I moved toward
the front, and I could see a figure trying tolook through the bars and thick glass
of the front door.

It was Barry Nuzzo, shivering and anxious to get to safety. I got thingsunlocked,
and let him in.

"What a slumhole!" he began pleasantly, looking around the front roomas I
relocked the door.

"Quaint, isn't it?" I said, reeling from his presence and trying tofigure out what it
meant.

"What a dump!" He was amused by the place. He walked around Sofia'sdesk,
slowly taking off his gloves, afraid to touch anything for fearof starting an
avalanche of files.

"We keep the overhead low, so we can take all the money home," I said. Itwas
an old joke around Drake & Sweeney. The partners were constantlybitching

nhAiit tha AvrarhanAd xishila At tha cnma timma mAact wrnarn ArananrnndnhAint
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redecorating their offices.

"So you're here for the money?" he asked, still amused.

"Of course."

"You've lost your mind."

"I've found a calling."

"Yeah, you're hearing voices."

"Is that why you're here? To tell me I'm crazy?"

"T called Claire."

"And what did she say?"

"Said you had moved out."

"That's true. We're getting a divorce."



"What's wrong with your face?"

"Air bag."

"Oh, yeah. I forgot. I heard it was just a fender bender."

"It was. The fenders got bent."

He draped his coat over a chair, then hurriedly put it back on. "Doeslow
overhead mean you don't pay your heating bill?"

"Now and then we skip a month."

He walked around some more, peeking into the small offices to theside. "Who
pays for this operation?" he asked. "A trust."

"A declining trust?"

"Yes, a rapidly declining trust."

"How'd you find it?"



"Mister hung out here. These were his lawyers."

"Good old Mister," he said. He stopped his examination for a moment, and
staredat a wall. "Do you think he would've killed us?"

"No. Nobody was listening to him. He was just another homeless guy. Hewanted
to be heard."

"Did you ever consider jumping him?"

"No, but I thought about grabbing his gun and shooting Rafter."

"I wish you had."

"Maybe next time."

"Got any coffee?"

"Sure. Have a seat."

I didn't want Barry to follow me into the kitchen, because it left muchto be
dAocirad T faiind a miin wachad it aniclelsr and fillad it writhenffaa T invitad him
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into my office.

"Nice," he said, looking around.

"This is where all the long balls are hit," I said proudly. We tookpositions across
the desk, both chairs squeaking and on the verge ofcollapse.

"Is this what you dreamed about in law school?" he asked.

"I don't remember law school. I've billed too many hours since then."

He finally looked at me, without a smirk or a smile, and the kiddingwas set
aside. As bad as the thought was, I couldn't help but wonder ifBarry was wired.
They had sent Hector into the fray with a bug underhis shirt; they would do the
same with Barry. He wouldn't volunteer,but they could apply the pressure. I was
the enemy.

"So you came here searching for Mister?" he said.

"I guess."

"What did you find?"



"Are you playing dumb, Barry? What's happening at the firm? Have youguys
circled the wagons? Are you coming after me?"

He weighed this carefully, while taking quick sips from his mug. "Thiscoffee is
awful," he said, ready to spit.

"At least it's hot."

"I'm sorry about Claire."

"Thanks, but I'd rather not talk about it."

"There's a file missing, Michael. Everyone's pointing at you."

"Who knows you're here?"

"My wife."

"The firm send you?"

"Absolutely not."



I believed him. He'd been a friend for seven years, close at times. Moreoften
than not, though, we'd been too busy for friendship.

"Why are they pointing at me?"

"The file has something to do with Mister. You went to Braden Chanceand
demanded to see it. You were seen near his office the night itdisappeared. There
is evidence someone gave you some keys that perhapsyou shouldn't have had."

"Is that all?"

"That, and the fingerprints."

"Fingerprints?" I asked, trying to appearsurprised. "All over the place. The door,
the light switch, the filecabinet itself. Perfect matches. You were there, Michael.
You took thefile. Now what will you do with it?"

"How much do you know about the file?"

"Mister got evicted by one of our real estate clients. He wasa squatter. He went
nuts, scared the hell out of us, you almost gothit. You cracked up."

"Is that all?"



"That's all they've told us."

"They being?"

"They being the big dogs. We got memos late Friday --the entire firm,lawyers,
secretaries, paralegals, ev erybody--informing us that a file hadbeen taken, you
were the suspect, and that no member of the firm shouldhave any contact with
you. I am forbidden to be here right now."

"T won't tell."

"Thanks."

If Braden Chance had made the connection between the eviction and
LontaeBurton, he was not the type who would admit this to anyone. Not evenhis
fellow partners. Barry was being truthful. He probably thought myonly interest
in the file was DeVon Hardy.

"Then why are you here?"

"I'm your friend. Things are crazy right now. My God we had cops in theoffice
on Friday, can you believe that? Last week it was the SWAT team,and we were
hostages. Now you've jumped off a cliff. And the thing withClaire. Why don't
we take a break? Let's go somewhere for a couple ofweeks. Take our wives."



"where?"

"I don't know. who cares. The islands."

"What would that accomplish?"

"We could thaw out for one thing. Play some tennis. Sleep. Getrecharged."

"Paid for by the firm?"

"Paid for by me."

"Forget about Claire. It's over, Barry. It took a long time, but it'sover."

"Okay. The two of us will go."

"But you're not supposed to have any contact with me."

"I have an idea. I think I can go to Arthur and have a long chat. We canunwind
this thing. You bring back the file, forget whatever is in it,the firm forgives and
forgets too, you and I go play tennis for twoweeks on Maui, then when we return
you go back to your plush officewhere you belong."



"They sent you, didn't they?"

"No. I swear."

"It won't work, Barry."

"Give me a good reason. Please."

"There's more to being a lawyer than billing hours and making money. Whydo
we want to become corporate whores? I'm tired of it, Barry. I wantto make a
difference."

"You sound like a first-year law student."”

"Exactly. We got into this business because we thought the law wasa higher
calling. We could fight injustice and social ills, and doall sorts of great things
because we were lawyers. We were idealisticonce. Why can't we do it again?"

"Mortgages."

"I'm not trying to recruit. You have three kids; luckily Claire and Thave none. I
can afford to go a little nuts."



A radiator in a corner, one I had not yet noticed, began to rattle andhiss. We
watched it and waited hopefully for a little heat. A minutepassed. Then two.

"They're gonna come after you, Michael," he said, still looking at theradiator, but
not seeing.

"They? You mean we?"

"Right. The firm. You can't steal a file. Think about the client. Theclient has a
right to expect confidentiality. If a file walks out,the firm has no choice but to go
after it."

"Criminal charges?"

"Probably. They're mad as hell, Michael. You can't blame them. There'salso talk
of a disciplinary action with the bar association. An injunctionis likely. Rafter is
already working on it."

"Why couldn't Mister have aimed a little lower?"

"They're coming hard."

"The firm has more to lose than I do."



He studied me. He did not know what was in the file.

"There's more than Mister?" he asked.

"A lot more. The firm has tremendous exposure. If they come after me,I go after
the firm."

"You can't use a stolen file. No court in the country will allow it intoevidence.
You don't understand litigation."

"I'm learning. Tell them to back off. Remember, I've got the file,and the file's got
the dirt."

"They were just a bunch of squatters, Michael."

"It's much more complicated than that. Someone needs tosit down with Braden
Chance and get the truth. Tell Rafter to do hishomework before he pulls some
harebrained stunt. Believe me, Barry, thisis frontpage stuff. You guys will be
afraid to leave your homes."

"So you're proposing a truce? You keep the file, we leave you alone."

"For now anyway. I don't know about next week or the week after."”



"Why can't you talk to Arthur? I'll referee. The three of us will getin a room,
lock the door, work this thing out. What do you say?"

"It's too late. People are dead."

"Mister got himself killed."

"There are others." And with that, I had said enough. Though he was myfriend,
he would repeat most of our conversation to his bosses.

"Would you like to explain?" he said.

"I can't. It's confidential."

"That has a phony sound to it, coming from a lawyer who steals files."

The radiator gurgled and burped, and it was easier to watch it thanto talk for a
while. Neither of us wanted to say things we would laterregret.

He asked about the other employees of the clinic. I gave him a quicktour.
"Unbelievable," he mumbled, more than once.



"Can we keep in touch?" he said at the door.

"Sure."

My orientation lasted about thirty min.utes, the time it tookus to drive from the
clinic to the Samaritan House in Petworth, inNortheast. Mordecai handled the
driving and the talking; I sat quietly,holding my briefcase, as nervous as any
rookie about to be fed to thewolves. I wore jeans, a white shirt and tie, an old
navy blazer, and onmy feet I had wellworn Nike tennis shoes and white socks. I
had stoppedshaving. I was a street lawyer, and I could dress any way I wanted.

Mordecai, of course, had instantly noted the change in style when Iwalked into
his office and announced I was ready for work. He didn'tsay anything, but his
glance lingered on the Nikes. He had seen it allbefore --bigfirm types coming
down from the towers to spend a few hourswith the poor. For some reason, they
felt compelled to grow whiskersand wear denim.

"Your clientele will be a mixture of thirds," he said, driving badlywith one hand,
holding coffee with another, oblivious to any of theother vehicles crowded
around us. "About a third are employed, a thirdare families with children, a third
are mentally disabled, a third areveterans. And about a third of those eligible for
low-income housingreceive it. In the past fifteen years, two and a half million
low-costhousing units have been eliminated, and the federal housing
programshave been cut seventy percent. Small wonder people are living on
thestreets. Governments are balancing budgets on the backs of the poor."

The statistics flowed forth with no effort whatsoever. This was hislife and his
profession. As a lawyer trained to keep meticulous notes,I fought the compulsion
to rip open my briefcase and begin scribbling. Ijust listened.



"These people have minimum-wage jobs, so private housing is not
evenconsidered. They don't even dream about it. And their earned income hasnot
kept pace with housing costs. So they fall farther and farther behind,and at the
same time assistance programs take more and more hits. Getthis: Only fourteen
percent of disabled homeless people receive disabilitybenefits. Fourteen percent!
You'll see a lot of these cases."

We squealed to a stop at a red light, his car partially blocking theintersection.
Horns erupted all around us. I slid lower in the seat,waiting for another collision.
Mordecai hadn't the slightest clue thathis car was impeding rush-hour traffic. He
stared blanldy ahead, inanother world.

"The frightening part of homelessness is what you don't see on thestreet. About
half of all poor people spend seventy percent of theirincome trying to keep the
housing they have. HUD says they should spend athird. There are tens of
thousands of people in this city who are clingingto their roofs; one missed
paycheck, one unexpected hospital visit, oneunseen emergency, and they lose
their housing."

"Where do they go?"

"They rarely go straight to the shelters. At first, they'll go to theirfamilies, then
friends. The strain is enormous because their familiesand friends also have
subsidized housing, and their leases restrict thenumber of people who can live in
one unit. They're forced to violatetheir leases, which can lead to eviction. They
move around, sometimesthey leave a kid with this sister and a kid with that
friend. Things gofrom bad to worse. A lot of homeless people are afraid of the
shelters,and they are desperate to avoid them."



He paused long enough to drink his coffee. "Why?" I asked.

"Not all shelters are good. There have been assaults, robberies, evenrapes."

And this was where I was expected to spend the rest of my legal career. "Iforgot
my gun,"” I said.

"You'll be okay. There are hundreds of pro bono volunteers in thiscity. I've never
heard of one getting hurt."”

"That's good to hear." We were moving again, somewhat safer.

"About half of the people have some type of substance abuse problem,like your
pal DeVon Hardy. It's very common."

"What can you do for them?"

"Not much, I'm afraid. There are a few programs left, but it's hardto find a bed.
We were successful in placing Hardy in a recovery unitfor veterans, but he
walked away. The addict decides when he wants toget sober."

"What's the drug of choice?"
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everything, but the designer drugs are too expensive."

"What will my first five cases be?"

"Anxious, aren't you?"

"Yeah, and I don't have a clue."

"Relax. The work is not complicated; it takes patience. You'llsee a person who's
not getting benefits, probably food stamps. Adivorce. Someone with a complaint
against a landlord. An employmentdispute. You're guaranteed a criminal case."
"What type of criminalcase?"

"Small stuff. The trend in urban America is to criminalizehomelessness. The big
cities have passed all sorts of laws designed topersecute those who live on the
streets. Can't beg, can't sleep on abench, can't camp under a bridge, can't store
personal items in a publicpark, can't sit on a sidewalk, can't eat in public. Many
of these havebeen struck down by the courts. Abraham has done some beautiful
workconvincing federal judges that these bad laws infringe on First
Amendmentrights. So the cities selectively enforce general laws, such as
loiteringand public drunkenness. They target the homeless. Some guy with a
nicesuit gets drunk in a bar and pees in an alley, no big deal. A homeless
guypees in the same alley, and he's arrested for urinating in public. Sweepsare
common."

"Sweeps?"



"Yes. They'll target one area of the city, shovel up all the homeless,dump them
somewhere else. Atlanta did it before the Olympics--couldn'thave all those poor
people begging and sleeping on park benches withthe world watching--so they
sent in the S.S. troops and eliminated theproblem. Then the city bragged about
how pretty everything looked."

"Where did they put them?"

"They damned sure didn't take them to shelters because they don't haveany. They
simply moved them around; dumped them in other parts of thecity like manure."
A quick sip of coffee as he adjusted the heater --nohands on the wheel for five
seconds. "Remember, Michael, everybody hasto be somewhere. These people
have no alternatives. If you're hungry,you beg for food. If you're tired, then you
sleep wherever you can finda spot. If you're homeless, you have to live
somewhere."

"Do they arrest them?"

"Every day, and it's stupid public policy. Take a guy living on thestreets, in and
out of shelters, working somewhere for minimum wage,trying his best to step up
and become self-sufficient. Then he getsarrested for sleeping under a bridge. He
doesn't want to be sleeping undera bridge, but everybody's got to sleep
somewhere. He's guilty because thecity council, in its brilliance, has made it a
crime to be homeless. Hehas to pay thirty bucks just to get out of jail, and
another thirty forhis fine. Sixty bucks out of a very shallow pocket. So the guy
gets kickeddown another notch. He's been arrested, humiliated, fined,
punished,and he's supposed to see the error of his ways and go find a home.
Getoff the damned streets. It's happening in most of our cities."

"Wouldn't he be better off in jail?"



"Have you been to jail lately?"

IINO’H

"Don't go. Cops are not trained to deal with the homeless, especiallythe mentally
ill and the addicts. The jails are overcrowded. Thecriminal justice system is a
nightmare to begin with, and persecutingthe homeless only clogs it more. And
here's the asinine part: It coststwenty-five percent more per day to keep a person
in jail than toprovide shelter, food, transportation, and counseling services.
These,of course, would have a long-term benefit. These, of course, would
makemore sense. Twentyfive percent. And that doesn't include the costs
ofarrests and processing. Most of the cities are broke anyway, especiallyD.C.--
that's why they're closing shelters, remember--yet they wastemoney by making
criminals out of the homeless."

"Seems ripe for litigation," I said, though he needed no prompting.

"We're suing like crazy. Advocates all over the country are attackingthese laws.
Damned cities are spending more on legal fees than on buildingshelters for the
homeless. You gotta love this country. New York, richestcity in the world, can't
house its people, so they sleep on the streetsand panhandle on Fifth Avenue, and
this upsets the sensitive New Y orkers,so they elect Rudy WhatsHisFace who
promises to clean up the streets,and he gets his blue ribbon city council to outlaw
homelessness, justlike that--can't beg, can't sit on the sidewalk, can't be
homeless--andthey cut budgets like hell, close shelters and cut assistance, and
atthe same time they spend a bloody fortune paying New York lawyers todefend
them for trying to eliminate poor people."

"Awr had ic YATachinatAan?"
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"Not as bad as New York, but not much better, I'm afraid.” We were ina part of
town I would not have driven through in broad daylight in anarmored vehicle
two weeks ago. The storefronts were laden with blackiron bars; the apartment
buildings were tall, lifeless structures withlaundry hanging over the railings.
Each was gray-bricked, each stampedwith the architectural blandness of hurried
federal money.

"Washington is a black city," he continued, "with a large welfareclass. It attracts
a lot of people who want change, a lot of activistsand radicals. People like you."

"Tm hardly an activist or a radical."

"It's Monday morning. Think of where you've been every Monday morningfor
the past seven years."

"At my desk."

"A very nice desk."

"Yes."

"In your elegantly appointed office."



"Yes. "'

He offered me a large grin, and said, "You are now a radical."”

And with that, orientation ended.

Ahead on the right was a group of heavily clad men, huddled overa portable
butane burner on a street corner. We turned beside them,and parked at the curb.
The building was once a department store, manyyears in the past. A hand-
painted sign read: Samaritan House.

"It's a private shelter," Mordecai said. "Ninety beds, decent food,funded by a
coalition of churches in Arlington. We've been coming herefor six years."

A van from a food bank was parked by the door; volunteers unloadedboxes of
vegetables and fruit. Mordecai spoke to an elderly gentlemanwho worked the
door, and we were allowed inside.

"I'll give you a quick tour," Mordecai said. I stayed close to him aswe walked
through the main floor. It was a maze of short hallways, eachlined with small
square rooms made of unpainted Sheetrock. Each roomhad a door, with a lock.
One was open. Mordecai looked inside and said,"Good morning."



A tiny man with wild eyes sat on the edge of a cot, looking at us butsaying
nothing. "This is a good room," Mordecai said to me. "It hasprivacy, a nice bed,
room to store things, and electricity." He flipped aswitch by the door and the
bulb of a small lamp went out. The room wasdarker for a second, then he flipped
the switch again. The wild eyesnever moved.

There was no ceiling for the room; the aging panels of the old storewere thirty
feet above. "What about a bathroom?" I asked.

"They're in the back. Few shelters provide individual baths. Have a niceday," he
said to the resident, who nodded.

Radios were on, some with music, some with news talk. People were
movingabout. It was Monday morning; they had jobs and places to be.

"Is it hard to get a room here?" I asked, certain of the answer.

"Nearly impossible. There's a waiting list a mile long, and the sheltercan screen
who gets in."

"How long do they stay here?"

"It varies. Three months is probably a good average. This is one ofthe nicer
shelters, so they're safe here. As soon as they get stable,the shelter starts trying to
relocate them into affordable housing."



He introduced me to a young woman in black combat boots who ran theplace.
"Our new lawyer," was my description. She welcomed me to theshelter. They
talked about a client who'd disappeared, and I driftedalong the hallway until I
found the family section. I heard a baby cryand walked to an open door. The
room was slightly larger, and dividedinto cubicles. A stout woman of no more
than twentyfive was sitting ina chair, naked from the waist up, breast-feeding an
infant, thoroughlyunfazed by my gawking ten feet away. Two small children
were tumblingover a bed. Rap came from a radio.

With her right hand, the woman cupped her unused breast and offered itto me. I
bolted down the hall and found Mordecai.

Clients awaited us. Our office was in a comer of the dining hall,near the kitchen.
Our desk was a folding table we borrowed from thecook. Mordecai unlocked a
file cabinet in the corner, and we were inbusiness. Six people sat in a row of
chairs along the wall.

"Who's first?" he announced, and a woman came forward with her chair. Shesat
across from her lawyers, both ready with pen and legal pad, one aseasoned
veteran of street law, the other clueless.

Her name was Waylene, age twenty-seven, two children, no husband. "Halfwill
come from the shelter," Mordecai said to me as we took notes. "Theother half
come from the streets."

"We take anybody?"



"Anybody who's homeless."

Waylene's problem was not complicated. She had worked in a fast-
foodrestaurant before quitting for some reason Mordecai deemed irrelevant,and
she was owed her last two paychecks. Because she had no permanentaddress, the
employer had sent the checks to the wrong place. The checkshad disappeared;
the employer was unconcerned.

"Where will you be staying next week?" Mordecai asked her.

She wasn't sure. Maybe here, maybe there. She was looking for a job, andif she
found one, then other events might occur, and she could possiblymove in with so
and so. Or get a place of her own.

"I'll get your money, and I'll have the checks sent to my office." Hehanded her a
business card. "Phone me at this number in a week." She tookthe card, thanked
us, and hurried away. "Call the taco place, identifyyourself as her attorney, be
nice at first, then raise hell if they don'tcooperate. If necessary, stop by and pick
up the checks yourself."

I wrote down these instructions as if they were complicated. Waylene wasowed
two hundred ten dollars. The last case I worked on at Drake & Sweeneywas an
antitrust dispute with nine hundred million dollars at stake.

The second client was unable to articulate a specific legal problem. Hejust
wanted to talk to someone. He was drunk or mentally ill, probablyboth, and
Mordecai walked him to the kitchen and poured him coffee.



"Some of these poor folks can't resist getting in a line," he said.

Number three was a resident of the shelter, had been for two months,so the
address challenge was simpler. She was fifty-eight, clean andneat, and the
widow of a veteran. According to the stack of paperwork Irummaged through
while my co-counsel talked to her, she was entitled toveteran's benefits. But the
checks were being sent to a bank account inMaryland, one she could not access.
She explained this. Her paperworkverified it. Mordecai said, "VA is a good
agency. We'll get the checkssent here."

The line grew as we efficiently worked the clients. Mordecai had seenit all
before: food stamps disrupted for lack of a permanent address;a landlord's
refusal to refund a security deposit; unpaid child support;an arrest warrant for
writing bad checks; a claim for Social Securitydisability benefits. After two
hours and ten clients, I moved to theend of the table and began interviewing
them myself. During my firstfull day as a poverty lawyer, I was on my own,
taking notes and actingjust as important as my co-counsel.

Marvis was my first solo client. He needed a divorce. So did I. Afterlistening to
his tale of sorrow, I felt like racing home to Claire andkissing her feet. Maryis'
wife was a prostitute, who at one time had beena decent sort until she discovered
crack. The crack led her to a pusher,then to a pimp, then to life on the streets.
Along the way, she stoleand sold everything they owned and racked up debts he
got stuck with. Hefiled for bankruptcy. She took both kids and moved in with
her pimp.

He had a few general questions about the mechanics of divorce, andsince I knew
only the basics I winged it as best I could. In the midstof my note-taking, I was
struck by a vision of Claire sitting in herlawyer's fine office, at that very
moment, finalizing plans to dissolveour union.



"How long will it take?" he asked, bringing me out of my briefdaydream.

"Six months," I answered. "Do you think she will contest it?"

"What do you mean?"

"Will she agree to the divorce?"

"We ain't talked about it."

The woman had moved out a year earlier, and that sounded like a good caseof
abandonment to me. Throw in the adultery, and I figured the case wasa cinch.

Marvis had been at the shelter for a week. He was clean, sober, andlooking for
work. I enjoyed the half hour I spent with him, and I vowedto get his divorce.

The morning passed quickly; my nervousness vanished. I was reaching outto
help real people with real problems, little people with no otherplace to go for
legal representation. They were intimidated not onlyby me but also by the vast
world of laws and regulations and courtsand bureaucracies. I learned to smile,
and make them feel welcome. Someapologized for not being able to pay me.
Money was not important, I toldthem. Money was not important.



Al twelve, we surrendered our table so lunch could be served. 1he diningarea
was crowded; the soup was ready.

Since we were in the neighborhood, we stopped for soul food at the
FloridaAvenue Grill. Mine was the only white face in the crowded restaurant,but
I was coming to terms with my whiteness. No one had tried to murderme yet. No
one seemed to care.

Sofia found a phone that happened to be working. It was under a stackof files on
the desk nearest the door. I thanked her, and retreated tothe privacy of my office.
I counted eight people sitting quietly andwaiting for Sofia, the nonlawyer, to
dispense advice. Mordecai suggestedthat I spend the afternoon working on the
cases we had taken in during themorning at Samaritan. There was a total of
nineteen. He also implied thatl should work diligently so that I could help Sofia
with the traffic.

If T thought the pace would be slower on the street, I was wrong. I wassuddenly
up to my ears with other people's problems. Fortunately, withmy background as
a self-absorbed workaholic, I was up to the task.

My first phone call, however, went to Drake & Sweeney. I asked for
HectorPalma in real estate, and was put on hold. I hung up after five
minutes,then called again. A secretary finally answered, then put me on
holdagain. The abrasive voice of Braden Chance was suddenly barking in my
ear,"Can I help you?"

I swallowed hard, and said, "Yes, I was holding for Hector Palma." Itried to raise



my voice and clip my words.

"Who is this?" he demanded.

"Rick Hamilton, an old friend from school."

"He doesn't work here anymore. Sorry." He hung up, and I stared at thephone. I
thought about calling Polly, and asking her to check around,see what had
happened to Hector. It wouldn't take her long. Or maybeRudolph, or Barry
Nuzzo, or my own favorite paralegal. Then I realizedthat they were no longer
my friends. I was gone. I was off-limits. I wasthe enemy. I was trouble and the
powers above had forbidden them to talkto me.

There were three Hector Palmas in the phone book. I was going to callthem, but
the phone lines were taken. The clinic had two lines, andfour advocates.

I was in no hurry to leave the clinic at the end of my first day. Homewas an
empty attic, not much larger than any three of the cubbyholes atthe Samaritan
House. Home was a bedroom with no bed, a living room withcableless TV, a
kitchen with a card table and no fridge. I had vague,distant plans to furnish and
decorate.

Sofia left promptly at five, her standard hour. Her neighborhoodwas rough, and
she preferred to be home with the doors locked atdark. Mordecai left around six,
after spending thirty minutes with mediscussing the day. Don't stay too late, he
warned, and try to leavein pairs. He had checked with Abraham Lebow, who
planned to work untilnine, and suggested We leave together. Park close. Walk
fast. Watcheverything.



"So what do you think?" he asked, pausing by the door on the way out.

"I think it's fascinating work. The human contact is inspiring."

"It'll break your heart at times."

"It already has."

"That's good. If you reach the point where it doesn't hurt, then it'stime to quit." "I
just started."”

"I know, and it's good to have you. We've needed a WASP around here."

"Then I'm just happy to be a token."

He left, and I closed the door again. I had detected an unspoken,open-door
policy; Sofia worked out in the open, and I had been amusedthroughout the
afternoon as I heard her berate one bureaucrat afteranother over the phone while
the entire clinic listened. Mordecai wasan animal on the phone, his deep gravel
voice roaring through the air,making all sorts of demands and vile threats.
Abraham was much quieter,but his door was always open.

Since I didn't yet know what I was doing, I preferred to keep mineclosed. I was
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sure they would be patient.

I called the three Hector Palmas in the phone book. The first was notthe Hector I
wanted. The second number was not answered. The third wasvoice mail for the
real Hector Palma; the message was brusque: We'renot home. Leave message.
We'll return your call.

It was his voice.

With infinite resources, the firm had many ways and places to hide HectorPalma.
Eight hundred lawyers, 170 paralegals, offices in Washington, NewY ork,
Chicago, L.A., Portland, Palm Beach, London, and Hong Kong. Theywere too
smart to fire him because he knew too much. So they would doublehis pay,
promote him, move him to a different office in a new city witha larger
apartment.

I wrote down his address from the phone book. If the voice mail was
stillworking, perhaps he hadn't yet moved. With my newly acquired street
savvy,l was sure I could track him down.

There was a slight knock on the door, which opened as it was beingtapped. The
bolt and knob were worn and wobbly, and the door wouldshut but it wouldn't
catch. It was Abraham. "Got a minute?" he said,sitting down.

It was his courtesy call, his hello. He was a quiet, distant man withan intense,
brainy aura that would have been intimidating except for thefact that I had spent
the past seven years in a building with four hundredlawyers of all stripes and
sorts. I had met and known a dozen Abrahams,aloof and earnest types with little
regard for social skills.



"I wanted to welcome you," he said, then immediately launched into apassionate
justification for public interest law. He was a middle-classkid from Brooklyn,
law school at Columbia, three horrible years with aWall Street firm, four years
in Atlanta with an antideath-penalty group,two frustrating years on Capitol Hill,
then an ad in a lawyer's magazinefor an advocate's position with the 14th Street
Legal Clinic had caughthis attention.

"The law is a higher calling," he said. "It's more than makingmoney." Then he
delivered another speech, a tirade against big firms andlawyers who rake in
millions in fees. A friend of his from Brooklyn wasmaking ten million a year
suing breast implant companies from coastto coast. "Ten million dollars a year!
You could house and feed everyhomeless person in the District!"

Anyway, he was delighted I had seen the light, and sorry about theepisode with
Mister.

"What, specifically, do you do?" I asked. I was enjoying our talk. Hewas fiery
and bright, with a vast vocabulary that kept me reeling.

"Two things. Policy. I work with other advocates to shape legislation. Andl
direct litigation, usually class actions. We've sued the CommerceDepartment
because the homeless were grossly underrepresented in theninety census. We've
sued the District school system for refusing to admithomeless children. We've
sued as a class because the District wrongfullyterminated several thousand
housing grants without due process. We'veattacked many of the statutes
designed to criminalize homelessness. We'llsue for almost anything if the
homeless are getting screwed."

"That'c ramnlicatad litiaatinn "
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"It is, but, fortunately, here in D.C. we have lots of very good lawyerswilling to
donate their time. I'm the coach. I devise the game plan,put the team together,
then call the plays."

"You don't see clients?"

"Occasionally. But I work best when I'm in my little room over there,alone.
That's the reason I'm glad you're here. We need help with thetraffic."”

He jumped to his feet; the conversation was over. We planned our getawayat
precisely nine, and he was gone. In the midst of one of his speeches,I had
noticed he did not have a wedding band.

The law was his life. The old adage that the law was a jealous mistresshad been
taken to a new level by people like Abraham and myself.

The law was all we had.

The District police waited until almost 1 A.M., then struck likecommandos.
They rang the doorbell, then immediately started hitting thedoor with their fists.
By the time Claire could collect her wits, getout of bed, and pull something on
over her paiamas. thev were kickingthe door. readv to smash it in. "Police!" thev



announced after herterrified inquiry. She slowly opened the door, then stepped
back inhorror as four men--two in uniforms and two in suits--rushed in as iflives
were in danger.

"Stand back!" one demanded. She was unable to speak.

"Stand back!" he screamed at her.

They slammed the door behind them. The leader, Lieutenant Gasko, ina cheap
tight suit, stepped forward and jerked from his pocket somefolded papers. "Are
you Claire Brock?" he asked, in his worst Columboimpersonation.

She nodded, mouth open. "I'm Lieutenant Gasko. Where's Michael Brock?"

"Hedoesn't live here anymore," she managed to utter. The other three
hoverednearby, ready to pounce on something.

There was no way Gasko could believe this. But he didn't have a warrantfor
arrest, just one authorizing a search. "I have a search warrant forthis apartment,
signed by Judge Kisner at five P.M. this afternoon."” Heunfolded the papers and
held them open for her to see, as if the fineprint could be read and appreciated at
that moment.

"Please stand aside," he said. Claire backed up even farther.



"What are you looking for?" she asked.

"It's in the papers," Gasko said, tossing them onto the kitchencounter. The four
fanned out through the apartment.

The cell phone was next to my head, Which was resting on a pillow on thefloor
at the opening of my sleeping bag. It was the third night I'd slepton the floor, part
of my effort to identify with my new clients. I waseating little, sleeping even
less, rating to acquire an appreciation forpark benches and sidewalks. The left
side of my body was purple down tothe knee, extremely sore and painful, and so
I slept on my right side.

It was a small price to pay. I had a roof, heat, a locked door, a job,the security of
food tomorrow, the future.

I found the cell phone and said, "Hello."

"Michael!" Claire hissed in a low voice. "The cops are searching theapartment."

"What?"

"They're here now. Four of them, with a search warrant."

"What do they want?"



"They're looking for a file."

"TI1 be there in ten minutes."

"Please hurry."

I roared into the apartment like a man possessed. Gasko happenedto be the first
cop I encountered. "I'm Michael Brock. Who the hellare you?"

"Lieutenant Gasko," he said with a sneer.

"Let me see some identification." I turned to Claire, who was leaningon the
refrigerator holding a cup of coffee. "Get me a piece of paper,"I said.

Gasko pulled his badge from his coat pocket, and held it high for meto see.

"Larry Gasko," I said. "You'll be the first person I sue, at nine o'clockthis
morning. Now, who's with you?"

"Thare ara threa nthare " (Claire caid handino me a choot nf nanar "Tthinlk thav'ra
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in the bedrooms."

I walked to the rear of the apartment, Gasko behind me, Claire
somewherebehind him. I saw a plainclothes cop in the guest bedroom on all
fourspeeking under the bed. "Let me see some identification," I yelled athim. He
scrambled to his feet, ready to fight. I took a step closer,gritted my teeth, and
said, "ID, asshole."

"Who are you?" he asked, taking a step back, looking at Gasko.

"Michael Brock. Who are you?"

He flipped out a badge. "Darrell Clark," I announced loudly as I scribbledit
down. "Defendant number two."

"You can't sue me," he said.

"Watch me, big boy. In eight hours, in federal court, I will sue you fora million
bucks for an illegal search. And I'll win, and get a judgment,then I'll hound your
ass until you file for bankruptcy."

The other two cops appeared from my old bedroom, and I was surroundedby
them.

"Claire." I said. "Get the video camera please. I want this recorded."



IS

Shediseippeared into the living room.

"We have a warrant signed by a judge," Gasko said, somewhatdefensively. The
other three took a step forward to tighten thecircle.

"The search is illegal," I said bitterly. "The people who signed thewarrant will be
sued. Each of you will be sued. You will be placed onleave, probably without
pay, and you will face a civil lawsuit."

"We have immunity," Gasko said, glancing at his buddies.

"Like hell you do."

Claire was back with the camera. "Did you tell them I didn't live here?" Tasked
her. "I did," she said, and raised the camera to her eye. "Yet youboys continued
the search. At that point it became illegal. You should'veknown to stop, but of
course that wouldn't be any fun, would it? It's muchmore fun to pilfer through
the private things of others. You had a chance,boys, and you blew it. Now you'll
have to pay the consequences."

"You're nuts," Gasko said. They tried not to show fear--but they knew Iwas a
lawyer. They had not found me in the apartment, so maybe I knewwhat I was
talking about. I did not. But at that moment, it soundedgood. The legal ice upon
which I was skating was very thin. I ignoredhim. "Your names please," I said to
the two uniformed cops. Theyproduced badges. Ralph Lilly and Robert Blower.
"Thanks," I said likea real smartass. "You will be defendants number three and
four. Now,why don't you leave."



"Where's the file?" Gasko asked.

"The file is not here because I don't live here. That's why you're goingto get
sued, Officer Gasko."

"Get sued all the time, no big deal."

"Great. Who's your attorney?"

He couldn't pull forth the name of one in the crucial split-second thatfollowed. I
walked to the den, and they reluctantly followed.

"Leave," I said. "The file is not here."

Claire was nailing them with the video, and that kept their bitchingto a
minimum. Blower mumbled something about lawyers as they shuffledtoward the
door.

I read the warrant after they were gone. Claire watched me, sipping coffeeat the
kitchen table. The shock of the search had worn off; she wasonce again subdued,
even icy. She would not admit to being frightened,would not dare seem the least
bit vulnerable, and she certainly wasn'tabout to give the impression that she
needed me in any way. "What's inthe file?" she asked.



She didn't really want to know. What Claire wanted was some assurancethat it
wouldn't happen again.

"It's a long story." In other words, don't ask. She understood that.

"Are you really going to sue them?"

"No. There are no grounds for a suit. I just wanted to get rid ofthem."

"It worked. Can they come back?"

"NO.”

"That's good to hear."

I folded the search warrant and stuck it in a pocket. It covered onlyone item--the
RiverOaks/TAG file, which at the moment was well hiddenin the walls of my
new apartment along with a copy of it.

"Did you tell them where I live?" I asked.

"I don't know where you live," she answered. Then there was a space oftime

during which it would have been appropriate for her to ask where,in fact, I did
lic:a ChaAa AiA A+
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"I'm very sorry this happened, Claire."

"It's okay. Just promise it won't happen again."

"I promise."

I left without a hug, a kiss, a touching of any kind. I simply said goodnight and
walked through the door. That was precisely what she wanted.

Tuesday was an intake day at the Community for Creative Non-Violence,or
CCNYV, by far the largest shelter in the District. Once again Mordecaihandled the
driving. His plan was to accompany me for the first week,then turn me loose on
the city.

My threats and warnings to Barry Nuzzo had fallen on deaf ears. Drake
&Sweeney would play hardball, and I wasn't surprised. The predawn raidof my
former apartment was a rude warning of what was to come. I had totell Mordecai
the truth about what I'd done.

As soon as we were in the car and moving, I said, "My wife and I haveseparated.
I've moved out."

The poor guy was not prepared for such dour news at eight in themorning. "I'm
sorrv " he caid lonnkino at me and almanst hitting aiavwalker



was gy ALV UtEAtAy AU aliasgm WAL AIAT LAIANA LALALANSLL ALLLLAAigm VAJLA ) VY Leisaae

"Don't be. Early this morning, the cops raided the apartment where Iused to live,
looking for me, and, specifically, a file I took when Ileft the firm."

"What kind of file?"

"The DeVon Hardy and Lontae Burton file."

"I'm listening."

"As we now know, DeVon Hardy took hostages and got himself killedbecause
Drake & Sweeney evicted him from his home. Evicted with him weresixteen
others, and some children. Lontae and her little family were inthe group."

He mulled this over, then said, "This is a very small city."

"The abandoned warehouse happened to be on land RiverOaks planned touse for
a postal facility. It's a twenty-million-dollar project."”

"I know the building. It's always been used by squatters."

"Except they weren't squatters, at least I don't think so."



"Are youguessing? Or do you know for sure?"

"For now, I'm guessing. The file hasbeen tampered with; papers taken, papers
added. A paralegal named HectorPalma handled the dirty work, the site visits,
and the actual eviction,and he's become my deep throat. He sent an anonymous
note informing methat the evictions were wrongful. He provided me with a set of
keys toget the file. As of yesterday, he no longer works at the office here inthe
District."

"Where is he?"

"T'd love to know."

"He gave you keys?"

"He didn't hand them to me. He left them on my desk, withinstructions."

"And you used them?"

"Yes."

"To steal a file?"



"I didn't plan to steal it. I was on my way to the clinic to copy itwhen some fool
ran a red light and sent me to the hospital."”

"That's thefile we retrieved from your car?"

"That's it. I was going to copy it,take it back to its little spot at Drake &
Sweeney, and no one wouldhave ever known."

"I question the wisdom of that." He wanted to call me a dumb-ass, butour
relationship was still new.

"What's missing from it?" he asked.

I summarized the history of RiverOaks and its race to build the mailfacility. "The
pressure was on to grab the land fast. Palma went to thewarehouse the first time,
and got mugged. Memo to the file. He went again,the second time with a guard,
and that memo is missing. It was properlylogged into the file, then removed,
probably by Braden Chance."

"Sowhat's in the memo?"

"Don't know. But I have a hunch that Hector inspected the warehouse,found the
squatters in their makeshift apartments, talked to them,and learned that they
were in fact paying rent to Tillman Gantry. Theywere not squatters, but tenants,
entitled to all the protectionsunder landlord-tenant law. By then, the wrecking



ball was on its way,the closing had to take place, Gantry was about to make a
killing onthe deal, so the memo was ignored and the eviction took place."

"There were seventeen people."

"Yes, and some children."

"Do you know the names of the others?"

"Yes. Someone, Palma I suspect, gave me a list. Placed it on my desk. Ifwe can
find those people, then we have witnesses."

"Maybe. It's more likely, though, that Gantry has put the fear of hellin them. He's
a big man with a big gun, fancies himself as a godfathertype. When he tells
people to shut up, they do so or you find them ina river."

"But you're not afraid of him, are you, Mordecai? Let's go find him,push him
around some; he'll break down and tell all."

"Spent a lot of time on the streets, have you? I've hired a dumb-ass."

"He'll run when he sees us."

Tho hitmar urnen't urarlzina at that hanir Nloithar wace hic hantoar thniiahtho fan
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was blowing at full speed. The car was freezing.

"How much did Gantry get for the building?" he asked.

"Two hundred thousand. He'd bought it six months earlier; there's norecord in
the file indicating how much he paid for it."

"Who'd he buy it from?"

"The city. It was abandoned."

"He probably paid five thousand for it. Ten at the most."”

"Not a bad return."

"Not bad. It's a step up for Gantry. He's been a nickel anddimer--duplexes and
car washes and quickshop groceries, smallventures."

"Why would he buy the warehouse and rent space for cheap apartments?"

"Cash. Let's say he pays five thousand for it, then spends anotherthousand
throwing up a few walls and installing a couple of toilets. Hegets the lights
turned on, and he's in business. Word gets out;renters show up; he charges them



a hundred bucks a month, payable onlyin cash. His clients are not concerned
with paperwork anyway. He keepsthe place looking like a dump, so if the city
comes in he says they'rejust a bunch of squatters. He promises to kick them out,
but he has noplans to. It happens all the time around here. Unregulated housing."

I almost asked why the city didn't intervene and enforce its laws, butfortunately I
caught myself. The answer was in the potholes too numerousto count or avoid;
and the fleet of police cars, a third of which weretoo dangerous to drive; and the
schools with roofs caving in; and thehospitals with patients stuffed in closets;

and the five hundred homeless mothers and children unable to finda shelter. The
city simply didn't work. , And a renegade landlord,one actually getting people
off the streets, did not seem like apriority.

"How do you find Hector Palma?" he asked.

"I'm assuming the firm would be smart enough not to fire him. They have
sevenother offices, so I figure they've got him tucked away somewhere. I'llfind
him."

We were downtown. He pointed, and said, "See those trailers stacked ontop of
each other. That's Mount Vernon Square."

It was half a city block, fenced high to hinder a view from theoutside. The
trailers were different shapes and lengths, some dilapidated,all grungy.

"It's the worst shelter in the city. Those are old postal trailersthe government



gave to the District, which in turn had the brilliantidea of filling them with
homeless. They're packed in those trailerslike sardines in a can."”

At Second and D, he pointed to a long, three-story building--home tothirteen
hundred people.

The CCNV was founded in the early seventies by a group of warprotestors who
had assembled in Washington to torment the government. Theylived together in
a house in Northwest. During their protests aroundthe Capitol, they met
homeless veterans of Vietnam, and began takingthem in. They moved to larger
quarters, various places around the city,and their number grew. After the war,
they turned their attention to theplight of the D.C. homeless. In the early
eighties, an activist namedMitch Snyder appeared on the scene, and quickly
became a passionate andnoisy voice for street people.

CCNYV found an abandoned junior college, one built with federal moneyand still
owned by the government, and invaded it with six hundredsquatters. It became
their headquarters, and their home. Variousefforts were made to displace them,
all to no avail. In 1984, Snyderendured a fifty-one-day hunger strike to call
attention to the neglectof the homeless. With his reelection a month away,
President Reaganboldly announced his plans to turn the building into a model
shelterfor the homeless. Snyder ended his strike. Everyone was happy. Afterthe
election, Reagan reneged on his promise, and all sorts of nastylitigation ensued.

In 1989, the city built a shelter in Southeast, far away from downtown,and began
planning the removal of the homeless from the CCNV. Butthe city found the

homeless to be an ornery lot. They had no desire toleave. Snyder announced that
they were boarding up windows and preparingfor a siege. Rumors were rampant-
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The city backed away from its deadlines, and managed to make peace.
TheCCNYV grew to thirteen hundred beds. Mitch Snyder committed suicide
in1990, and the city named a street after him.

It was almost eight-thirty when we arrived, time for the residents toleave. Many
had jobs, most wanted to leave for the day. A hundred menloitered around the
front entrance, smoking cigarettes and talking thehappy talk of a cold morning
after a warm night's rest.

Inside the door on the first level, Mordecai spoke to a supervisor inthe "bubble."
He signed his name and we walked across the lobby, weavingthrough and
around a swarm of men leaving in a hurry. I tried hard not tonotice my
whiteness, but it was impossible. I was reasonably well dressed,with a jacket and
tie. I had known affluence for my entire life, and Iwas adrift in a sea of black--
young tough street men, most of whom hadcriminal records, few of whom had
three dollars in their pockets. Surelyone of them would break my neck and take
my wallet. I avoided eye contactand frowned at the floor. We waited by the
intake room.

"Weapons and drugs are automatic lifetime bans," Mordecai said, as wewatched
the men stream down the stairway. I felt somewhat safer.

"Do you ever get nervous in here?" I asked.

"You get used to it." Easy for him to say. He spoke the language.



On a clipboard next to the door was a sign-up sheet for the legalclinic. Mordecai
took it and we studied the names of our clients. Thirteenso far. "A little below
average," he said. While we waited for thekey, he filled me in. "That's the post
office over there. One of thefrustrating parts of this work is keeping up with our
clients. Addressesare slippery. The good shelters allow their people to send and
receivemail." He pointed to another nearby door. "That's the clothes room.
Theytake in between thirty and forty new people a week. The first step is
amedical exam; tuberculosis is the current scare. Second step is a visitthere for
three sets of clothes--underwear, socks, everything. Once amonth, a client can
come back for another suit, so by the end of theyear he has a decent wardrobe.
This is not junk. They get more clothingdonated than they can ever use."

"One year?"

"That's it. They boot them after one year, which at first may seemharsh. But it
isn't. The goal is self-sufficiency. When a guy checks in,he knows he has twelve
months to clean up, get sober, acquire some skills,and find a job. Most are gone
in less than a year. A few would like tostay forever."

A man named Ernie arrived with an impressive ring of keys. He unlockedthe
door to the intake room, and disappeared. We set up our clinic,and were ready to
dispense advice. Mordecai walked to the door with theclipboard, and called out
the first name: "Luther Williams."

Luther barely fit through the door, and the chair popped as he fellinto it across
from us. He wore a green work uniform, white socks,and orange rubber shower
sandals. He worked nights at a boiler roomunder the Pentagon. A girlfriend had
moved out and taken everything,then run up bills. He lost his apartment, and was
ashamed to be in theshelter. "I just need a break," he said, and I felt sorry for
him.



He had a lot of bills. Credit agencies were hounding him. For the moment,he
was hiding at CCNV.

"Let's do a bankruptcy," Mordecai said to me. I had no idea how to doa
bankruptcy. I nodded with a frown. Luther seemed pleased. We filledout forms
for twenty minutes, and he left a happy man.

The next client was Tommy, who slid gracefully into the room and extendeda
hand upon which the fingernails had been painted bright red. I shook it;Mordecai
did not. Tommy was in drug rehab fulltime--crack and heroin--andhe owed back
taxes. He had not filed a tax return for three years, andthe IRS had suddenly"
discovered his oversights. He also hadn't paida couple of thousand in back child
support. I was somewhat relieved tolearn he was a father, of some sort. The
rehab was intense--seven daysa week--and prevented fulltime employment.

"You can't bankrupt the child support, nor the taxes," Mordecai said.

"Well, I can't work because of the rehab, and if I drop out of rehabthen I'll get on
drugs again. So if I can't work and can't go bankrupt,then what can I do?"

"Nothing. Don't worry about it until you finish rehab and get a job. Thencall
Michael Brock here."

Tommy smiled and winked at me, then floated out of the room.



"I think he likes you," Mordecai said.

Ernie brought another sign-up sheet with eleven names on it. There wasa line
outside the door. We embraced the strategy of separation; I wentto the far end of
the room, Mordecai stayed where he was, and we beganinteriewing clients two
at a time.

The first one for me was a young man facing a drug charge. I wrote
downeverything so I could replay it to Mordecai at the clinic.

Next was a sight that shocked me: a white man, about forty, with notattoos,
facial scars, chipped teeth, earrings, bloodshot eyes, or rednose. His beard was a
week old and his head had been shaved about a monthearlier. When we shook
hands I noticed his were soft and moist. PaulPelham was his name, a threemonth
resident of the shelter. He had oncebeen a doctor.

Drugs, divorce, bankruptcy, and the revocation of his license were allwater
under his bridge, recent memories but fading fast. He just wantedsomeone to talk
to, preferably someone with a white face. Occasionally,he glanced fearfully
down the table at Mordecai.

Pelham had been a prominent gynecologist in Scranton, Pennsylvania--bighouse,
Mercedes, pretty wife, couple of kids. First he abused Valium,then got addicted
to harder stuff. He also began sampling the delights ofcocaine and the flesh of
various nurses in his clinic. On the side, he wasa real estate swinger with
developments and lots of bank financing. Thenhe dropped a baby during a
routine delivery. It died. Its father, awell-respected minister, witnessed the
accident. The humiliation of alawsuit, more drugs, more nurses, and everything
collapsed. He caughtherpes from a patient, gave it to his wife, she got everything
and movedto Florida.



I was spellbound by his story. With every client I had met so farduring my brief
career as a homeless lawyer, I had wanted to hear thesad details of how each
ended up on the streets. I wanted reassurancethat it couldn't happen to me; that
folks in my class needn't worryabout such misfortune.

Pelham was fascinating because for the first time I could look at a clientand say,
yes, perhaps that could be me. Life could conspire to knockdown just about
anyone. And he was quite willing to talk about it.

He hinted that perhaps his trail was not cold. I had listened long enoughand was
about to ask why, exactly, did he need a lawyer when he said,"I hid some things
in my bankruptcy."

Mordecai was shuffling clients in and out while the two white boyschatted, so I
began taking notes again. "What kind of things?"

His bankruptcy lawyer had been crooked, he said, then he launched into awindy
narrative about how the banks had foreclosed too early and ruinedhim. His
words were soft and low, and each time Mordecai glanced downat us Pelham
stopped.

"And there's more," he said.

"What?" I asked.



"This is confidential, isn't it? I mean, I've used lots of lawyers,but I've always
paid them. God knows how I've paid them."

"It's extremely confidential," I said earnestly. I may have been workingfor free,
but the payment or non-payment of fees did not affect theattorney-client
privilege.

"You can't tell a soul."

"Not a word." It dawned on me that living in a homeless shelter indowntown
D.C. with thirteen hundred others would be a wonderful wayto hide.

This seemed to satisfy him. "When I was rolling," he said, even quieter,"I found
out that my wife was seeing another man. One of my patientstold me. When you
examine naked women, they'll tell you everything. I wasdevastated. I hired a
private detective, and sure enough, it was true. Theother man, well, let's say that
he just disappeared one day." He stopped,and waited for me to respond.
"Disappeared?"

"Yep. Has never been seen since."

"Is he dead?" I asked, stunned.

He nodded slightly.



"0 you Know where he 157"

Another nod.

"How long ago was this?"

"Four years."

My hand shook as I tried to write down everything.

He leaned forward, and whispered, "He was an FBI agent. An old boyfriendfrom
college--Penn State."

"Come on," I said, completely uncertain if he were telling the truth.

"They're after me."

"Who?"

"The FBI. They've been chasing me for four years."

"What do you want me to do?"



"I don't know. Maybe cut a deal. I'm tired of being stalked."

I analyzed this for a moment as Mordecai finished with a client andcalled for
another. Pelham watched every move he made.

"I'll need some information," I said. "Do you know the agent's name?"

"Yep. I know when and where he was born."

"And when and where he died."

llYep'"

He had no notes or papers with him.

"Why don't you come to my office? Bring the information. We can talkthere."

"Let me think about it," he said, looking at his watch. He explainedthat he
worked part-time as a janitor in a church, and he was late. Weshook hands, and
he left.

T wrac ranidlyv laarmminag that nna nf tha challanagac nf heina a ctroatl awrnvrar wac tn
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be able to listen. Many of my clients just wanted to talkto someone. All had been
kicked and beaten down in some manner, and sincefree legal advice was
available, why not unload on the lawyers? Mordecaiwas a master at gently
poking through the narratives and determining ifthere was an issue for him to
pursue. I was still awed by the fact thatpeople could be so poor.

I was also learning that the best case was one that could be handled onthe spot,
with no follow-up. I had a notebook filled with applicationsfor food stamps,
housing assistance, Medicare, Social Security cards,even driver's licenses. When
in doubt, we filled out a form.

Twenty-six clients passed through our session before noon. We leftexhausted.

"Let's take a walk," Mordecai said when we were outside file building. Thesky
was clear, the air cold and windy and refreshing after three hoursin a stuffy room
with no windows. Across the street was the U.S. TaxCourt, a handsome modem
building. In fact, the CCNV was surrounded bymuch nicer structures of more
recent construction. We stopped at thecomer of Second and D, and looked at the
shelter.

"Their lease expires in four years," Mordecai said. "The real estatevultures are
already circling. A new convention center is planned twoblocks over."

"That'll be a nasty fight."

"It'll be a war."



We crossed the street and strolled toward the Capitol. "That whiteguy. What's
his story?" Mordecai asked. Pelham had been the only whiteguy. "Amazing," |
said, not sure where to start. "He was once a doctor,up in Pennsylvania."

"Who's chasing him now?"

"What?"

"Who's chasing him now?"

"FBL."

"That's nice. Last time it was the CIA."

My feet stopped moving; his did not. "You've seen him before?"

"Yeah, he makes the rounds. Peter something or other."

"Paul Pelham."

"That changes too," he said, over his shoulder. "Tells a great story,doesn't he?"



I couldn't speak. I stood there, watching Mordecai walk away, handsdeep in his
trench coat, his shoulders shaking because he was laughingso hard.

When I mustered the courage to explain to Mordecai that I needed theafternoon
off, he very brusquely informed me that my standing was equal tothe rest, that
no one monitored my hours, and that if I needed time off,then I should damned
well take it. I left the office in a hurry. OnlySofia seemed to notice.

I spent an hour with the claims adjuster. The Lexus was a total wreck;my
company was offering $21,480, with a release so it could then go afterthe insurer
of the Jaguar. I owed the bank $16,000, so I left with acheck for $5,000 and
change, certainly enough to buy a suitable vehicle,one appropriate to my new
position as a poverty lawyer, and one thatwouldn't tempt car thieves.

Another hour was wasted in the reception area of my doctor. As a busyattorney
with a cell phone and many clients, I stewed as I sat amongthe magazines and
listened to the clock tick.

A nurse made me strip to my boxers, and I sat for twenty minutes on acold table.
The bruises were turning dark brown. The doctor poked andmade things worse,
then pronounced me good for another two weeks.

I arrived at Claire's lawyer's office promptly at four, and was metby an
unsmiling receptionist dressed like a man. Bitchiness resonatedfrom every
corner of the place. Every sound was anti-male: the abrupt,husky voice of the gal
answering the phone; the sounds of some femalecountry crooner wafting through
the speakers; the occasional shrill voicefrom down the hall. The colors were soft
pastel: lavender and pink andbeige. The magazines on the coffee table were
there to make a statement:hard-hitting female issues, nothing glamorous or
gossipy. They were tobe admired by the visitors, not read.



Jacqueline Hume had first made a ton of money cleaning out waywarddoctors,
then had created a fierce reputation by destroying a coupleof philandering
senators. Her name struck fear into every unhappilymarried D.C. male with a
nice income. [ was anxious to sign the papersand leave.

Instead, I was allowed to wait for thirty minutes, and was on the vergeof creating
a nasty scene when an associate fetched me and led me to anoffice down the
hall. She handed me the separation agreement, and forthe first time I saw the
reality. The heading was: Claire Addison Brockversus Michael Nelson Brock.

The law required us to be separated for six months before we couldbe divorced. I
read the agreement carefully, signed it, and left. ByThanksgiving I would be
officially single again.

My fourth stop of the afternoon was the parking lot of Drake & Sweeney,where
Polly met me at precisely five with two storage boxes filled withthe remaining
souvenirs from my office. She was polite and efficient, buttight-lipped and of
course in a hurry. They probably had her wired.

I walked several blocks and stopped at a busy corner. Leaning on abuilding, I
dialed Barry Nuzzo's number. He was in a meeting, as usual. Igave my name,
said it was an emergency, and within thirty seconds Barrywas on the phone.

"Can we talk?" I asked. I assumed the call was being recorded.

"Sure."



"I'm just down the street, at the corner of K and Connecticut. Let'shave coffee."
"I can be there in an hour."

"No. It's right now, or forget it." I didn't want the boys to be ableto plot and
scheme. No time for wires either.

"Okay, let's see. Yeah, all right. I can do it."

"I'm at a Bingler's Coffee."

"I know it."

"I'm waiting. And come alone."

"You've been watching too many movies,Mike." Ten minutes later, we were
sitting in front of the window of acrowded little shop, holding hot coffee and
watching the foot trafficon Connecticut.

"Why the search warrant?" I asked.

"It's our file. You have it, we want it back. Very simple."



"You're not going to find it, okay. So stop the damned searches."

"Where do you live now?"

I grunted and gave him my best smartass laugh. "The arrest warrantusually
follows the search warrant," I said. "Is that the way it's goingto happen?"

"I'm not at liberty to say."

"Thanks, pal."

"Look, Michael, let's start with the premise that you're wrong. You'vetaken
something that's not yours. That's stealing, plain and simple. Andin doing so,
you've become an adversary of the firm's. I, your friend,still work for the firm.
You can't expect me to help you when youractions may be damaging to the firm.
You created this mess, not me."

"Braden Chance is not telling everything. The guy's a worm, an arrogantlittle
jerk who committed malpractice, and now he's trying to cover hisass. He wants
you to think it's a simple matter of a stolen file andthat it's safe to come after me.
But the file can humiliate the firm."

"So what's your point?"

"Lay off. Don't do anything stupid."



"Like get you arrested?"

"Yeabh, for starters. I've been looking over my shoulder all day, andit's no fun."
"You shouldn't steal.”

"I didn't plan to steal, okay? I borrowed the file. I planned to copyand return it,
but I never made it."

"So you finally admit you have it."

"Yeah. But I can deny it too."

"You're playing, Michael, and this is not a game. You're gonna getyourself hurt."

"Not if you guys lay off. Just for now. Let's have a truce for a week. Nomore
search warrants. No arrests."

"Okay, and what are you offering?"

"I won't embarrass the firm with the file."
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I'm just a lowly associate."

"Is Arthur calling the shots?"

"Of course."

"Then tell Arthur I'm talking only to you."

"You're assumingtoo much, Michael. You're assuming the firm wants to talk to
you. Frankly,they don't. They are highly agitated by the theft of the file, and
byyour refusal to return it. You can't blame them."

"Get their attention, Barry. This file is frontpage news; big boldheadlines with
noisy journalists following up with a dozen stories. IfI get arrested, I'll go
straight to the Post."

"You've lost your mind."

"Probably so. Chance had a paralegal named Hector Palma. Have you heardof
him?"

"NO.”



"You're out of the loop."

"I never claimed to be in."

"Palma knows too much about the file. As of yesterday, he no longerworks
where he worked last week. I don't know where he is, but it wouldbe interesting
to find out. Ask Arthur."

"Just give the file back, Michael. I don't know what you're planning todo with it,
but you can't use it in couurt.”

I took my coffee and stepped off the stool. "A truce for one week,"I said,
walking away. "And tell Arthur to put you in the loop."

"Arthur doesn't take orders from you," he snapped at me.

I left quickly, darting through people on the sidewalk, practicallyrunning toward
Dupont Circle, anxious to leave Barry behind and anyoneelse they'd sent along

to spy.

The Palma's address, according to the phone book, was an apartmentbuilding in
Bethesda. Since I was in no hurry and needed to think,I circled the city on the
Beltway, bumper to bumper with a millionothers.



I gave myself fifty-fifty odds of being arrested within the week. Thefirm had no
choice but to come after me, and if Braden Chance was infact hiding the truth
from Arthur and the executive committee, then whynot play hardball? There was
enough circumstantial evidence of my theftto convince a magistrate to issue an
arrest warrant.

The Mister episode had rattled the firm. Chance had been called onto thecarpet,
grilled at length by the brass, and it was inconceivable thathe admitted any
deliberate wrongdoing. He lied, and he did so with thehope that he could doctor
the file and somehow survive. His victims,after all, were only a bunch of
homeless squatters.

How, then, was he able to dispose of Hector so quickly? Money was noobject--
Chance was a partner. If I had been Chance, I would've offeredcash to Hector,
cash on one hand with the threat of immediate terminationon the other. And I
would've called a partner buddy in, say, Denver,and asked for a favor--a quick
transfer for a paralegal. It would nothave been difficult.

Hector was away, hiding from me and anyone else who came withquestions. He
was still employed, probably at a higher salary.

Then what about the polygraph? Had it been simply a threat used by thefirm
against both Hector and my self? Could he have taken the test andpassed? I
doubted it.

Chance needed Hector to keep the truth hidden. Hector needed Chanceto protect
his job. At some point, the partner blocked any notion of apolygraph, if in fact it
had been seriously considered.



The apartment complex was long and rambling, new sections added as thesprawl
moved northward away from file city. The streets around it werepacked with fast
food, fast gas, video rentals, everything hurriedcommuters needed to save time.

I parked next to some tennis courts, and began a tour of thevarious units. I took
my time; there was no place to go after thisadventure. District cops could be
lurking anywhere with a warrant andhandcuffs. I tried not to think of the horror
stories I'd heard aboutthe city jail.

But one stuck like a cattle brand seared into my memory. Several yearsearlier, a
young Drake & Sweeney associate spent several hours afterwork on Friday ,
drinking in a bar in Georgetown. As he was tryingto get to Virginia, he was
arrested on suspicion of driving underthe influence. At the police station, he
refused a breath test, andwas immediately thrown into the drunk tank. The cell
was overcrowded;he was the only guy with a suit, the only guy with a nice
watch, fineloafers, white face. He accidentally stepped on the foot of a
fellowinmate, and he was then beaten to a bloody mess. He spent three monthsin
a hospital getting his face rebuilt, then went home to Wilmington,where his
family took care of him. The brain damage was slight, butenough to disqualify
him for the rigors of a big firm.

The first office was closed. I trudged along a sidewalk in search ofanother. The
phone address did not list an apartment number. It was a safecomplex. There
were bikes and plastic toys on the small patios. Throughthe windows I could see
families eating and watching television. Thewindows were not defended by rows
of bars. The cars crammed into theparking lots were of the midsized commuter
variety, mostly clean andwith all four hubcaps.

A security guard stopped me. Once he determined that I posed no threat,he
pointed in the direction of the main office, at least a quarter ofa mile away.



"How many units are in this place?" I asked.

"A lot," he answered. Why should he know the number?

The night manager was a student eating a sandwich, a physics textbookopened
before him. But he was watching the Bullets-Knicks game on a smallTV. I asked
about Hector Palma, and he pecked away on a keyboard. G-134was the number.

"But they've moved," he said with a mouthful of food.

"Yeah, I know," I said. "I worked with Hector. Friday was his lastday. I'm
looking for an apartment, and I was wondering if I could seehis."

He was shaking his head no before I finished. "Only on Saturdays,man. We have
nine hundred units. And there's a waiting list."

"I'm gone on Saturday."

"Sorry," he said, taking another bite and glancing at the game.

I removed my wallet. "How many bedrooms?" I asked.



He glanced at the monitor. "Two."

Hector had four children. I was sure his new digs were more spacious.

"How much a month?"

"Seven-fifty."

I took out a one-hundred-dollar bill, which he immediately saw. "Here'sthe deal.
Give me the key. I'll take a look at the place and be back inten minutes. No one
will ever know."

"We have a waiting list," he said again, dropping the sandwich onto apaper plate.

"Is it there in that computer?" I asked, pointing.

"Yeah," he said, wiping his mouth.

"Then it would be easy to shuffle."

He found the key in a locked drawer, and grabbed the money. "Ten minutes,"he
said.



The apartment was nearby, on the ground floor of a three-storybuilding. The key
worked. The smell of fresh paint escaped through thedoor before I went inside.
In fact, the painting was still in progress;in the living room there was a ladder,
dropcloths, white buckets.

A team of fingerprinters could not have found a trace of the Palmaclan. All
drawers, cabinets, and closets were bare; all carpets andpadding ripped up and
gone. Even the tub and toilet bowl stains had beenremoved. No dust, cobwebs,
dirt under the kitchen sink. The place wassterile. Every room had a fresh coat of
dull white, except the livingroom, which was half-finished.

I returned to the office and tossed the key on the counter.

"How about it?" he asked.

"Too small," I said. "But thanks anyway."

"You want your money back?"

"Are you in school?"

"Yes."
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" Lhen Keep 1t.”

"Thanks."

I stopped at the door, and asked, "Did Palma leave a forwardingaddress?"

"I thought you worked with him," he said.

"Right," I said, and quickly closed the door behind me.

The little woman was sitting against our door when I arrived forwork
Wednesday morning. It was almost eight; the office was locked;the temperature
was below freezing. At first I thought she had parkedherself there for the night,
using our doorway to battle the wind. Butwhen she saw me approach, she
immediately jumped to her feet and said,"Good morning."

I smiled, said hello, and started fumbling keys.

"Are you a lawyer?" she asked.

"Yes I am."

"For people like me?"



I assumed she was homeless, and that was all we asked of ourclients. "Sure. Be
my guest," I said as I opened the door. It wascolder inside than out. I adjusted a
thermostat, one that, as far asI had been able to determine, was connected to
nothing. I made coffeeand found some stale doughnuts in the kitchen. I offered
them to her,and she quickly ate one.

"What's your name?" I asked. We were sitting in the front, next to Sofia'sdesk,
waiting for the coffee and praying for the radiators. "Ruby."

"I'm Michael. Where do you live, Ruby?"

"Here and there." She was dressed in a gray Georgetown Hoya sweat suit,thick
brown socks, dirty white sneakers with no brand name. She wasbetween thirty
and forty, rail-thin, and slightly cockeyed.

"Come on," I said with a smile. "I need to know where you live. Is ita shelter?"

"Used to live in a shelter, but had to leave. Almost got raped. I gota car."

I had seen no vehicles parked near the office when I arrived. "You havea car?"

"Yes."



"DO you drive 1te”

"It don't drive. I sleep in the back."

I was asking questions without a legal pad, something I was not trainedto do. I
poured two large paper cups of coffee, and we retreated to myoffice, where,
mercifully, the radiator was alive and gurgling. I closedthe door. Mordecai
would arrive shortly, and he had never learned theart of a quiet entry.

Ruby sat on the edge of my brown folding client's chair, her shouldersslumped,
her entire upper body wrapped around the cup of coffee, as ifit might be the last
warm thing in life.

"What can I do for you?" I asked, armed with a full assortment of legalpads.

"It's my son, Terrence. He's sixteen, and they've taken him away."

"Who took him?"

"The city, the foster people."

"Where is he now?"

"Thev got him."



Her answers were short, nervous bursts, quick on the heels of eachquestion.
"Why don't you relax and tell me about Terrence?" I said.

And she did. With no effort at eye contact, and with both hands on thecoffee
cup, she zipped through her narrative. Several years earlier,she couldn't
remember how long, but Terrence was around ten, theywere living alone in a
small apartment. She was arrested for sellingdrugs. She went to jail for four
months. Terrence went to live withher sister. Upon her release, she collected
Terrence, and they began anightmare existence living on the streets. They slept
in cars, squattedin empty buildings, slept under bridges in warm weather, and
retreatedto the shelters when it was cold. Somehow, she kept him in school.
Shebegged on the sidewalks; she sold her body--"tricking" as she called it;she
peddled a little crack. She did whatever it took to keep Terrence fed,in decent
clothes, and in school.

But she was an addict, and couldn't kick the crack. She became pregnant,and
when the child was born the city took it immediately. It was acrack baby.

She seemed to have no affection for the baby; only for Terrence. Thecity began
asking questions about him, and mother and child slid deeperinto the shadows of
the homeless. Out of desperation, she went to afamily she had once worked for
as a maid, the Rowlands, a couple whosechildren were grown and away from
home. They had a warm little housenear Howard University. She offered to pay
them fifty dollars a monthif Terrence could live with them. There was a small
bedroom above theback porch, one she'd cleaned many times, and it would be
perfect forTerrence. The Rowlands hesitated at first, but finally agreed. They
weregood people, back then. Ruby was allowed to visit Terrence for an houreach
night. His grades improved; he was clean and safe, and Ruby waspleased with
herself.



She rearranged her life around his: new soup kitchens and dinner programscloser
to the Rowlands; different shelters for emergencies; differentalleys and parks
and abandoned cars. She scraped together the money eachmonth, and never
missed a nightly visit with her son.

Until she was arrested again. The first arrest was for prostitution;the second was
for sleeping on a park bench in Farragut Square. Maybethere was a third one, but
she couldn't remember.

She was rushed to D.C. General once when someone found her lying ina street,
unconscious. She was placed in a dry-out tank for addicts,but walked out after
three days because she missed Terrence.

She was with him one night in his room when he stared at her stomachand asked
if she was pregnant again. She said she thought so. Who wasthe father? he
demanded. She had no idea. He cursed her and yelled somuch that the Rowlands
asked her to leave.

While she was pregnant, Terrence had little to do with her. It washeartbreaking--
sleeping in cars, begging for coins, counting thehours until she could see him,
then being ignored for an hour while shesat in a corner of his room watching him
do his homework.

Ruby began crying at that point in her story. I made t some notes, andlistened as
Mordecai stomped around the front room, trying to pick afight with Sofia.

Her third delivery, only a year before, produced another crack baby,one

immediately taken by the city. i She didn't see Terrence for fourdays while she
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returned to the only life she knew.

Terrence was an A student, excellent in math and Spanish, a tromboneplayer and
an actor in school dramas. He was dreaming of the NavalAcademy. Mr.
Rowland had served in the military.

Ruby arrived one night for a visit in bad shape. A fight started in thekitchen
when Mrs. Rowland con fronted her. Harsh words were exchanged;ultimatums
thrown down. Terrence was in the middle of it; three againstone. Either she got
help, or she would be banned from the house. Rubydeclared that she would
simply take her boy and leave. Terrence said hewasn't going anywhere.

The next night, a social worker from the city was waiting for her withpaperwork.
Someone had already been to court. Terrence was being takeninto foster care.
The Rowlands would be his new parents. He had alreadylived with them for
three years. Visitation would be terminated untilshe underwent rehab and was
clean for a period of sixty days. Threeweeks had passed.

"I want to see my son," she said. "I miss him so bad."

"Are you in rehab?" I asked.

She shook her head quickly and closed her eyes.

"Why not?" I asked.



"Can't get in."

I had no idea how a crack addict off the street got admitted to a recoveryunit, but
it was time to find out. I pictured Terrence in his warm room,well fed, well
dressed, safe, clean, sober, doing his homework underthe strict supervision of
Mr. and Mrs. Rowland, who had grown to lovehim almost as much as Ruby did.
I could see him eating breakfast at thefamily table, reciting vocabulary lists over
hot cereal as Mr. Rowlandignored the morning paper and grilled him on his
Spanish. Terrence wasstable and normal, unlike my poor little client, who lived
in hell.

And she wanted me to handle their reunion.

"This will take some time, okay," I said, thoroughly clueless about howlong
anything would take. In a city where five hundred families waitedfor a small
space in an emergency shelter, there couldn't be many bedsavailable for drug
addicts.

"You won't see Terrence until you're drug-free," I said, trying not tosound pious.

Her eyes watered and she said nothing.

I realized just how little I knew about addiction. Where did she get herdrugs?
How much did they cost? How many hits and highs each day? How longwould it
take to dry her out? Then to cure her? What were her chancesof kicking a habit
she'd had for over a decade? And what did the citydo with all those crack
babies? She had no paperwork. no address, noidentification. nothing but a



heartbreaking story.lS}Lle seemed perfectlyéontent sitting in fny chai;, and I began
to wonder how I might ask herto leave. The coffee was gone.

Sofia's shrill voice brought back reality. There were sharp voices aroundher. As I
raced for the door, my first thought was that another nut likeMister had walked
in with a gun.

But there were other guns. Lieutenant Gasko was back, again with plentyof help.
Three uniformed cops were approaching Sofia, who was bitchingunmercifully
but to no avail. Two in jeans and sweatshirts were waitingfor action. As I walked
out of my office, Mordecai walked out of his.

"Hello, Mikey," Gasko said to me.

"What the hell is this!" Mordecai growled and the walls shook. One ofthe
uniformed cops actually reached for his service revolver.

Gasko went straight for Mordecai. "It's a search," he said, pullingout the required
papers and flinging them at Mordecai. "Are youMr. Green?"

"I am," he answered, snatching the papers.

"What are you looking for?" I yelled at Gasko.

"Same thing," he yelled back. "Give it to us, and we'll be happy tostop."



"It's not here."

"What file?" Mordecai asked, looking at the search warrant.

"The eviction file," I replied.

"Haven't seen your lawsuit," Gasko said to me. I recognized two of theuniformed
cops as Lilly and Blower. "A Iotta big talk," Gasko said.

"Get the hell outta here!" Sofia barked at Blower as he inched towardher desk.

Gasko was very much in charge. "Listen, lady," he said, with his usualsneer.
"We can do this two ways. First, you put your ass in that chairand shut up.
Second, we put the cuffs on you and you sit in the back ofa car for the next two
hours."

One cop was poking his head into each of the side offices. I felt Rubyease
behind me.

"Relax," Mordecai said to Sofia. "Just relax."

"What's upstairs?" Gasko asked me.



"Storage," Mordecai replied.

"Your storage?"

"Yes."

"It's not there," I said. "You're wasting your time."

"Then we'll have to waste it, won't we?"

A prospective client opened the front door, startling those of usinside. His eyes
darted quickly around the room, then settled on thethree men in uniform. He
made a hasty retreat into the safety of thestreets.

I asked Ruby to leave too. Then I stepped into Mordecai's office andclosed the
door. "Where's the file?" he asked in a low voice. "It's nothere, I swear. This is
just harassment."

"The warrant looks valid. There'sbeen a theft; it's reasonable to assume the file
would be with theattorney who stole it."

I tried to say something lawyerly and bright, some piercing legal nuggetthat
would stop the search cold and send the cops running. But wordsfailed me.
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nstead, 1 was embarrassed at naving bprougnt tne police tonose tnrougn tne clnic.

"Do you have a copy of the file?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Have you thought about giving them their original ?"

"I can't. That would be an admission of guilt. They don't know for afact that I
have the file. And even if I gave it back, they would knowthat I had copied it."

He rubbed his beard and agreed with me. We stepped out of his officejust as
Lilly missed a step near the unused desk next to Sofia's. Anavalanche of files
slid onto the floor. Sofia yelled at him; Gaskoyelled at her. The tension was
quickly moving away from words and inthe direction of physical conflict.

I locked the front door so our clients wouldn't see the search. "Here'sthe way
we'll do it," Mordecai announced. The cops glared, but theywere anxious for
some direction. Searching a law office was quite unlikeraiding a bar filled with
millors.

"The file isn't here, okay. We'll start with that promise. You can lookat all the
files you want, but you can't open them. That would violateclient confidentiality.
Agreed?"
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We started in my office; all six cops, me, and Mordecai crammed into thetiny
room, working hard at avoiding contact. I opened each drawer of mydesk, none
of which would open unless yanked viciously. At one point Theard Gasko
whisper to himself, "Nice office."

I removed each file from my cabinets, waved them under Gasko's nose,and
returned them to their place. I'd only been there since Monday,so there wasn't
much to search.

Mordecai slipped from the room and went to Sofia's desk, where he usedthe
phone. When Gasko declared my office to be officially searched,we left it, just
in time to hear Mordecai say into the receiver, "Yes,Judge, thank you. He's right
here."

His smile showed every tooth as he thrust the phone at Gasko. "This isJudge
Kisner, the gentleman who signed the search warrant. He would liketo speak to
you."

Gasko took the phone as if it were owned by a leper. "This is Gasko,"he said,
holding it inches from his head.

Mordecai turned to the other cops. "Gentlemen, you may search thisroom, and
that's it. You cannot go into the private offices to thesides. Judge's orders."

Gasko mumbled, "Yes sir," and hung up.



We monitored their movements for an hour, as they went from desk todesk--four
of them in all, including Sofia's. After a few minutes,they realized the search was
futile, and so they prolonged it by movingas slowly as possible. Each desk was
covered with files long sinceclosed. The books and legal publications had last
been looked at yearsearlier. Some stacks were covered with dust. A few cobwebs
had to bedealt with.

Each file was tabbed, with the case name either typed or handprinted. Twoof the
cops wrote down the names of the files as they were called outby Gasko and the
others. It was tedious, and utterly hopeless.

They saved Sofia's desk for last. She handled things herself, callingoff the name
of each file, spelling the simpler ones like Jones, Smith,Williams. The cops kept
their distance. She opened drawers just wideenough for a quick peek. She had a
personal drawer, which no one wantedto see. I was sure there were weapons in
there.

They left without saying good-bye. I apologized to Sofia and Mordecaifor the
intrusion, and retreated to the safety of my office.

Number five on the list of evictees was Kelvin Lam, a name vaguelyfamiliar to
Mordecai. He once estimated the number of homeless in theDistrict to be around
ten thousand. There were at least that many filesscattered throughout the 14th
Street Legal Clinic. Every name rang abell with Mordecai.

He worked the circuits, the kitchens and shelters and service providers,the
preachers and cops and other street lawyers. After dark we drovedowntown to a
church wedged between high-priced office buildings and ritzyhotels. In a large
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The room was lined with folding tables, allsurrounded by hungry folks eating
and talking. It was not a soup kitchen;the plates were filled with corn, potatoes, a
slice of something thatwas either turkey or chicken, fruit salad, bread. I had not
eaten dinner,and the aroma made me hungry.

"I haven't been here in years," Mordecai said as we stood by the entrancelooking
down at the dining area. "They feed three hundred a day. Isn'tit wonderful?"

"Where does the food come from?"

"D.C. Central Kitchen, an outfit in the basement of the CCNV.
They'vedeveloped this amazing system of collecting excess food from
localrestaurants, not leftovers, but uncooked food that will simply go bad ifnot
used immediately. They have a fleet of refrigerated trucks, and theyrun all over
the city collecting food which they take to the kitchen andprepare, frozen
dinners. Over two thousand a day."

"It looks tasty."

"It's really quite good."

A young lady, named Liza found us. She was new at Five Loaves. Mordecaihad
known her predecessor, whom they talked about briefly as I watchedthe people
eat.

I noticed something I should have seen before. There were different levelsof
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ate and talked happily about a basketball game they hadseen on television. They
were reasonably well dressed. One wore gloveswhile he ate, and except for that,
the group could've been sitting inany workingclass bar in the city without being
immediately branded ashomeless. Behind them, a hulking figure with thick
sunglasses ate alone,handling the chicken with his fingers. He had robber boots
similar tothe ones Mister wore at the time of his death. His coat was dirty
andfrayed. He was oblivious to his surroundings. His life was noticeablyharder
than the lives of the men laughing at the next table. Theyhad access to warm
water and soap; he couldn't have cared less. Theyslept in shelters. He slept in
parks with the pigeons. But they wereall homeless.

Liza did not know Kelvin Lam, but she would ask around. We watched heras she
moved through the crowd, speaking to the people, pointing tothe wastebaskets in
one corner, fussing over an elderly lady. She satbetween two men, neither of
whom looked at her as they talked. She wentto another table, then another.

Most surprisingly, a lawyer appeared, a young associate from a large firm,a pro
bono volunteer with the Washington Legal Clinic for the Homeless.
Herecognized Mordecai from a fund-raiser the year before. We did law talkfor a
few minutes, then he disappeared into a back room to begin threehours of intake.

"The Washington Legal Clinic has a hundred and fifty volunteers,"Mordecai
said. "Is that enough?" I asked.

"It's never enough. I think we should revive our pro bono volunteerprogram.
Maybe you'd like to take charge and supervise it. Abraham likesthe idea."

It was nice to know that Mordecai and Abraham, and no doubt Sofia too,had
been discussing a program for me to run.



"It will expand our base, make us more visible in the legal community,and help
with raising money."

"Sure," I said, without conviction.

Liza was back. "Kelvin Lam is in the rear," she said, nodding. "Secondtable
from the back. Wearing the Redskins cap."

"Did you talk to him?" Mordecai asked.

"Yes. He's sober, pretty sharp, said he's been staying at CCNV, workspart-time
on a garbage truck."

"Is there a small room we can use?"

"Sure."

"Tell Lam a homeless lawyer needs to talk to him."
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corner. Lam took the only available chair, and gaveme a look that made my skin
crawl.

"Nothing's wrong," Mordecai said in his best soothing tone. "We need toask you
a few questions, that's all."

Not a peep out of Lam. He was dressed like a resident of a shelter--
jeans,sweatshirt, sneakers, wool jacket--as opposed to the pungent
multilayeredgarb of one sleeping under a bridge.

"Do you know a woman named Lontae Burton?" Mordecai asked. He would
dothe talking for us lawyers.

Lam shook his head no.

"DeVon Hardy?"

Another no.

"Last month, were you living in an abandoned warehouse?"

llYep'H



"At the corner of New York and Florida?"

"Uh-huh."

"Were you paying rent?"

llYep'H

"A hundred dollars a month?"

llYep'H

"To Tillman Gantry?"

Lam froze, and closed his eyes to ponder the question. "Who?" heasked.

"Who owned the warehouse?"

"I paid rent to some dude named Johnny."

"Who did Johnny work for?"



"Don't know. Don't care. Didn't ask."

"How long did you live there?"

""Bout four months."

"Why did you leave?"

"Got evicted."

"Who evicted you?"

"I don't know. The cops showed up one day with some other dudes. Theyyanked
us and threw us on the sidewalk. Couple of days later, theybulldozed the
warehouse."

"Did you explain to the cops that you were paying rent to live there?"

"A lot of people were saying that. This one woman with little kids triedto fight
with the police, but didn't do no good. Me, I don't fight withcops. It was a bad
scene, man."



"Were you given any paperwork before the eviction?"

IINO’H

"Any notice to get out?"

"No. Nothing. They just showed up."

"Nothing in writing?"

"Nothing. Cops said we were just squatters; had to get out rightthen."

"So you moved in last fall, sometime around October."

"Something like that."

"How did you find the place?"

"I don't know. Somebody said they were renting little apartments in
thewarehouse. Cheap rent, you know. So I went over to check it out. Theywere
putting up some boards and walls and things. There was a roof upthere, a toilet
not far away, running water. It wasn't a bad deal."



"So you moved in?"

"Right."”

"Did you sign a lease?"

"No. Dude told me that the apartment was illegal, so nothing was inwriting. Told
me to say I was squatting in case anybody asked."

"And he wanted cash?"

"Only cash."

"Did you pay every month?"

"Tried to. He came around on the fifteenth to collect."

"Were you behind on your rent when you were evicted?"

"A little."



"How much?"

"Maybe one month."

""Was that the reason you were evicted?"

"I don't know. They didn't give no reason. They just evicted everybody,all at
once."

"Did you know the other people in the warehouse?"

"I knew a couple. But we kept to ourselves. Each aparmtent had a gooddoor, one
that would lock."

"This mother you mentioned, the one who fought with the police, did youknow
her?"

"No. I'd maybe seen her once or twice. She lived on the other end."

"The other end?"

"Riaght Thare wac nn nhiimhinag in tha middle nf the warahniice cen thavhnilt tha
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apartments on each end."

"Could you see her apartment from yours?"

"No. It was a big warehouse."

"How big was your apartment?"

"Two rooms, I don't know how big."

"Electricity?"

"Yeah, they ran some wires in. We could plug in radios and things likethat. We
had lights. There was running water, but you had to use acommunity toilet."

"What about heating?"

"Not much. It got cold, but not nearly as cold as sleeping on thestreet."

"So you were happy with the place?"



"1t was OKay. 1 mean, 10r a hundred bucks a montn 1t wasn't bad."

"You said you knew two other people. What are their names?"

"Herman Harris and Shine somebody."

"where are they now?"

"I haven't seen them."

"Where are you staying?"

"CCNV."

Mordecai pulled a business card from his pocket and handed it to Lam.
"Howlong will you be there?" he asked.

"I don't know."

"Can you keep in touch with me?"

llwhy?"



"You might need a lawyer. Just call me if you change shelters or finda place of
your own."

Lam took the card without a word. We thanked Liza and returned to theoffice.

As with any lawsuit, there were a number of ways to proceed withour action
against the defendants. There were three of them--RiverOaks,Drake & Sweeney,
and TAG, and we did not expect to add more.

The first method was the ambush. The other was the serve and volley.

With the ambush, we would prepare the skeletal framework of ourallegations,
run to the courthouse, file the suit, leak it to thepress, and hope we could prove
what we thought we knew. The advantagewas surprise, and embarrassment for
the defendants, and, hopefully,public opinion. The downside was the legal
equivalent of jumping offa cliff with the strong, but unconfirmed, belief that
there was a netdown there somewhere.

The serve and volley would begin with a letter to the defendants, in whichwe
made the same allegations, but rather than sue we would invite themto discuss
the matter. The letters would go back and forth with each sidegenerally able to
predict what the other might do. If liability could beproved, then a quiet
settlement would probably occur. Litigation couldbe avoided.



The ambush appealed to Mordecai and myself for two reasons. The firm
hadshown no interest in leaving me alone; the two searches were clear proofthat
Arthur on the top floor and Rafter and his band of hard-asses inlitigation were
coming after me. My arrest would make a nice news story,one they would
undoubtedly leak to humiliate me and build pressure. Wehad to be ready with
our own assault.

The second reason went to the heart of our case. Hector and the otherwitnesses
could not be compelled to testify until we filed suit and forcedthem to give their
depositions. During the discovery period that followedthe initial filing, we would
have the opportunity to ask all sorts ofquestions of the defendants, and they
would be required to answer underoath. We would also be allowed to depose
anybody we wanted. If we foundHector Palma, we could grill him under oath. If
we tracked down theother evictees, we could force them to tell what happened.

We had to find out what everyone knew, and there was no way to do thiswithout
using court-sanctioned discovery.

In theory, our case was really quite simple: The warehouse squatters hadbeen
paying rent, in cash with no records, to Tillman Gantry or someoneworking on
his behalf. Gantry had an opportunity to sell the property toRiverOaks, but it had
to be done quickly. Gantry lied to RiverOaks andits lawyers about the squatters.
Drake & Sweeney, exercising diligence,had sent Hector Palma to inspect the
property prior to closing. Hectorwas mugged on the first visit, took a guard with
him on the second, andupon inspecting the premises learned that the residents
were, in fact,not squatters, but tenants. He reported this in a memo to Braden
Chance,who made the illfated decision to disregard it and proceed with
theclosing. The tenants were summarily evicted as squatters, without dueprocess.

A formal eviction would have taken at least thirty more days, timenone of the

——



participants wanted to waste. ‘I'hirty days and the worstot winter would be gone;
the threat of snowstorms or sub-zero nightswould be diminished, along with the
need to sleep in a car with theheater running.

They were just street people, with no records, no rent receipts, andno trail to be
followed.

It was not a complicated case, in theory. But the hurdles wereenormous. Locking
in testimony of homeless people could be treacherous,especially if Mr. Gantry
decided to assert himself. He ruled the streets,an arena I was not eager to fight
in. Mordecai had a vast network builton favors and whispers, but he was no
match for Gantry's artillery. Wespent an hour discussing various ways to avoid
naming TAG, Inc., as adefendant. For obvious reasons, the lawsuit would be far
messier andmore dangerous with Gantry as a party. We could sue without him,
andleave it to his co-defendants--RiverOaks and Drake & Sweeney--to haulhim
in as a third party.

But Gantry was a contributing cause in our theory of liability, andto ignore him
as a defendant would be to ask for trouble as the caseprogressed.

Hector Palma had to be found. and once we found him, we somehow had
toconvince him to either produce the hidden memo, or to tell us what wasin it.
Finding him would be the easy part; getting him to talk might beimpossible. He
quite likely wouldn't want to, since he needed to keephis job. He'd been quick to
tell me he had a wife and four kids.

There were other problems with the lawsuit, the first of which waspurely
procedural. We, as lawyers, did not have the authority to filesuit on behalf of the
heirs of Lontae Burton and her four children. Wehad to be employed by her
family, such as it was. With her mother andtwo brothers in prison, and her
father's identitv vet to he revealed.Mordecai was of the oninion we should



................ J J T T~ —— e — o mmm— ey e e e — B i e emm— e —

petition the Family Court for theappomtment of a trustee to handle the affairs of
Lontae's estate. Indoing so, we could bypass her family, at least initially. In the
eventwe recovered damages, the family would be a nightmare. It was safe
toassume that the four children had two or more different fathers, and eachone of
those tomcats would have to be notified if money changed hands.

"We'll worry about that later," Mordecai said. "We have to win first." Wewere in
the front, at the desk next to Sofia's where the aging computerworked most of
the time. I was typing, Mordecai pacing and dictating.

We plotted until midnight, drafting and redrafting the lawsuit, arguingtheories,
discussing procedure, dreaming of ways to haul RiverOaks and myold firm into
court for a noisy trial. Mordecai saw it as a watershed,a pivotal moment to
reverse the decline in public sympathy for thehomeless. I saw it simply as a way
to correct a wrong.

Coffee again with Ruby. She was waiting by the front door when larrived at
seven forty-five, happy to see me. How could anyone be socheerful after
spending eight hours trying to sleep in the backseat ofan abandoned car?

"Got any doughnuts?" she asked as I was flipping on the lightswitches.

It was already a habit.

"I'll see. You have a seat, and I'll make us some coffee." I rattledaround the
kitchen, cleaning the coffeepot, looking for something toeat. Yesterday's stale
doughnuts were even firmer, but there was nothingelse. I made a mental note to
buy fresh ones tomorrow, just in case Rubyarrived for the third day in a row.
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She ate one doughnut, nibbling around the hard edges, trying to bepolite.

"Where do you eat breakfast?" I asked.

"Don't usually."”

"How about lunch and dinner?"

"Lunch is at Naomi's on Tenth Street. For dinner I go to Calvary Missionover on
Fifteenth."

"What do you do during the day?"

She was curled around her paper cup again, trying to keep her frailbody warm.

3! "

"Most of the time I stay at Naomi's," she said.

"How many women are there?"

"Don't know. A lot. They take good care of us, but it's just for theday."



"Is it only for homeless women?"

"Yeah, that's right. They close at four. Most of the women live inshelters, some
on the street. Me, I got a car."

"Do they know you're using crack?"

"I think so. They want me to go to meetings for drunks and people ondope. I'm
not the only one. Lots of the women do it too, you know."

"Did you get high last night?" I asked. The words echoed in my ears. Ifound it
hard to believe I was asking such questions.

Her chin fell to her chest; her eyes closed.

"Tell me the truth," I said.

"I had to. I do it every night."

I wasn't about to scold her. I had done nothing since the day before tohelp her
find treatment. It suddenly became my priority.



She asked for another doughnut. I wrapped the last one in foil andtopped off her
coffee. She was late for something at Naomi's, and offshe went.

The march began at the District Building with a rally forjustice. Since Mordecai
was a Who's Who in the world of the homeless,he left me in the crowd and went
to his spot on the platform.

A church choir robed in burgundy and gold got organized on the steps andbegan
flooding the area with lively hymns. Hundreds of police loiteredin loose
formation up and down the street, their barricades stoppingtraffic.

The CCNV had promised a thousand of its foot soldiers, and they arrivedin a
group--one long, impressive, disorganized column of men homeless andproud of
it. I heard them coming before I saw them, their well-rehearsedmarching yells
clear from blocks away. When they rounded the corner,the TV cameras
scrambled to greet them.

They gathered intact before the steps of the District Building and beganwaving
their placards, most of which were of the homemade, hand-paintedvariety. STOP
THE KILLINGS; SAVE THE SHELTERS; I HAVE THE RIGHT TOA HOME;
JOBS, JOBS, JOBS. The signs were hoisted above their heads,where they
danced with the rhythm of the hymns and the cadence of eachnoisy chant.

Church buses stopped at the barricades and unloaded hundreds of people,many
of whom did not appear to be living on the streets. They were nicelydressed

church folk, almost all women. The crowd swelled, the space aroundme shrunk.
T did not know a cingle nerson other than Maordecai Sofia and Ahraham were
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somewhere in the crowd, but I didn't see them. It was billedas the largest
homeless march in the past ten years--Lontae's Rally.

A photo of Lontae Burton had been enlarged and mass-produced on
largeplacards, trimmed in black, and under her face were the ominous
words:w~lo LI. Er) kOriv.? These were dispersed through the crowd, andquickly
became the placard of choice, even among the men from the CCNVwho'd
brought their own protest banners. Lontae's face bobbed and weavedabove the
mass of people.

A lone siren wailed in the distance, then grew closer. A funeral van witha police
escort was allowed through the barricades and stopped directlyin front of the
District Building, in the midst of the throng. Therear doors opened; a mock
casket, painted black, was removed by thepallbearers--six homeless men who
lifted it onto their shoulders andstood ready to begin the procession. Four more
caskets, same color andmake but much smaller, were removed by more
pallbearers. The sea parted;the procession moved slowly toward the steps as the
choir launched intoa soulful requiem that almost brought tears to my eyes. It was
a deathmarch. One of those little caskets represented Ontario.

Then the crowd pressed together. Hands reached upward and touched thecaskets
so that they floated along, rocking gently side to side, endto end.

It was high drama, and the cameras packed near the platform recordedevery
solemn movement of the procession. We would see it replayed on TVfor the
next forty-eight hours.

The caskets were placed side by side, with Lontae's in the middle,on a small
plywood ledge in the center of the steps, a few feet belowthe platform where
Mordecai stood. They were filmed and photographed atlength, then the speeches



started.

The moderator was an activist who began by thanking all the groups thathad
helped organize the march. It was an impressive list, at least inquantity. As he
rattled off the names, I was pleasantly surprised at thesheer number of shelters,
missions, kitchens, coalitions, medical clinics,legal clinics, churches, centers,
outreach groups, jobtraining programs,substance-abuse programs, even a few
elected officials--all responsibleto some degree for the event.

With so much support, how could there be a homeless problem?

The next six speakers answered that question. Lack of adequate fundingto begin
with, then budget cuts, a deaf ear by the federal government,a blind eye by the
city, a lack of compassion from those with means,a court system grown much
too conservative, the list went on and on. Andon and on.

The same themes were repeated by each speaker, except for Mordecai,who
spoke fifth and silenced the crowd with his story of the lasthours of the Burton
family. When he told of changing the baby's diaper,probably its last one, there
wasn't a sound in the crowd. Not a cough ora whisper. I looked at the caskets as
if one actually held the baby.

Then the family left the shelter, he explained, his voice slow, deep,resonating.
They went back into the streets, into the snowstorm whereLontae and her
children survived only a few more hours. Mordecai tookgreat license with the
facts at that point, because no one knew exactlywhat had happened. I knew this,
but I didn't care. The rest of the crowdwas equally mesmerized by his story.

When he described the last moments, as the familv huddled together ina futile



effort to stay warm, I heard women crying around me.

My thoughts turned selfish. If this man, myfriend and fellow lawyer,could
captivate a crowd of thousands from an elevated platform a hundredfeet away,
what could he do with twelve people in a jury box close enoughto touch?

I realized at that moment that the Burton lawsuit would never get thatfar. No
defense team in its right mind would allow Mordecai Green topreach to a black
jury in this city. If our assumptions were correct,and if we could prove them,
there would never be a trial.

After an hour and a half of speeches, the crowd was restless and readyto walk.
The choir began again, and the caskets were lifted by thepallbearers, who led the
procession away from the building. Behindthe caskets were the leaders,
including Mordecai. The rest of usfollowed. Someone handed me a Lontae
placard, and I held it as high asanyone else.

Privileged people don't march and protest; their world is safe and cleanand
governed by laws designed to keep them happy. I had never takento the streets
before; why bother? And for the first block or two Ifelt odd, walking in a mass
of people, holding a stick with a placardbearing the face of a twenty-two-yearold
black mother who bore fourillegitimate children.

But I was no longer the same person I'd been a few weeks earlier. Norcould I go
back, even if I'd wanted to. My past had been about moneyand possessions and
status, afflictions that now disturbed me.

And so I relaxed and enjoyed the walk. I chanted with the homeless,rolled and
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hymns foreign to me. I savored my first exercise incivil protest. It wouldn't be
my last.

The barricades protected us as we inched toward Capitol Hill. Themarch had
been well planned, and because of its size it attractedattention along the way.
The caskets were placed on the steps of theCapitol. We congregated in a mass
around them, then listened to anotherseries of fiery speeches from civil rights
activists and two membersof Congress.

The speeches grew old; I'd heard enough. My homeless brethren had littleto do; I
had opened thirty-one files since beginning my new career onMonday. Thirty-
one real people were waiting for me to get food stamps,locate housing, file
divorces, defend criminal charges, obtain disputedwages, stop evictions, help
with their addictions, and in some way snapmy fingers and find justice. As an
antitrust lawyer, I rarely had toface the clients. Things were different on the
street.

I bought a cheap cigar from a sidewalk vendor, and went for a short walkon the
Mall.

I knocked on the door next to where the Palmas had lived, and a woman'svoice
asked, "Who's there?" There was no effort to unbolt and open. Thad thought long
and hard about my ploy. I'd even rehearsed it drivingto Bethesda. But I was not
convinced I could be convincing.

"Bob Stevens," I said, cringing. "I'm looking for Hector Palma."

"Who?" she asked.



"Hector Palma. He used to live next door to you."

"What do you want?"

"I owe him some money. I'm trying to find him, that's all."

If I were collecting money, or had some other unpleasant mission, thenthe
neighbors would naturally be defensive. I thought this was a niftylittle ruse.

"He's gone," she said flatly.

"I know he's gone. Do you know where he went?"

"NO.”

"Did he leave this area?"

"Don't know."

"Did you see them move?"



Of course the answer was yes; there was no way around it. But insteadof being
helpful, she withdrew into the depths of her apartment andprobably called
security. I repeated the question, then rang the doorbellagain. Nothing.

So I went to the door on the other side of Hector's last-knownaddress. Two tings,
it opened shghtly until the chain caught, and aman my age with mayonnaise in
the corner of his mouth said, "What doyou want?"

I repeated the Bob Stevens plot. he listened carefully while his kidsromped
through the living room behind him, a television blasting away. Itwas after eight,
dark and cold, and I'd interrupted a late dinner.

But he was not unpleasant. "I never knew him," he said.

"What about his wife?"

"Nope. I travel a lot. Gone most of the time."

"Did your wife know them?"

"No." He said this too quickly.

"Did you or your wife see them move?"



"We weren't here last weekend."

"And you have no idea where they went?"

"None."

I thanked him, then turned around to meet a beefy security guard, inuniform,
holding a billy club with his right hand and tapping it onhis left palm, like a
street cop in a movie. "What are you doing?" hesnarled.

"Looking for someone," I said. "Put that thing away."

"We don't allow solicitation."

"Are you deaf? I'm looking for someone, not soliciting." I walked pasthim,
toward the parking lot.

"We've had a complaint,” he said to my back. "You need to leave."

"I'm leaving."



Dinner was a taco and a beer in a corporate bar not far away. I feltsafer eating in
the suburbs. The restaurant was of the cookie-cuttervariety, a national chain
getting rich with shiny new neighborhoodwatering holes. The crowd was
dominated by young government workers,still trying to get home, all talking
policy and politics while drinkingdraft beer and yelling at a game.

Loneliness was an adjustment. My wife and friends had been leftbehind. Seven
years in the sweatshop of Drake & Sweeney had notbeen conducive to nurturing
friendships; or a marriage either, forthat matter. At the age of thirty-two, I was
ill-prepared for thesingle life. As I watched the game, and the women, I asked
myselfif I were expected to return to the bar and nightclub scene to
findcompanionship. Surely there was some other place and method.

I got dejected and left.

I drove slowly into the city, not anxious to arrive at my apartment. Myname was
on a lease, in a computer somewhere, and I figured the policecould find my loft
without too much trouble. If they were planningan arrest, I was certain it would
happen at night. They would enjoyterrifying me with a midnight knock on the
door, a little roughing up asthey frisked me and slapped on the cuffs, a shove out
the door, down theelevator with death grips under my arms, a push into the rear
seat of asquad car for the ride to the city jail where I would be the only
youngwhite professional arrested that night. They would like nothing betterthan
to throw me into a holding cell with the usual assortment of thugs,and leave me
there to fend for myself.

I carried with me two things, regardless of what I was doing. One was acell
phone, with which to call Mordecai as soon as I was arrested. Theother was a
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hopefully spring myself before I got near the holdingcell.

I parked two blocks away from my building, and watched every emptycar for
suspicious characters. I made it to the loft, untouched,unapprehended.

My living room was now furnished with two lawn chairs and a plasticstorage
box used as a coffee table/footstool. The television was ona matching storage
box. I was amused at the sparse furnishings anddetermined to keep the place to
myself. No one would see how I wasliving.

My mother had called. I listened to her recording. She and Dad wereworried
about me, and wanted to come for a visit. They had discussedthings with brother
Warner, and he might make the trip too. | couldalmost hear their analysis of my
new life. Somebody had to talk somesense into me.

The rally for Lontae was the lead story at eleven. There were close-upsof the
five black caskets lying on the steps of the District Building,and later as they
were marched down the street. Mordecai was featuredpreaching to the masses.
The crowd appeared larger than I hadrealized--the estimate was five thousand.
The mayor had no comment.

I turned off the television, and punched Claire's number on the phone. Wehad
not talked in four days, and I thought I would show some civilityand break the
ice. Technically we were still married. It would be niceto have dinner in a week
or so.

After the third ring, a strange voice reluctantly said, "Hello." It wasthat of a
male.



For a second, I was too stunned to speak. It was eleven-thirty on aThursday
night. Claire had a man over. I had been gone for less thana week. I almost hung
up, but then collected myself and said, "Claire,please."

"Who's calling?" he asked, gruffly.

"Michael, her husband."

"She's in the shower," he said, with a trace of satisfaction.

"Tell her I called," I said, and hung up as quickly as possible.

I paced the three rooms until midnight, then dressed again and went for awalk in
the cold. When a marriage crumbles, you ponder all scenarios. Wasit a simple
matter of growing apart, or was it much more complicatedthan that? Had I
missed the signals? Was he a casual one-nighter, or hadthey been seeing each
other for years? Was he some overheated doctor,married with children, or a
young virile med student giving her whatshe'd missed from me?

I kept telling myself it didn't matter. We weren't divorcing because ofinfidelities.
It was too late to worry if she'd been sleeping around.

The marriage was over, plain and simple. For whatever reason. She could goto
hell for all I cared. She was done, dismissed, forgotten. If I was freeto chase the
ladies, then the same rules applied to her. Yeah, right.



At 2 A.M,, I found myself at Dupont Circle, ignoring catcalls from thequeers
and stepping around men bundied in layers and quilts and sleepingon benches. It
was dangerous, but I didn't care.

A few hours later, I bought a box of a dozen assorted at a KrispyKreme, with
two tall coffees and a newspaper. Ruby was waiting faithfullyat the door,
shivering from the cold. Her eyes were redder than usual,her smile was not as
quick.

Our spot was a desk in the front, the one with the fewest stacks oflong-forgotten
files. I cleared the top of the desk, and served thecoffee and doughnuts. She
didn't like chocolate, but instead preferredthe ones with the fruit filling.

"Do you read the newspaper?" I asked as I unfolded it. "No."

"How well do you read?"

"Not good."

So I read it to her. We started with the front page, primarily becauseit had a large
photo of the five caskets seemingly adrift above the massof people. The story
was headlined across the bottom half, and I readevery word of it to Ruby, who
listened intently. She had heard storiesabout the deaths of the Burton family; the



details fascinated her.

"Could I die like that?" she asked.

"No. Not unless your car has an engine and you run the heater."

"I wish it had a heater."

"You could die from exposure.’,

"What's that?"

"Freezing to death."

She wiped her mouth with a napkin, and sipped her coffee. The temperaturehad
been eleven degrees the night Ontario and his family died. How hadRuby
survived?

"Where do you go when it gets real cold?" I asked.

"Don't go nowhere."



"You stay in the car?"

"Yes."

"How do you keep from freezing?"

"I got plenty of blankets. I just bury down in them."

"You never go to a shelter?"

"Never."

"Would you go to a shelter if it would help you see Terrence?"

She rolled her head to one side, and gave me a strange look. "Say itagain," she
said.

"You want to see Terrence, right?"

"Right."”

"Then von have to get clean. Right?"
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"Right."”

"To get clean, you'll have to live in a detox center for a while. Isthat something
you're willing to do?"

"Maybe," she said. "Just maybe."

It was a small step, but not an insignificant one.

"I can help you see Terrence again, and you can be a part of his life. Butyou
have to get clean, and stay clean."

"How do I do it?" she asked, her eyes unable to meet mine. She cradledher
coffee, the steam rising to her face.

"Are you going to Naomi's today?"

"Yes."

"I talked to the director over there. They have two meetings today,alcoholics and
drug addicts together. They're called AA/NA. I want youto attend both of them.
The director will call me."



She nodded like a scolded child. I would push no further, not at thatmoment. She
nibbled her doughnuts, sipped her coffee, and listened withrapt attention as I
read one news story after another. She cared littlefor foreign affairs and sports,
but the city news fascinated her. She hadvoted at one time, many years ago, and
the politics of the District wereeasily digested. She understood the crime stories.

A long editorial blistered Congress and the city for their failure to fundservices
for the homeless. Other Lontaes would follow, it warned. Otherchildren would
die in our streets, in the shadows of the U.S. Capitol. Iparaphrased this for Ruby,
who concurred with every phrase.

A soft, freezing rain began falling, so I drove Ruby to her next stopfor the day.
Naomi's Women's Center was a four-level rowhouse on TenthStreet, NW, in a
block of similar structures. It opened at seven,closed at four, and during each day
provided food, showers, clothing,activities, and counseling for any homeless
woman who could find theplace. Ruby was a regular, and received a warm
greeting from her friendswhen we entered.

I spoke quietly with the director, a young woman named Megan. We conspiredto
push Ruby toward sobriety. Half the women there were mentally ill,half were
substance abusers, a third were HIV-positive. Ruby, as far asMegan knew,
carried no infectious diseases.

When I left, the women were crowded into the main room, singing songs.



I was hard at work at my desk when Sofia knocked on my door andentered
before I could answer.

"Mordecai says you're looking for someone," she said. She held a legalpad,
ready to take notes.

I thought for a second, then remembered Hector. "Oh yes. I am."

"I can help. Tell me everything you know about the person." She sat downand
began writing as I ratfled off his name, address, last known placeof employment,
physical description, and the fact that he had a wifeand four kids. "Age?"

"Maybe thirty."

"Approximate salary?"

"Thirty-five thousand."

"With four kids, it's safe to assume at least one was enrolled inschool. With that
salary, and living in Bethesda, I doubt if they'd gothe private route. He's
Hispanic, so he's probably Catholic. Anythingelse?"

I couldn't think of a thing. She left and returned to her desk whereshe opened a
thick three-ring notebook and flipped pages. I kept my dooropen so I could
watch and listen. The first call went to someone with thePostal Service. The



conversation changed instantly to Spanish, and I waslost. One call tollowed
another. She would say hello in English, ask forher contact, then switch to her
native tongue. She called the Catholicdiocese, which led to another series of
rapid calls. I lost interest.

An hour later, she walked to my door and announced, "They moved toChicago.
Do you need an address?"

"How did you... ?" My words trailed off as I stared at her indisbelief.

"Don't ask. A friend of a friend in their church. They moved over theweekend, in
a hurry. Do you need their new address?"

"How long will it take?"

"It won't be easy. I can point you in the right direction."

She had at least six clients sitting along the front window waiting toseek her
advice.

"Not now," I said. "Maybe later. Thanks."

"Don't mention it."



Don't mention it. I'd planned to spend a few more hours after darkknocking on
the doors of neighbors, in the cold, dodging security guards,hoping no one shot
me. And she worked the phone for an hour and foundthe missing person.

Drake & Sweeney had more than a hundred lawyers in its Chicago branch. Thad
been there twice on anti trust cases. The offices were in a skyscrapernear the
lakefront. The building's foyer was several stories tall,with fountains and shops
around the perimeter, escalators zigzaggingupward. It was the perfect place to
hide and watch for Hector Palma.

The homeless are close to the streets, to the pavement, the curbsand gutters, the
concrete, the litter, the sewer lids and fire hydrantsand wastebaskets and bus
stops and storefronts. They move slowly overfamiliar terrain, day after day,
stopping to talk to each other becausetime means little, stopping to watch a
stalled car in traffic, a newdrug dealer on a corner, a strange face on their turf.
They sit on theirsidewalks hidden under hats and caps and behind drugstore
sunshades,and like sentries they observe every movement. They hear the sounds
ofthe street, they absorb the odors of diesel fumes from city buses andfried
grease from cheap diners. The same cab passes twice in an hour,and they know
it. A gun is fired in the distance, and they know whereit came from. A fine auto
with Virginia or Maryland plates is parked atthe curb, they'll watch it until it
leaves.

A cop with no uniform waits in a car with no markings, and they seeit.

"The police are out there," one of our clients said to Sofia. Shewalked to the
front door, looked southeast on Q, and there she sawwhat appeared to be an
unmarked police car. She waited half an hour,and checked it again. Then she
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I was oblivious because I was fighting with the food stamp office on onefront
and the prosecutor's office on another. It was Friday afternoon,and the city
bureaucracy, substandard on a good day, was shutting downfast. They delivered
the news together.

"I think the cops might be waiting," Mordecai announced solemnly.

My first reaction was to duck under the desk, but, of course, I didnot. I tried to
appear calm. "Where?" I asked, as if it mattered.

"At the corner. They've been watching the building for more than a halfhour."”

"Maybe they're coming after you," I said. Ha-ha. Stone faces allaround.

"I've called," Sofia said. "And there's a warrant for your arrest. Grandlarceny."

A felony! Prison! A handsome white boy thrown into the pit. I shiftedweight
from one side to another, and I tried my best to show no fear.

"That's no surprise,” I said. Happened all the time. "Let's get itover with."

"I have a call in for a guy at the prosecutor's office," Mordecaisaid. "It would be



nice if they allowed y(v)u'to turn ifourself in."

"That would be nice," I said as if it didn't really matter. "But I've beentalking to
the prosecutor's office all afternoon. No one's listening."

"They have two hundred lawyers," he said.

Mordecai did not make friends on that side of the street. Cops andprosecutors
were his natural enemies.

A quick game plan was devised. Sofia would call a bail bondsman,who would
meet us at the jail. Mordecai would try to find a friendlyjudge. What was not
said was the obvious--it was Friday afternoon. Imight not survive a weekend in
the city jail.

They left to make their calls, and I sat at my desk, petrified, unable tomove or
think or do anything but listen for the squeaking of the frontdoor. I didn't have to
wait long. At precisely 4 P.M., Lieutenant Gaskoentered with a couple of his
men behind him.

During my first encounter with Gasko, when he was searching Claire'sapartment,
when I was ranting and taking names and threatening all sortsof vile litigation
against him and his buddies, when every word utteredby him was met with a
caustic retort from me, when I was a hard-charginglawyer and he was a lowly
cop, it never occurred to me that he one daymight have the pleasure of arresting
me. But there he was, swaggering likean aging jock, somehow sneering and
smiling at the same time, holding yetmore papers, folded and just waiting to be
slapped against my chest.



"I need to see Mr. Brock," he said to Sofia, and about that time I walkedinto the
front room, smiling.

"Hello, Gasko," I said. "Still looking for that file?"

"Nope. Not today."

Mordecai appeared from his office. Sofia was standing at herdesk. Everybody
looked at everybody. "You got a warrant?" Mordecaiasked.

"Yep. For Mr. Brock here," Gasko said.

I shrugged and said, "Let's go." I moved toward Gasko. One of the
goonsunsnapped a pair of handcuffs from his waist. I was determined to atleast
look cool.

"I'm his lawyer," Mordecai said. "Let me see that." He took the arrestwarrant
from Gasko and examined it as I was getting cuffed, handsbehind my back,
wrists pinched by cold steel. The cuffs were too tight,or at least tighter than they
had to be, but I could bear it and I wasdetermined to be nonchalant.

"I'll be happy to take my client to the police station," Mordecaisaid.



“ee thanks,” saSKo sald. "But I'll save you the trouble.”

"Where will he go?"

"Central."

"I'll follow you there," Mordecai said to me. Sofia was on the phone,and that
was even more comforting than knowing that Mordecai would besomewhere
behind me.

Three of our clients saw it all; three harmless street gentlemen in for aquick
word with Sofia. They were sitting where the clients always waited,and when I
walked by them they watched in disbelief.

One of the goons squeezed my elbow and yanked me through the front door,and
I stepped onto the sidewalk anxious to duck into their car: a dirtyunmarked white
one parked at the corner. The homeless saw it all --thecar moving into position,
the cops rushing in, the cops coming out withme handcuffed.

"A lawyer got arrested," they would soon whisper to each other, and thenews
would race along the streets.

Gasko sat in the rear with me. I stayed low in the seat, eyes watchingnothing, the
shock settling in.

"AThat 2 wrnacta Af timao " (Laclza enid ac ha ralavad hyr nlacina 2 cAaurhasthant An
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knee. "We got a hundred and forty unsolved murders in thiscity, dope on every
corner, drug dealers selling in middle schools,and we gotta waste time on you."

"Are you trying to interrogate me, Gasko?" I asked.

"NO.”

"Good." He hadn't bothered with the Miranda warning, and he didn't haveto until
he started asking questions.

Goon One was flying south on Fourteenth, no lights or sirens, andcertainly no
respect for traffic signals and pedestrians.

"Then let me go," I said.

"If it's up to me, I would. But you really pissed some folks off. Theprosecutor
tells me he's under pressure to get you."

"Pressure from who?" I asked. But I knew the answer. Drake &
Sweeneywouldn't waste time with the cops; they would rather talk
legalspeakwith the chief prosecutor.

"The victims," Gasko said with heavy sarcasm. I agreed with hisassessment; it
was difficult to picture a bunch of wealthy lawyers asvictims of a crime.



Lots of famous people had been arrested. I tried to recall them. MartinLuther
King went to jail several times. There were Boesky and Milkenand other noted
thieves whose names escaped me. And what about all thosefamous actors and
athletes caught driving drunk and picking up prostitutesand possessing coke?
They had been thrown into the backseats of policecars and led away like
common criminals. There was a judge from Memphisserving life; an
acquaintance from college in a halfway house; a formerclient in the federal pen
for tax evasion. All had been arrested, leddowntown, booked, fingerprinted, and
had their pictures taken with thelittle number under their chins. And all had
survived.

I suspected that even Mordecai Green had felt the cold clasp ofhandcuffs.

There was an element of relief because it was finally happening. Icould stop
running, and hiding, and looking to see if anyone was behindme. The waiting
was over. And it was not a midnight raid, one thatwould certainly keep me in jail
until morning. Instead, the hour wasmanageable. With luck, I could get
processed and bailed out before theweekend rush hit.

But there was also an element of horror, a fear I had never felt inmy life. Many
things could go wrong at the city jail. Paperwork mightget lost. Delays of a
dozen varieties could be created. Bail could bepostponed until Saturday, or
Sunday, or even Monday. I could be placedin a crowded cell with unfriendly to
nasty people.

Word would leak that I had been arrested. My friends would shake theirheads
and wonder what else I could do to screw up my life. My parentswould be
devastated. I wasn't sure about Claire, especially now thatthe gigolo was keeping
her company.



I closed my eyes and tried to get comfortable, which I found impossibleto do
while sitting on my hands.

The processing was a blur; surreal movements from one point to thenext with
Gasko leading me like a lost puppy. Eyes on the floor, I kepttelling myself. Don't
look at these people. Inventory first, everythingfrom the pockets, sign a form.
Down the dirty hall to Photos, shoes off,up against the measuring tape, don't
have to smile if you don't want to,but please look at the camera. Then a profile.
Then to Fingerprinting,which happened to be busy, so Gasko handcuffed me like
a mental patientto a chair in the hall while he went to find coffee. Arrestees
shuffledpast, all in various stages of processing. Cops everywhere. A white
face,not a cop but a defendant much like myself--young, male, handsome
navysuit, obviously drunk with a bruise on his left cheek. How does one
getplastered before 5 P.M. on a Friday? He was loud and threatening, hiswords
garbled and harsh, and ignored by everyone I could see. Then he wasgone. Time
passed and I began to panic. It was dark outside, the weekendhad started, crime
would begin and the jail would get busier. Gasko cameback, took me into
Fingerprinting, and watched as Poindexter efficientlyapplied the ink and stuck
my fingers to the sheets.

No phone calls were needed. My lawyer was somewhere close by, though
Gaskohadn't seen him. The doors got heavier as we descended into the jail.
Wewere going in the wrong direction; the street was back behind us.

"Can't I make bail?" I finally asked. I saw bars ahead; bars over windowsand
busy guards with guns. "I think your lawyer's working on it," Gaskosaid. He
gave me to Sergeant Coffey, who pushed me against a wall, kickedmy legs apart,
and frisked me as if searching for a dime. Finding none,he pointed and grunted



at a metal detector, which 1 walked through,without ottense. A buzzer, a door
slid open, a hallway appeared, one withrows of bars on both sides. A door
clanged behind me, and my prayer foran easy release vanished.

Hands and arms protruded through the bars, into the narrow hall. Themen
watched us as we moved past. My gaze returned to my feet. Coffeylooked into
each cell; I thought he was counting bodies. We stopped atthe third one on the
right.

My cellmates were black, all much younger than I was. I counted four atfirst,
then saw a fifth lying on the top bunk. There were two beds, forsix people. The
cell was a small square with three walls of nothing butbars, so I could see the
prisoners next door and across the hall. Therear wall was cinder block with a
small toilet in one corner.

Coffey slammed the door behind me. The guy on the top bunk sat up andswung
his legs over the side, so that they dangled near the face of aguy sitting on the
bottom bunk. All five glared at me as I stood by thedoor, trying to appear calm
and unafraid, trying desperately to find aplace to sit on the floor so that I
wouldn't be in danger of touchingany of my cellmates.

Thank God they had no weapons. Thank God someone installed the
metaldetector. They had no guns and knives; I had no assets, other thanclothing.
My watch, wallet, cell phone, cash--and everything else I hadwith me--had been
taken and inventoried.

The front of the cell would be safer than the rear. I ignored their eyesand took
my spot on the floor, my back resting on the door. Down the hall,someone was
yelling for a guard.



A fight broke out two cells away, and through the bars and bunks I couldsee the
drunk guy with the white face and navy suit pinned in a corner bytwo large black
men who were pounding his head. Other voices encouragedthem on and the
entire wing grew rowdy. It was not a good moment tobe white.

A shrill whistle, a door opened, and Coffey was back, nightstickin hand. The
fight ended abruptly with the drunk on his stomach andstill. Coffey went to the
cell, and inquired as to what happened. Noone knew; no one had seen a thing.

"Keep it quiet!" he demanded, then left.

Minutes passed. The drunk began to groan; someone was vomiting in
thedistance. One of my cellmates got to his feet, and walked to where I
wassitting. His bare feet barely touched my leg. I glanced up, then away.
Heglared down, and I knew this was the end. "Nice jacket," he said.

"Thanks," I mumbled, trying not to sound sarcastic, or in any wayprovocative.
The jacket was a navy blazer, an old one that I wore everyday with jeans and
khakis--my radical attire. It certainly wasn't worthbeing slaughtered over.

"Nice jacket," he said again, and he added a slight nudge with hisfoot. The guy
on the top bunk jumped down, and stepped closer for abetter look.

"Thanks," I said again.



He was eighteen or nineteen, lean and tall, not an ounce of fat, probablya gang
member who'd spent his life on the streets. He was cocky andanxious to impress
the others with his bravado.

Mine would be the easiest ass he'd ever kicked.

"I don't have a jacket that nice," he said. A firmer nudge with his foot,one
intended to provoke.

Shouldn't be a low-life street punk, I thought. He couldn't steal itbecause there
was no place to run. "Would you like to borrow it?" I asked,without looking up.

"NO.”

I pulled my feet in so that my knees were close to my chin. It was adefensive
position. When he kicked or swung, I was not going to fightback. Any resistance
would immediately bring in the other four, and theywould have a delightful time
thrashing the white boy.

"Dude says you got a nice jacket," said the one from the top bunk.

"And I said thanks."

"Dude says he ain't got no jacket that nice."



"So what am I supposed to do?" I asked.

"A gift would be appropriate.”

A third one stepped forward and closed the semicircle around me. The firstone
kicked my foot, and all inched closer. They were ready to pounce,each waiting
for the other, so I quickly removed my blazer and thrustit forward.

"Is this a gift?" the first one asked, taking it.

"It's whatever you want it to be," I said. I was looking down, sullavoiding eye
contact; thus, I didn't see his foot. It was a vicious kickthat slapped my left
temple and jerked my head backward where it crackedagainst the bars. "Shit!" I
yelled as I felt the back of my head.

"You can have the damned thing," I said, bracing for the onslaught.

"Is it a gift?"

"Yes."

"Thanks, man."



"Don't mention it," I said, rubbing my face. My entire head was numb.
Theybacked away, leaving me curled in a tight ball. Minutes passed, though Thad
no concept of time. The drunk white guy two doors down was making aneffort
to revive himself, and another voice was calling for a guard. Thepunk with my
jacket did not put it on. The cell swallowed it.

My face throbbed, but there was no blood. If I received no furtherinjuries as an
inmate, I would consider myself lucky. A comrade downthe hall yelled
something about trying to sleep, and I began to ponderwhat the night might
bring. Six inmates, two very narrow beds. Were weexpected to sleep on the
floor, with no blanket and pillow?

The floor was getting cold, and as I sat on it I glanced at my cellmatesand
speculated as to what crimes they had committed. I, of course, hadborrowed a
file with every intention of returning it. Yet there I was,low man on the pole
among drug dealers, car thieves, rapists, probablyeven murderers.

I wasn't hungry, but I thought about food. I had no toothbrush. I didn'tneed the
toilet, but what would happen when I did? Where was the drinkingwater? The
basics became crucial.

"Nice shoes," a voice said, startling me. I looked up to see anotherone of them
standing above me. He wore dirty white socks, no shoes,and his feet were
several inches longer than mine.

"Thanks," I said. The shoes in question were old Nike cross-trainers. Theywere
not basketball shoes, and should not have appealed to mycellmate. For once, I
wished I'd been wearing the tasseled loafers frommy previous career.



"What size?" he asked.

"Tens."

The punk who took my jacket walked closer; the message was given
andreceived.

"Same size I wear," the first one said.

"Would you like to have these?" I said. I immediately began unlacingthem.
"Here, I would like to present you with a gift of my shoes." Iquickly kicked them
off, and he took them.

What about my jeans and underwear? I wanted to ask.

My bail was ten thousand dollars. Mordecai was waiting with thebondsman. I
paid him a thousand in cash, and signed the paperwork. Coffeybrought my shoes
and blazer, and my incarceration was over. Sofia waitedoutside with her car, and
they whisked me away.

Mordecai finally broke through around 7 P.M. Coffey fetched me fromthe cell,



and as we made our way toward tne 1ront, ne asked, “vvhere areyour snoes:"

"In the cell,” I said. "They were taken."

"T'll get them."

"Thanks. I had a navy blazer too."

He looked at the left side of my face where the corner of my eye wasbeginning
to swell. "Are you okay?"

"Wonderful. I'm free."

Strictly in physical terms, I was paying a price for my journey fromthe tower to
the street. The bruises from the car wreck were almost gone,but the soreness in
the muscles and joints would take weeks. I was losingweight, for two reasons--1
couldn't afford the restaurants I'd once takenfor granted; and I'd lost interest in
food. My back ached from sleepingon the floor in a sleeping bag, a practice I
was determined to pursue inan effort to see if it would ever become tolerable. I
had my doubts.

And then a street punk almost cracked my skull with his bare foot. ITiced it until
late, and every time I awoke during the night it seemedto be expanding.

But I felt lucky to be alive, lucky to be in one piece after descendinginto hell for
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least for the present. There were no cops lurkingin the shadows.

Grand larceny was nothing to laugh at, especially since I was guilty.
Themaximum was ten years in prison. I would worry about it later.

I left my apartment just before sunrise, Saturday, in a rush to find thenearest
newspaper. My new neighborhood coffee shop was a tiny all-nightbakery run by
a rowdy family of Pakistanis on Kalorama, in a section of Adams-Morgan that
could go from safe to treacherous in one small block. Isidled up to the counter
and ordered a large latte. Then I opened thenewspaper and found the one little
story I'd lost sleep over.

My friends at Drake & Sweeney had planned it well. On page two of Metro,there
was my face, in a photo taken a year earlier for a recruitingbrochure the firm had
developed. Only the firm had the negative.

The story was four paragraphs, brief, to the point, and filled primarilywith
information fed to the reporter by the firm. I had worked therefor seven years, in
antitrust, law school at Yale, no prior criminalrecord. The firm was the fifth-
largest in the country--eight hundredlawyers, eight cities, and so on. No one got
quoted, because no quoteswere necessary. The sole purpose of the story was to
humiliate me, andto that end it worked well. LOCAL ATTORNEY ARRESTED
FOR GRAND LARCENYTead the headline next to my face. "Items taken" was
the description ofthe stolen loot. Items taken during my recent departure from
the firm.

It sounded like a silly little spat--a bunch of lawyers quibbling overnothing but
paperwork. Who would care, other than myself and anyone whomight know me?
The embarrassment would quickly go away; there were toomany real stories in
the world.



The photo and the background had found a friendly reporter, one willingto
process his four paragraphs and wait until my arrest could beconfirmed. With no
effort whatsoever, I could see Arthur and Rafter andtheir team spending hours
planning my arrest and its aftermath, hoursthat no doubt would be billed to
RiverOaks, only because it happened tobe the client nearest to the mess.

What a public relations coup! Four paragraphs in the Saturday edition.

The Pakistanis didn't bake fruit-filled doughnuts. I bought oatmealcookies
instead, and drove to the office.

Ruby was asleep in the doorway, and as I approached I wondered how longshe
had been there. She was covered with two or three old quilts,and her head rested
on a large canvas shopping bag, packed with herbelongings. She sprang to her
feet after I coughed and made noise.

"Why are you sleeping here?" I asked.

She looked at the paper bag of food, and said, "I gotta sleepsomewhere."

"I thought you slept in a car."

"I do. Most of the time."



Nothing productive would come from a conversation with a homeless
personabout why she slept here or there. Ruby was hungry. I unlocked the
door,turned on lights, and went to make coffee. She, according to our ritual,went
straight to what had become her desk and waited.

We had coffee and cookies with the morning news. We alternated stories--Iread
one I wanted, then one that was of interest to her. I ignored theone about me.

Ruby had walked out of the AA/NA meeting the afternoon before atNaomi's.
The morning session had gone without incident, but she hadbolted from the
second one. Megan, the director, had called me about anhour before Gasko made
his appearance.

"How do you feel this morning?" I asked when we finished the paper.

"Fine. And you?"

"Fine. I'm clean. Are you?"

Her chin dropped an inch; her eyes cut to one side, and she paused justlong
enough for the truth. "Yes," she said. "I'm clean."”

"No you're not. Don't lie to me, Ruby. I'm your friend, and your lawyer,and I'm
going to help you see Terrence. But I can't help you if you lieto me. Now, look
me in the eyes, and tell me if you're clean."



She somehow managed to shrink even more, and with her eyes on the floor,she
said, "I'm not clean."

"Thank you. Why did you walk out of the AA/NA meeting yesterdayafternoon?"

"I didn't."

"The director said you did."

"I thought they was through."

I was not going to be sucked into an argument I couldn't win. "Are yougoing to
Naomi's today?"

"Yes."

"Good. I'll take you, but you have to promise me you'll go to bothmeetings."

"I promise."

"You have to be the first one in the meetings, and the last one toleave, okay?"



llOkay'"

"And the director will be watching."

She nodded and took another cookie, her fourth. We talked about Terrence,and
rehab and getting clean, and again I began to feel the hopelessnessof addiction.
She was overwhelmed by the challenge of staying clean forjust twenty-four
hours.

The drug was crack, as I suspected. Instantly addictive and dirtcheap.

As we drove to Naomi's, Ruby suddenly said, "You got arrested, didn'tyou?"

I almost ran a red light. She was sleeping on the office doorstepat sunrise; she
was barely literate. How could she have seen thenewspaper?

"Yes, I did."

"Thought so."

"How did you know?"



"You hear stuff on the street."

Ah, yes. Forget papers. The homeless carry their own news. That younglawyer
down at Mordecai's got himself arrested. Cops hauled him away,just like he was
one of us.

"It's a misunderstanding," I said, as ifshe cared. They'd started singing without
her; we could hear them aswe walked up the steps to Naomi's. Megan unlocked
the front door, andinvited me to stay for coffee. In the main room on the first
level, inwhat was once a fine parlor, the ladies of Naomi's sang and shared
andlistened to each other's problems. We watched them for a few minutes. Asthe
only male, I felt like an intruder.

Megan poured coffee in the kitchen, and gave me a quick tour of theplace. We
whispered, because the ladies were praying not far away. Therewere rest rooms
and showers on the first floor near the kitchen; a smallgarden out back where
those suffering from depression often went to bealone. The second floor was
offices, intake centers, and a rectangularroom crammed with chairs where the
Alcoholics Anonymous/NarcoticsAnonymous chapters met together.

As we climbed the narrow stairs, a joyous chorus erupted frombelow. Megan's
office was on the third floor. She invited me in, and assoon as I sat down she
tossed a copy of the Post into my lap.

"Rough night, huh?" she said with a smile.

I looked at my photo again. "It wasn't too bad."



"What's this?" she asked, pointing to her temple.

1

"My cell partner wanted my shoes. He took them.'

She looked at my well-used Nikes. "Those?"

"Yes. Handsome, aren't they?"

"How long were you in jail?"

"Couple of hours. Then I got my life together. Made it through rehab. NowI'm a
new man."

She smiled again, a perfect smile, and our eyes lingered for a second,and I
thought, Oh boy! No wedding ring on her finger. She was tall and alittle too thin.
Her hair was dark red and cut short and smart, above theears like a preppie. Her
eyes were light brown, very big and round andquite pleasant to gaze into for a
second or two. It struck me that she wasvery attractive, and it seemed odd that I
hadn't noticed it sooner.

Was I being set up? Had I wandered up the stairs for a reason other thanthe tour?
How had I missed the smile and the eyes yesterday?



We swapped D10S. Her tather was an kpiscopal priest 1n viaryland, and
aRedskins fan who loved D.C. As a teenager, she had decided to work withthe
poor. There was no higher calling.

I had to confess I had never thought about the poor until two weeksearlier. She
was captivated by the story of Mister, and its purifyingeffects on me.

She invited me to return for lunch, to check on Ruby. If the sun was out,we
could eat in the garden.

Poverty lawyers are no different from other people. They can find romancein
odd places, like a shelter for homeless women.

After a week of driving through D.C.'s roughest sections, and spendinghours in
shelters, and in general mixing and mingling with the homeless,I no longer felt
the need to hide behind Mordecai every time I venturedout. He was a valuable
shield, but to survive on the streets I had tojump in the lake and learn to swim.

I had a list of almost thirty shelters and kitchens and centers where thehomeless
came and went. And I had a list of the names of the seventeenpeople evicted,
including DeVon Hardy and Lontae Burton.

My next stop Saturday morning, after Naomi's, was the Mount GileadChristian
Church near Gallaudet University. According to my map, it wasthe kitchen
nearest the intersection of New York and Florida, where thewarehouse had once
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stood. 'I'he director was a young woman named (loria,who, when 1 arrived at
nine, was alone in the kitchen, chopping celeryand fretting over the fact that no
volunteers had arrived. After lintroduced myself and did a thorough job of
convincing her that mycredentials were in order, she pointed to a cutting board
and asked meto dice the onions. How could a bona fide poverty lawyer say no?

I had done it before, I explained, in Dolly's kitchen back during thesnowstorm.
She was polite but behind schedule. As I worked the onions andwiped my eyes, I
described the case I was working on, and ratfled off thenames of the people
evicted along with DeVon Hardy and Lontae Burton.

"We're not case managers," she said. "We just feed them. I don't knowmany
names."

A volunteer arrived with a sack of potatoes. I made preparations toleave. Gloria
thanked me, and took a copy of the names. She promised tolisten harder.

My movements were planned; I had many stops to make, and little time. Italked
to a doctor at the Capitol Clinic, a privately funded walk-infacility for the
homeless. The clinic kept a record of every patient. Itwas Saturday, and on
Monday he would have the secretary check the computerfiles against my list. If
there was a match, the secretary would call.

I drank tea with a Catholic priest at the Redeemer Mission off Rhodelsland. He
studied the names with great intensity, but no bells wentoff. "There are so
many," he said.

The only scare of the morning occurred at the Freedom Coalition, alarge
gathering hall built by some long-forgotten association and laterconverted to a



community center. At eleven, a lunch line was forming bythe front entrance.
Since I wasn't there to eat, I simply ignored the lineand walked directly to the
door. Some of the gentlemen waiting for foodthought I was breaking their line,
and they threw obscenities at me. Theywere hungry, and suddenly angry, and the
fact that I was white didn'thelp matters. How could they mistake me for a
homeless person? The doorwas being manned by a volunteer, who also thought I
was being an ass. Hestiff-armed me rudely, another act of violence against my
person.

"I'm not here to eat!" I said angrily. "I'm a lawyer for thehomeless!"

That setfled them down; suddenly I was a blue-eyed brother. I was allowedto
enter the building without further assault. The director was ReverendKip, a fiery
little guy with a red beret and a black collar. We did notconnect. When he
realized that (a) I was a lawyer; (b) my clients werethe Burtons; (c) I was
working on their lawsuit; and (d) there might be arecovery of damages down the
road, he began thinking about money. I wastedthirty minutes with him, and left
with the vow to send in Mordecai.

I called Megan and begged off lunch. My excuse was that I was on theother side
of the city, with a long list of people yet to see. The truthwas that I couldn't tell if
she was flirting. She was pretty and smartand thoroughly likable, and she was
the last thing I needed. I hadn'tflirted in almost ten years; I didn't know the rules.

But Megan had great news. Ruby had not only survived the morning sessionof
AA/NA, she had vowed to stay clean for twenty-four hours. It was anemotional
scene, and Megan had watched from the rear of the room.

"She needs to stay off the streets tonight," Megan said. "She hasn'thad a clean
day in twelve years."



I, of course, was of little help. Megan had several ideas.

The afternoon was as fruitless as the morning, though I did learnthe location of
every shelter in the District. And I met people, madecontacts, swapped cards
with folks I'd probably see again.

Kelvin Lam remained the sole evictee we'd been able to locate. DeVonHardy
and Lontae Burton were dead. I was left with a total of fourteenpeople who had
fallen through the cracks in the sidewalks.

The hard-core homeless venture into shelters from time to time for ameal, or a
pair of shoes, or a blanket, but they leave no trail. Theydo not want help. They
have no desire for human contact. It was hardto believe that the remaining
fourteen were hard core. A month earlier,they had been living under a roof and
paying rent.

Patience, Mordecai kept telling me. Street lawyers must have patience.

Ruby met me at the door of Naomi's, with a gleaming smile and a fiercehug. She
had completed both sessions. Megan had already laid thegroundwork for the
next twelve hours--Ruby would not be allowed to stayon the streets. Ruby had
acquiesced.



Ruby and I left the city and drove west into Virginia. In a suburbanshopping
center, we bought a toothbrush and toothpaste, soap, shampoo,and enough candy
to get through Halloween. W'e drove farther away fromthe city, and in the small
town of Gainesville I found a shiny new moteladvertising single rooms for forty-
two dollars a night. I paid with acredit card; surely it would somehow be
deductible.

I left her there, with strict instructions to stay in the room with thedoor locked
until I came for her Sunday morning.

Saturday night, the first day of March. Young, single, certainlynot as rich as I
was not too long ago, but not completely broke, yet. Acloset full of nice clothes,
which were not being used. A city of onemillion people with scores of attractive
young women drawn to the centerof political power, and always ready, it was
rumored, for a good time.

I had beer and pizza and watched college basketball, alone in my loft andnot
unhappy. Any public appearance that night could have ended quicklywith the
cruel greeting "Hey, aren't you the guy who got arrested? Sawit in the paper this
morning."

I checked on Ruby. The phone rang eight times before she answered, andl was
about to panic. She was enjoying herself immensely, having takena long shower,
eaten a pound of candy, and watched TV nonstop. Shehad not left the room.

She was twenty miles away, in a small town just off the interstate inthe Virginia
countryside where neither she nor I knew a soul. There wasno way she could
find drugs. I patted myself on the back again.



During halftime of the Duke-Carolina game, the cell phone on the plasticstorage
box next to the pizza squawked and starfled me. A very pleasantfemale voice
said, "Hello, jailbird."

It was Claire, without the edge.

"Hello," I said, muting the television.

"You okay?"

"Just doing great. How about you?"

"Fine. I saw your smiling face in the paper this morning, and I wasworried about
you." Claire read the Sunday paper only, so if she sawmy little story, someone
gave it to her. Probably the same hot-bloodeddoc who'd answered the phone the
last time I'd called. Was she alone onSaturday night, like me?

"It was an experience," I said, then told her the entire story, beginningwith
Gasko and ending with my release. She wanted to talk, and asthe narrative
plodded along I decided that she was indeed by herself,probably bored and
maybe lonely. And perhaps there was a chance thatshe was really worried about
me.

"How serious are the charges?" she asked.



"Grand larceny carries up to ten years," I said gravely. I liked theprospect ot her
being concerned. "But I'm not worried about that."

"It's just a file, isn't it?"

"Yes, and it wasn't a theft." Sure it was, but I was not yet preparedto admit that.

"Could you lose your license to practice?"

"Yes, if I'm convicted of a felony, it would be automatic."

"That'sawful, Mike. What would you do then?"

"Truthfully, I haven't thoughtabout it. It's not going to happen." I was being
completely honest; Thad not seriously thought about losing my law license.
Perhaps it wasan issue requiring consideration, but I had not found the time for
it.

We politely inquired about each other's family, and I remembered to askabout
her brother James and his Hodgkin's disease. His treatment wasunder way; the
family was optimistic.

I thanked her for calling, and we promised to keep in touch. When Ilaid the cell
phone next to the pizza, I stared at the muted game andgrudgingly admitted to
myself that I missed her.



Ruby was showered and shined and wearing the fresh clothing Meganhad given
her yesterday. Her motel room was on the ground floor withthe door facing the
parking lot. She was waiting for me. She steppedinto the sunlight and hugged me
tightly. "I'm clean!" she said with ahuge smile. "For twenty-four hours I'm
clean!" We hugged again.

A couple in their sixties stepped from the room two doors down and staredat us.
God knows what they were thinking.

We returned to the city and went to Naomi's, where Megan and her staffwere
waiting for the news. A small celebration erupted when Ruby madeher
announcement. Megan had told me that the biggest cheers were alwaysfor the
first twenty-four hours.

It was Sunday, and a local pastor arrived to conduct a Bible study. Thewomen
gathered in the main room for hymns and prayer. Megan and I drankcoffee in the
garden and worked out the next twenty-four hours. Inaddition to prayer and
worship, Ruby would get two heavy sessions of AA/NA. But our optimism was
guarded. Megan lived in the midst of addiction,and she was convinced Ruby
would slide as soon as she returned to thestreets. She saw it every day.

I could afford the motel strategy for a few days, and I was willing to payfor it.
But I would leave for Chicago at four that afternoon, to beginmy search for
Hector, and I wasn't sure how long I would be away. Rubyliked the motel, in fact
she appeared to be quite fond of it.



We decided to take things one day at a time. Megan would drive Ruby toa
suburban motel, one I would pay for, and deposit her there for Sundaynight. She
would retrieve her Monday morning, and we would then worryabout what to do
next.

Megan would also begin the task of trying to convince Ruby she hadto leave the
streets. Her first stop would be a detox center, then atransitional women's shelter
for six months of structured living, jobtraining, and rehab.

"Twenty-four hours is a big step," she said. "But there is still amountain to
climb."

I left as soon as I could. She invited me to return for lunch. We couldeat in her
office, just the two of us, and discuss important matters. Hereyes were dancing
and daring me to say yes.

So I did.

Drake & Sweeney lawyer always flew first-class; they felt as if theydeserved it.
They stayed in four-star hotels, ate in swanky restaurants,but drew the line at
limousines, which were deemed too extravagant. Sothey rented Lincolns. All
travel expenses were billed to the clients,and since the clients were getting the
best legal talent in the world,the clients shouldn't complain about the perks.



My seat on the flight to Chicago was in coach, booked at the last minuteand
therefore in the dreaded middle. The window seat was occupied by ahefty
gentleman whose knees were the size of basketballs, and on theaisle was a
smelly youngster of eighteen or so with jet-black hair,cut into a perfect Mohawk,
and adorned in an amazing collection of blackleather and pointed chrome. I
squeezed myself together, closed my eyesfor two hours, and tried not to think
about the pompous asses sittingup there in first-class, where I once rode.

The trip was in direct violation of my bail agreement --I was not toleave the
District without permission of the Judge. But Mordecai and Iagreed that it was a
minor violation, one that would be of no consequenceas long as I returned to
D.C.

From O'Hare, I took a cab to an inexpensive hotel downtown.

Sofia had been unable to find a new residential address for the Palmas. IfI
couldn't find Hector at the Drake & Sweeney office, then we were outof luck.

The Chicago branch of Drake & Sweeney had one hundred and six lawyers,third
highest after Washington and New York. The real estate sectionwas
disproportionately large, with eighteen lawyers, more than theWashington
office. I assumed that was the reason Hector had been sent toChicago--there was
a place for him. There was plenty of work to do. Ivaguely recalled some story of
Drake & Sweeney absorbing a prosperousChicago real estate firm early in my
career.



I arrived at the Associated Life Building shortly after seven Mondaymorning.
The day was gray and gloomy, with a vicious wind whipping acrossLake
Michigan. It was my third visit to Chicago, and the other two timesit had been
just as raw. I bought coffee to drink and a newspaper tohide behind, and I found
a vantage point at a table in a corner of theground floor's vast atrium. The
escalators crisscrossed to the secondand third levels where a dozen elevators
stood waiting.

By seven-thirty the ground floor was crawling with busy people. Ateight, after
three cups of coffee, I was wired and expecting the manat any moment. The
escalators were packed with hundreds of executives,lawyers, secretaries, all
bundled in heavy coats and looking remarkablysimilar.

At eight-twenty, Hector Palma entered the atrium from the south sideof the
building, stepping hurriedly inside with a swarm of othercommuters. He raked
his fingers through his wind-tossed hair and wentstraight for the escalators. As
casually as possible, I walked to anotherescalator, and eased my way up the
steps. I caught a glimpse of him ashe turned a corner to wait for an elevator.

It was definitely Hector, and I decided not to press my luck. Myassumptions
were correct; he had been transferred out of Washington, inthe middle of the
night, and sent to the Chicago office where he could bemonitored, and bribed
with more money, and, if necessary, threatened.

I knew where he was, and I knew he wouldn't be leaving for the nexteight to ten
hours. From the second level of the atrium, with a splendidview of the lake, I
phoned Megan. Ruby had survived the night; we werenow at forty-eight hours
and counting. I called Mordecai to reportmy finding.



According to last year's Drake & Sweeney handbook, there were threepartners in
the real estate section of the Chicago office. The buildingdirectory in the atrium
listed all three on floor number fifty-one. Ipicked one of them at random: Dick
Heile.

I rode the nine o'clock surge upward to the fifty-first floor, andstepped off the
elevator into a familiar setting--marble, brass, walnut,recessed lighting, fine
rugs.

As I walked casually toward the receptionist, I glanced around in searchof rest
rooms. I did not see any.

She was answering the phone with a headset. I frowned and tried tolook as
pained as possible. "Yes sir," she said with a bright smilebetween calls. I gritted
my teeth, sucked in air, said, "Yes, I have anine o'clock appointment with Dick
Heile, but I'm afraid I'm about tobe sick. It must're been something I ate. Can I
use your rest room?" Iclutched my stomach, folded my knees, and I must have
convinced her thatl was about to vomit on her desk.

The smile vanished as she jumped to her feet and began pointing. "Downthere,
around the corner, to your right."

I was already moving, bent at the waist as if I might blow up at anysecond.
"Thanks," I managed to say.

"Can I get you something?" she asked.



I shook my head, too stricken to say anything else. Around the corner,I ducked
into the men's rest room, where I locked myself in a stall,and waited.

At the rate her phone was ringing, she would be too busy to worry aboutme. I
was dressed like a bigfirm lawyer, so I did not appear to besuspicious. After ten
minutes, [ walked out of the men's room, andstarted down the hall away from the
receptionist. At the first emptydesk, I grabbed some papers that were stapled
together and scribbledas I walked, as if I had important business. My eyes darted
in everydirection-- the names on doors, names on desks, secretaries too busy to
lookup, lawyers with gray hair in shirtsleeves, young lawyers on the phonewith
their doors cracked, typists pecking away with dictation.

It was so familiar!

Hector had his own office, a small room with no name anywhere in sight. Isaw
him through his halfopen door, and I immediately burst in and slammedit behind
me.

He jerked back in his chair with both palms up, as if he were facing agun. "What
the hell!" he said.

"Hello, Hector."

No gun, no assault, just a bad memory. His palms fell to his desk,and he actually
smiled. "What the hell?" he said again.

"So how's Chicago?" I asked, resting my butt on the edge of his desk.



"What are you doing here?" he asked, in disbelief.

"I could ask you the same question."

"I'm working," he said, scratching his head. Five hundred feet abovethe street,
tucked away in his nondescript little room with no windows,insulated by layers
of more important people, Hector had been found bythe only person he was
running from. "How'd you find me?" he asked.

"It was very easy, Ilector. I'm a street lawyer now, savvy and smart. Yourun
again, I'll find you again."

"I'm not running anymore," he said, looking away. It was not entirelyfor my
benefit.

"We're filing suit tomorrow," I said. "The defendants will be RiverOaks, TAG,
and Drake & Sweeney. There's no place for you to hide."

"Who arethe plaintiffs?"

"Lontae Burton and family. Later, we'll add the other evictees, when wefind all
of them."



He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"You remember Lontae, don't you, Hector? She was the young mother
whofought with the cops when you were evicting everyone. You saw it all,and
you felt guilty because you knew the truth, you knew she was payingrent to
Gantry. You put it all in your memo, the one dated Januarytwenty-seventh, and
you made sure the memo was properly indexed intothe file. You did this because
you knew Braden Chance would remove itat some point. And he did. And that's
why I'm here, Hector. I want acopy of the memo. I have the rest of the file, and
it's about to beexposed. Now I want the memo."

"What makes you think I have a copy?"

"Because you're too smart not to copy it. You knew Chance would removethe
original to cover his ass. But now he is about to be exposed. Don'tgo down with
him."

"Then where do I go?"

"Nowhere," I said. "You have nowhere to go."

He knew it. Since he knew the truth about the eviction, he would be forcedto
testify at some point, and in some manner. His testimony would sinkDrake &
Sweeney, and he would be terminated. It was a course of eventsMordecai and I
had talked about. We had a few crumbs to offer.

"If you give me the memo," I said, "I will not tell where it camefrom. And I will



not call you as a witness unless I am absolutelyforced to."

He was shaking his head. "I could lie, you know," he said.

"Sure you could. But you won't because you'll get nailed. It's easy toprove your
memo was logged into the file, then removed. You can't denywriting it. Then we
have the testimony of the people you evicted. They'llmake great witnesses before
an all-black jury in D.C. And we've talkedto the guard who was with you on
January twenty-seventh."

Every punch landed flush on the jaw, and Hector was on theropes. Actually, we
had been unable to find the guard; the file did notgive his name.

"Forget lying," I said. "It will only make things worse."

Hector was too honest to lie. He was, after all, the person who hadslipped me the
list of the evictees, and the keys with which to stealthe file. He had a soul and a
conscience, and he couldn't be happy hidingin Chicago, running from his past.

"Has Chance told them the truth?" I asked.

"I don't know," he said. "I doubt it. That would take guts, and Chanceis a
coward....They'll fire me, you know."

"Maybe, but you'll have a beautiful lawsuit against them. I'll handleit for you.



We'll sue them again, and I won't charge you a dime."

There was a knock on his door. It scared both of us; our conversationhad taken
us back in time. "Yes," he said, and a secretary entered.

"Mr. Peck is waiting," she said, sizing me up.

"I'll be there in one minute," Hector said, and she slowly backtrackedthrough the
door, leaving it open.

"I have to go," he said.

"I'm not leaving without a copy of the memo."

"Meet me at noon by the water fountain in front of the building."

"I'll be there."

I winked at the receptionist as I passed through the foyer. "Thanks,"I said. "I'm
much better."

"You're welcome," she said.



From the fountain we went west on Grand Avenue to a crowded Jewishdeli. As
we waited in line to order a sandwich, Hector handed me anenvelope. "I have
four children," he said. "Please protect me."

I took the envelope, and was about to say something when he steppedbackward
and got lost in the crowd. I saw him squeeze through the doorand go past the
deli, the flaps of his overcoat around his ears, almostrunning to get away from
me.

I forgot about lunch. I walked four blocks to the hotel, checked out,and threw
my things into a cab. Sitting low in the backseat, doors locked,cabbie halfasleep,
no one in the world knowing where I was at that moment,I opened the envelope.

The memo was in the typical Drake & Sweeney format, prepared on Hector'sPC
with the client code, file number, and date in tiny print alongthe bottom left. It
was dated January 27, sent to Braden Chance fromHector Palma, regarding the
RiverOaks/TAG eviction, Florida warehouseproperty. On that day, Hector had
gone to the warehouse with an armedguard, Jeff Mackle of Rock Creek Security,
arriving at 9:15 A.M. andleaving at 12:30. The warehouse had three levels, and
after first noticingsquatters on the ground floor, Hector went to the second level,
wherethere was no sign of habitation. On the third level, he saw litter,old
clothing, and the remnants of a campfire someone had used manymonths earlier.

On the west end of the ground level, he found eleven temporary apartments,all
hastily assembled from plywood and Sheetrock, unpainted, but obviouslybuilt by
the same person, at about the same time, with some effort atorder. Each
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obtain entry to any of them. Every door was the same,a light, hollow, synthetic
material, probably plastic, with a doorknoband a dead bolt.

The bathroom was well used and filthy. There had been no recentimprovements
to it.

Hector encountered a man who identified himself only as Herman, andHerman
had no interest in talking. Hector asked how much rent wasbeing charged for the
apartments, and Herman said none; said that hewas squatting. The sight of an
armed guard in a uniform had a chillingeffect on the conversation.

On the east end of the building, ten units of similar design andconstruction were
found. A crying child drew Hector to one of the doors,and he asked the guard to
stand back in the shadows. A young motheranswered his knock; she held a baby,
three other children swarmed aroundher legs. Hector informed her that he was
with a law firm, that thebuilding had been sold, and that she would be asked to
leave in a fewdays. She at first said she was squatting, then quickly went on
theattack. It was her apartment. She rented it from a man named Johnny,who
came around on the fifteenth of each month to collect a hundreddollars. Nothing
in writing. She had no idea who owned the building;Johnny was her only
contact. She had been there for three months, couldn'tleave because there was no
place to go. She worked twenty hours a weekat a grocery store.

Hector told her to pack her things and get ready to move. The buildingwould be
leveled in ten days. She became frantic. Hector tried to provokeher further. He
asked if she had any proof that she was paying rent. Shefound her purse, under
the bed, and handed him a scrap of paper, a tapefrom a grocery store cash
register. On the back someone had scrawled:Recd frm Lontae Burton, Jan 15,
$100 rent.



The memo was two pages long. But there was a third page attached to it,a copy
of the scarcely readable receipt. Hector had taken it from her,copied it, and
attached the original to the memo. The writing was hurried,the spelling flawed,
the copying blurred, but it was stunning. I musthave made some ecstatic noise
because the cabdriver jerked his head andexamined me in the mirror.

The memo was a straightforward description of what Hector saw, said,and heard.
There were no conclusions, no caveats to his higher-ups. Givethem enough rope,
he must have said to himself, and see if they'll hangthemselves. He was a lowly

paralegal, in no position to give advice,or offer opinions, or stand in the way of a
deal.

At O'Hare, I faxed it to Mordecai. If my plane crashed, or if I got mugged and
someone stole it, I wanted a copy tucked away deep in thefiles of the 14th Street
Legal Clinic.

Since Lontae Burton's father was a person unknown to us, and probablyunknown
to the world, and since her mother and all siblings were behindbars, we made the
tactical decision to bypass the family and use atrustee as a client. While I was in
Chicago Monday morning, Mordecaiappeared before a judge in the D.C. Family
Court and asked for a temporarytrustee to serve as guardian of the estates of
Lontae Burton and each ofher children. It was a routine matter done in private.
The Judge was anacquaintance of Mordecai's. The petition was approved in
minutes, and wehad ourselves a new client. Her name was Wilma Phelan, a
social workerMordecai knew. Her role in the litigation would be minor, and she
wouldbe entitled to a very small fee in the event we recovered anything.

The Cohen Trust may have been ill-managed from a financial standpoint,but it
had rules and bylaws covering every conceivable aspect of anonprofit legal
clinic. Leonard Cohen had been a lawyer, obviously onewith an appetite for
detail. Though discouraged and frowned upon, it waspermissible for the clinic to
handle an injury or wrongful death caseon a contingency-fee basis. But the fee



was capped at twenty percent ofthe recovery, as opposed to the standard one
third. Some trial lawyerscustomarily took forty percent.

Of the twenty percent contingenty-fee, the clinic could keep half;the other ten
percent went to the trust. In fourteen years, Mordecaihad handled two cases on a
contingency basis. The first he'd lost witha bad jury. The second involved a
homeless woman hit by a city bus. He'dsettled it for one hundred thousand
dollars, netting the clinic a grandtotal of ten thousand dollars, from which he
purchased new phones andword processors.

The Judge reluctantly approved our contract at twenty percent. And wewere
ready to sue.

Tip-off was at seven thirty-five--Georgetown versus Syracuse.
Mordecaisomehow squeezed two tickets. My flight arrived at National on timeat
six-twenty, and thirty minutes later I met Mordecai at the eastentrance of the
U.S. Air Arena in Landover. We were joined by almosttwenty thousand other
fans. He handed me a ticket, then pulled from hiscoat pocket a thick, unopened
envelope, sent by registered mail to myattention at the clinic. It was from the
D.C. bar.

"It came today," he said, knowing exactly what it contained. "I'll meetyou at our
seats." He disappeared into a crowd of students.

I tipped it open and found a spot outside with enough light to read. Myfriends at
Drake & Sweeney were unloading everything they had.



It was a formal complaint filed with the Court of Appeals accusingme of
unethical behavior. The allegations ran for three pages, butcould have been
adequately captured in one good paragraph. I'd stolen afile. I'd breached
confidentiality. I was a bad boy who should be either(1) disbarred permanently,
or (2) suspended for many years, and/or (3)publicly reprimanded. And since the
file was still missing, the matter wasurgent, and therefore the inquiry and
procedure should be expedited.

There were notices, forms, other papers I hardly glanced at. Itwas a shock, and I
leaned on a wall to steady myself and contemplatematters. Sure, I had thought
about a bar proceeding. It would have beenunrealistic to think the firm would not
pursue all avenues to retrievethe file. But I thought the arrest might appease
them for a while.

Evidently not. They wanted blood. It was a typical bigfirm, hardball,take-no-
prisoners strategy, and I understood it perfectly. What theydidn't know was that
at nine the following morning, I would have thepleasure of suing them for ten
million dollars for the wrongful deathsof the Burtons.

According to my assessment, there was nothing else they could do tome. No
more warrants. No more registered letters. All issues were on thetable, all lines
drawn. In a small way, it was a relief to be holdingthe papers.

And it was also frightening. Since I'd started law school ten yearsearlier, I had
never seriously considered work in another field. Whatwould I do without a law
license?

But then, Sofia didn't have one and she was my equal.



Mordecai met me inside at the portal leading to our seats. I gave hima brief
summary of the bar petition. He offered me his condolences.

While the game promised to be tense and exciting, basketball was not ourtop
priority. Jeff Mackle was a part-time gun at Rock Creek Security, andhe also
worked events at the arena. Sofia had tracked him down during theday. We
figured he would be one of a hundred uniformed guards loiteringaround the
building, watching the game for free and gazing at coeds.

We had no idea if he was old, young, white, black, fat, or lean,but the security
guards wore small nameplates above their left breastpockets. We walked the
aisles and portals until almost halftime beforeMordecai found him, hitting on a
cute ticket clerk at Gate D, a spot Ihad inspected twice.

Mackle was large, white, plain-faced, and about my age. His neck andbiceps
were enormous, his chest thick and bulging. The legal team huddledbriefly and
decided it would be best if I approached him.

With one of my business cards between my fingers, I walked casually up tohim
and introduced myself. "Mr. Mackle, I'm Michael Brock, Attorney."

He gave me the look one normally gets with such a greeting and took thecard
without comment. I had interrupted his flirting with the ticketclerk.

"Could I ask you a few questions?" I said in my best homicide
detectiveimpersonation.



"You can ask. I may not answer." He winked at the ticket clerk.

"Have you ever done any security work for Drake & Sweeney, a big lawfirm in
the District?"

"Maybe."

"Ever help them with any evictions?"

I hit a nerve. His face hardened instantly, and the conversation waspractically
over. "Don't think so," he said, glancing away. "Are yousure?"

"No. The answer is no."

"You didn't help the firm evict a warehouse full of squatters on Februaryfourth?"

He shook his head, jaw clenched, eyes narrow. Someone from Drake &Sweeney
had already visited Mr. Mackle. Or, more than likely, the firmhad threatened his
employer.

At any rate, Mackle was stonefaced. The ticket clerk was preoccupiedwith her
nails. I was shut out.



"Sooner or later you'll have to answer my questions," I said.

The muscles in his jaw flinched, but he had no response. I was notinclined to
push harder. He was rough around the edges, the type whocould erupt with a
flurry of fists and lay waste to a humble streetlawyer. I had been wounded
enough in the past two weeks.

I watched ten minutes of the second half, then left with spasms in myback,
aftereffects of the car wreck.

The motel was another new one on the northern fringe of Bethesda. Alsoforty,
bucks a night, and after three nights I couldn't afford any morelockdown therapy
for Ruby. Megan was of the opinion it was time for herto return home. If she
was going to stay sober, the real test would comeon the streets.

At seven-thirty Tuesday morning, I knocked on her door on the secondfloor.
Room 220, per Megan's instructions. There was no answer. I knockedagain and
again, and tried the knob. It was locked. I ran to the lobbyand asked the
receptionist to call the room. Again, no answer. No onehad checked out. Nothing
unusual had been reported.

An assistant manager was summoned, and I convinced her that there wasan
emergency. She called a security guard, and the three of us wentto the room.
Along the way, I explained what we were doing with Ruby,and why the room
wasn't in her name. The assistant manager didn't likethe idea of using her nice



motel to detox crackheads.

The room was empty. The bed was meticulous; no sign of use during thenight.
Not a single item was out of place, and nothing of hers had beenleft behind.

I thanked them and left. The motel was at least ten miles from ouroffice. I called
Megan to alert her, then fought my way into the city witha million other
commuters. At eight-fifteen, sitting in stalled traffic, Icalled the office and asked
Sofia if Ruby had been seen. She had not.

The Lawsuit was brief and to the point. Wilma Phelan, trustee forthe estates of
Lontae Burton and her children, was suing RiverOaks,Drake & Sweeney, and
TAG, Inc., for conspiring to commit a wrongfuleviction. The logic was simple;
the causal connection obvious. Our clientswould not have been living in their car
had they not been thrown out oftheir apartment. And they wouldn't have died
had they not been livingin their car. It was a lovely theory of liability, one made
even moreattractive because of its simplicity. Any jury in the country
couldfollow the rationale.

The negligence and/or intentional acts of the defendants caused thedeaths, which
were foreseeable. Bad things happened to those living onthe streets, espe cially
single mothers with little children. Toss themout of their homes wrongfully and
you pay the price if they get hurt.

We had briefly considered a separate lawsuit for Mister's death. Hetoo had been
illegally evicted, but his death could not be consideredforeseeable. Taking
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one civilly wronged. Also, he had littlejury appeal. We put Mister to rest,
permanently.

Drake & Sweeney would immediately ask the Judge to require me to handover
the file. The Judge might very well make me do it, and that wouldbe an
admission of guilt. It could also cost me my license to practicelaw. Further, any
evidence derived from anything in the stolen filecould be excluded.

Mordecai and I reviewed the final draft Tuesday, and he again asked meif I
wanted to proceed. To protect me, he was willing to drop the lawsuitentirely. We
had talked about that several times. We even had a strategywhereby we would
drop the Burton suit, negotiate a truce with Drake &Sweeney to clear my name,
wait a year for tempers to cool, then sneak thecase to a buddy of his on the other
side of town. It was a bad strategy,one we ditched almost as soon as we thought
of it.

He signed the pleadings, and we left for the courthouse. He drove, and Iread the
lawsuit again, the pages growing heavier the farther we went.

Negotiation would be the key. The exposure would humiliate Drake &Sweeney,
a firm with immense pride and ego, and built on credibility,client service,
trustworthiness. I knew the mind-set, the personality,the cult of great lawyers
who did no wrong. I knew the paranoia ofbeing perceived as bad, in any way.
There was guilt for making so muchmoney, and a corresponding desire to appear
compassionate for the lessfortunate.

Drake & Sweeney was wrong, though I suspected the firm had no idea howvery
wrong it was. I imagined Braden Chance was cowering behind hislocked door
praying fervently that the hour would pass.



But I was wrong too. Perhaps we could meet in the middle somewhere,and cut a
deal. If not, then Mordecai Green would have the pleasure ofpresenting the
Burton case to a friendly jury one day soon, and askingthem for big bucks. And
the firm would have the pleasure of pushingmy grand larceny case to the limit;
to a point I didn't care to thinkabout.

The Burton case would never go to trial. I could still think like aDrake &
Sweeney lawyer. The idea of facing a D.C. jury would terrifythem. The initial
embarrassment would have them scrambling for ways tocut their losses.

Tim Claussen, a college pal of Abraham's, was a reporter for thePost. He was
waiting outside the clerk's office, and we gave him acopy of the lawsuit. He read
it while Mordecai filed the original,then asked us questions, which we were
more than happy to answer, butoff the record.

The Burton tragedy was fast becoming a political and social hot potatoin the
District. Blame was being passed around with dizzying speed. Everydepaiuiient
head in the city blamed another one. The city council blamedthe mayor, who
blamed the council while also blaming Congress. Someright-wingers in the
House had weighed in long enough to blame the mayor,the council, and the
entire city.

The idea of pinning the whole thing on a bunch of rich white lawyers madefor an
astonishing story. Claussen--callous, caustic, jaded by years injournalism --
couldn't suppress his enthusiasm.



The ambush of Drake & Sweeney by the press did not bother me inthe least. The
firm had established the rules the prior week when ittipped a reporter that I had
been arrested. I could see Rafter and hislittle band of litigators happily agreeing
around the conference tablethat, yes! it made perfect sense to alert the media
about my arrest;and not only that but to slip them a nice photo of the criminal.
Itwould embarrass me, humiliate me, make me sorry, force me to cough upthe
file and do whatever they wanted.

I knew the mentality, knew how the game was played.

I had no problem helping the reporter.

Intake at CCNV, alone, and two hours late. The clients were sittingpatiently on
the dirty floor of the lobby, some nodding off, some readingnewspapers. Ernie
with the keys was not pleased with my tardiness; hehad a schedule of his own.
He opened the intake room and handed me aclipboard with the names of thirteen
prospective clients. I called thefirst one.

I was amazed at how far I'd come in a week. I had walked into the buildinga few
minutes earlier without the fear of being shot. I had waited forErnie in the lobby
without thinking of being white. I listened to myclients patiently, but efficiently,
because I knew what to do. I evenlooked the part; my beard was more than a
week old; my hair was slightlyover the ears and showing the first signs of
unkemptness; my khakis werewrinkled; my navy blazer was rumpled; my tie
was loosened just so. TheNikes were still stylish but well worn. A pair of horn-
rimmed glasses,and I would have been the perfect public interest lawyer.

Not that the clients cared. They wanted someone to listen to them, andthat was
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about the coming battle with Drake & Sweeney. Iforgot about Claire, though,
sadly, I was finding that easier to do. leven forgot about Hector Palma and my
trip to Chicago.

But I couldn't forget about Ruby Simon. I somehow managed to connect
eachnew client to her. I wasn't worried about her safety; she had survivedon the
streets far longer than I could have. But why would she leave aclean motel room
with a television and a shower, and strike out throughthe city to find her
abandoned car?

She was an addict, and that was the plain and unavoidable answer. Crackwas a
magnet, pulling her back to the streets.

If I couldn't keep her locked away in suburban motels for three nights,then how
was I supposed to help her get clean?

The decision was not mine to make.

The routine of the late afternoon was shattered by a phone call frommy older
brother Warner. He was in town, on business, unexpectedly,would've called
sooner but couldn't find my new number, and where couldwe meet for dinner?
He was paying, he said before I could answer, andhe'd heard about a great new
place called Danny O's where a friend hadeaten just a week earlier--fantastic
food! I hadn't thought about anexpensive meal in a long time.



Danny O's was fine with me. It was trendy, loud, overpriced, sadlytypical.

I stared at the phone long after our conversation was over. I did notwant to see
Warner, because I did not want to listen to Warner. He wasnot in town on
business, though that happened about once a year. I waspretty sure my parents
had sent him. They were grieving down in Memphis,heartbroken over another
divorce, saddened by my sudden fall from theladder. Someone had to check on
me. It was always Warner.

We met in the crowded bar at Danny O's. Before we could shake hands
orembrace, he took a step backward to inspect the new image. Beard,
hair,khakis, everything.

"A real radical," he said, with an equal mixture of humor and sarcasm.

"It's good to see you," I said, trying to ignore his theatrics.

"You look thin," he said.

"You don't."

He patted his stomach as if a few extra pounds had sneaked on boardduring the
day. "T'll lose it." He was thirty-eight, nice-looking, stillvery vain about his
appearance. The mere fact that [ had commented onthe extra weight would drive
him to lose it within a month.



Warner had been single for three years. Women were very important tohim.
There had been allegations of adultery during his divorce, but fromboth sides.

"You look great," I said. And he did. Tailored suit and shirt. Expensivetie. I had
a closet full of the stuff.

"You too. Is this the way you dress for work now?"

"For the most part. Sometimes I ditch the tie."

We ordered Heinekens and sipped them in the crowd.

"How's Claire?" he asked. The preliminaries were out of the way.

"I suppose she's fine. We filed for divorce, uncontested. I've movedout."

"Is she happy?"

"I think she was relieved to get rid of me. I'd say Claire is happiertoday than she
was a month ago."

"Has she found someone else?"



"I don't think so," I said. I had to be careful because most, if notall, of our
conversation would be repeated to my parents, especiallyany scandalous reason
for the divorce. They would like to blame Claire,and if they believed she'd been
caught screwing around, then the divorcewould seem logical. "Have you?" he
asked.

"Nope. I've kept my pants on."

"So why the divorce?"

"Lots of reasons. I'd rather not rehash them." Thatwas not what he wanted. His
had been a nasty split, with both partiesfighting for custody of the kids. He had
shared the details with me,often to the point of being boring. Now he wanted the
same in return.

"You woke up one day, and decided to get a divorce?"

"You've been through it, Warner. It's not that simple."

The maitre d' led us deep into the restaurant. We passed a table whereWayne
Urnstead was sitting with two men I did not recognize. Urnsteadhad been a
fellow hostage, the one Mister had sent to the door to fetchthe food, the one
who'd barely missed the sniper's bullet. He didn'tsee me.

A copy of the lawsuit had been served on Arthur Jacobs, chairman of



theexecutive committee, at 11 A.M., while I was at the CCNV. Urnstead wasnot
a partner, so I wondered if he even knew about the lawsuit.

Of course he did. In hurried meetings throughout the afternoon, thenews had
been dropped like a bomb. Defenses had to be prepared; marchingorders given;
wagons circled. Not a word to anyone outside the firm. Onthe surface, the
lawsuit would be ignored.

Fortunately, our table could not be seen from Umstead's. I glanced aroundto
make sure no other bad guys were in the restaurant. Warner ordereda martini for
both of us, but I quickly begged off. Just water for me.

with Warner, everything was at full throttle. Work, play, food, drink,women,
even books and old movies. He had almost frozen to death in ablizzard on a
Peruvian mountain, and he'd been bitten by a deadly watersnake while scuba
diving in Australia. His post-divorce adjustment phasehad been remarkably easy,
primarily because Warner loved to travel andhang-glide and climb mountains
and wrestle sharks and chase women on aglobal scale.

As a partner in a large Atlanta firm, he made plenty of money. And hespent a lot
of it. The dinner was about money.

"Water?" he said in disgust. "Come on. Have a drink."

"No," I protested. Warner would go from martinis to wine. We would leavethe
restaurant late, and he would be up at four fiddling with his laptop,shaking off
the slight hangover as just another part of the day.



"Candy ass," he mumbled. I browsed the menu. He examined every skirt.

His drink arrived and we ordered. "Tell me about your work,"he said, trying
desperately to give the impression that he wasinterested. "Why?"

"Because it must be fascinating."

"Why do you say that?"

"You walked away from a fortune. There must be a damned good reason."

"There are reasons, and they're good enough for me."

Warner had planned the meeting. There was a purpose, a goal, adestination, and
an outline of what he would say to get him there. Iwasn't sure where he was
headed.

"I was arrested last week," I said, diverting him. It was enough of ashock to be
successful. "You what?"

I told him the story, stretching it out with every detail because I wasin control of
the conversation. He was critical of my thievery, but Ididn't try to defend it. The
file itself was another complicated issue,one neither of us wanted to explore.



"So the Drake & Sweeney bridge has been burned?" he asked as weate.
"Permanently."”

"How long do you plan to be a public interest lawyer?"

"I've just started. I really hadn't thought about the end. Why?"

"How long can you work for nothing?"

"As long as I can survive."

"So survival is the standard?"

"For now. What's your standard?" It was a ridiculous question.

"Money. How much I make; how much I spend; how much I can stash
awaysomewhere and watch it grow so that one day I'll have a shitpot full ofit and
not have to worry about anything."

I had heard this before. Unabashed greed was to be admired. It was aslightly
cruder version of what we'd been taught as children. Work hardand make
plenty., and somehow society as a whole would benefit.



He was daring me to be critical, and it was not a fight I wanted. Itwas a fight
with no winners; only an ugly draw.

"How much do you have?" I asked. As a greedy bastard, Warner was proudof his
wealth.

"When I'm forty I'll have a million bucks buried in mutual funds. WhenI'm forty-
five, it'll be three million. when I'm fifty, it'll be ten. Andthat's when I'm walking
out the door."

We knew those figures by heart. Big law firms were the sameeverywhere.

"what about you?" he asked as he whittled on freerange chicken.

"Well, let's see. I'm thirty-two, got a net worth of five thousand bucks,give or
take. when I'm thirty-five, if I work hard and save moneys,it should be around ten
thousand. By the time I'm fifty, I should haveabout twenty thousand buried in
mutual funds."”

"That's something to look forward to. Eighteen years of living inpoverty."

"You know nothing about poverty."



Ivlaybe 1 d0. For people liKe us, poverty 1S a cheap apartment, a usedcar with
dents and dings, bad clothing, no money to travel and play andsee the world, no
money to save or invest, no retirement, no safety net,nothing."

"Perfect. You just proved my point. You don't know a damned thing
aboutpoverty. How much will you make this year?"

"Nine hundred thousand."

"I'll make thirty. what would you do if someone forced you to work forthirty
thousand bucks?"

"Kill myself."

"I believe that. I truly believe you would take a gun and blow yourbrains out
before you would work for thirty thousand bucks."

"You're wrong. I'd take pills."

"Coward."

"There's no way I could work that cheap."

"Oh. vou could work that cheap. but vou couldn't live that cheap."



"Same thing."

"That's where you and I are different,"” I said. "Damnedright we're different. But
how did we become different, Michael? A monthago you were like me. Now
look at you--silly whiskers and faded clothes,all this bullshit about serving
people and saving humanity. Where'd yougo wrong?"

I took a deep breath and enjoyed the humor of his question. He relaxedtoo. We
were too civilized to fight in public.

"You're a dumb-ass, you know," he said, leaning low. "You wereon the fast track
for a partnership. You're bright and talented,single, no kids. You'd be making a
million bucks a year at the age ofthirty-five. You can do the math."

"It's already done, Wamer. I've lost my love for money. It's the curseof the
devil."

"How original. Let me ask you something. What will you do if you wake upone
day and you're, let's say, sixty years old. You're tired of savingthe world because
it can't be saved. You don't have a pot to piss in,not a dime, no firm, no partners,
no wife making big bucks as a brainsurgeon, nobody to catch you. What will you
do?"

"Well, I've thought about that, and I figure I'll have this big brotherwho's filthy
rich. So I'll give you a call."



"What if I'm dead?"

"Put me in your will. The prodigal brother."

We became interested in our food, and the conversation waned. Warner
wasarrogant enough to think that a blunt confrontation would snap me backto
my senses. A few sharp insights from him on the consequences of mymissteps,
and I would ditch the poverty act and get a real job. "I'lltalk to him," I could hear
him say to my parents.

He had a few jabs left. He asked what the benefit package was at the 14thStreet
Legal Clinic. Quite lean, I told him. What about a retirementplan? None that I
knew of. He embraced the opinion that I should spendonly a couple of years
saving souls before returning to the real world. Ithanked him. And he offered the
splendid advice that perhaps I shouldsearch for a likeminded woman, but with
money, and marry her.

We said good-bye on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant. I assuredhim I knew
what I was doing, that I would be fine, and that his reportto our parents should
be optimistic. "Don't worry them, Warner. Tellthem everything is wonderful
here."

"Call me if you get hungry," he said in an effort at humor.

I waved him off and walked away.



The Pylon Grill was an allnight coffee shop in Foggy Bottom, nearGeorge
Washington University. It was known as a hangout for insomniacsand news
addicts. The earliest edition of the Post arrived each nightjust before twelve, and
the place was as busy as a good deli duringlunch. I bought a paper and sat at the
bar, which was an odd sightbecause every person there was buried in the news. I
was struck byhow quiet the Pylon was. The Post had just arrived, minutes before
me,and thirty people were poring over it as if a war had been declared.

The story was a natural for the Post. It began on page one, under a boldheadline,
and was continued on page ten where the photos were--a photo ofLontae taken
from the placards at the rally for justice, one of Mordecaiwhen he was ten years
younger, and a set of three, which no doubt wouldhumiliate the bluebloods at
Drake & Sweeney. Arthur Jacobs was in thecenter, a mug shot of Tilhnan
Gantry was on the left, and on the rightwas a mug shot of DeVon Hardy, who
was linked to the story only becausehe'd been evicted and got himself killed in a
newsworthy fashion.

Arthur Jacobs and two felons, two African-American criminals withlittle
numbers across their chests, lined up as equals on page ten ofthe Post.

I could see them huddled in their offices and conference rooms, doorslocked,
phones unplugged, meetings canceled. They would plan theirresponses, devise a
hundred different strategies, call in their publicrelations people. It would be their
darkest hour.

The fax wars would begin early. Copies of the trio would be sent to lawoffices
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laugh.

Gantry looked extremely menacing, and it scared me to think we had pickeda
fight with him.

And then there was the photo of me, the same one the paper used theSaturday
before when it announced my arrest. I was described as the linkbetween the firm
and Lontae Burton, though the reporter had no way ofknowing I'd actually met
her.

The story was long and thorough. It began with the eviction, and all
theparticipants therein, including Hardy, who surfaced seven days later atthe
offices of Drake & Sweeney where he took hostages, one of whom wasme. From
me it went to Mordecai, then to the deaths of the Burtons. Itmentioned my arrest,
though I had been careful to tell the reporterlittle about the disputed file.

He was true to his word--we were never referred to by name, only asinformed
sources. I couldn't have written it better myself.

Not a word from any of the defendants. It appeared as if the reportermade little
or no effort to contact them.

Warner called me at 5 A.M. "Are you awake?" he asked. He was in hishotel
suite, hyper, bouncing off the walls with a hundred comments andquestions
about the lawsuit. He'd seen the paper.
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proceed with the case. Warner was a litigator, a very good one,and the jury
appeal of the Burton case was more than he could stand. Wehadn't asked for
enough in damages--ten million wouldn't cut it. Theright jury, and the sky was
the limit. Oh, how he'd love to try ithimself. And what about Mordecai? Was he
a trial lawyer?

And the fee? Surely we had a forty percent contract. There might be hopefor me
after all.

"Ten percent," I said, still in the darkness.

"What! Ten percent! Are you out of your mind?"

"We're a nonprofit firm," I tried to explain, but he wasn't listening. Hecursed me
for not being greedier.

The file was a huge problem, he said, as if we had not thought aboutit. "Can you
prove your case without the file?"

"Yes."

He howled with laughter at the sight of old man Jacobs sitting therein the paper
with a convict on each side. His flight to Atlanta left intwo hours. he'd be at his
desk by nine. He couldn't wait to pass aroundthe photos. He would start faxing
them to the West Coast immediately.



He hung up in the middle of a sentence.

I'd slept for three hours. I turned a few times, but further sleep escapedme. There
had been too many changes in my life to rest comfortably.

I showered and left, drank coffee with the Pakistanis until sunrise,then bought
cookies for Ruby.

There were two strange cars parked at the corner of Fourteenth and Q,next to our
office. I drove by slowly at seven-thirty, and my instinctstold me to keep going.
Ruby was not sitting on the front steps.

If Tillman Gantry thought violence would somehow help his defense ofthe
lawsuit, he wouldn't hesitate to use it. Mordecai had cautioned me,though no
warning was necessary. I called him at home and told him what Ihad seen. He
would arrive at eight-thirty, and we agreed to meet then. Hewould warn Sofia.
Abraham was out of town.

For two weeks my primary focus had been on the lawsuit. There had beenother
significant distractions-Claire, moving out, learning the ropes ofa new career but
the case against RiverOaks and my old firm was neverfar from my mind. There
was a prefiling frenzy with any large case,then a deep breath and a pleasant
calmness after the bomb hit and thedust settled.



Gantry didn't kill us the day after we sued him and his twoco-defendants. The
office was quite normal. The phones were no busierthan usual. The foot traffic
was the same. With the lawsuit temporarilyset aside, my other cases were easier
to concentrate on.

I could only imagine the panic in the marbled halls of Drake &Sweeney. There
would be no smiles, no gossip by the coffeepot, no jokesor sports talk in the
hallways. A funeral parlor would be rowdier.

In antitrust, those who knew me best would be especially somber. Pollywould be
stoic, detached, and forever efficient. Rudolph wouldn't leavehis office except to
huddle with the higher-ups.

The only sad aspect of slandering four hundred lawyers was the
inescapablereality that almost all of them were not only innocent of
wrongdoingbut completely ignorant of the facts. No one cared what happened in
realestate. Few people knew Braden Chance. I was there seven years beforel met
the man, and then it was only because I went looking for him. Ifelt sorry for the
innocent ones--the old-timers who'd built a greatfirm and trained us well; the
guys in my class who would carry on thetradition of excellence; the rookies who
had awakened to the news thattheir esteemed employer was somehow
responsible for wrongful deaths.

But I felt no sympathy for Braden Chance and Arthur Jacobs and DonaldRafter.
They had chosen to go for my jugular. Let them sweat.



Megan took a break from the rigors of keeping order in a housefilled with eighty
homeless women, and we went for a short drive throughNorthwest. She had no
idea where Ruby lived, and we didn't really expectto find her. It was, however, a
good reason to spend a few minutestogether.

"This is not unusual,"” she said, trying to reassure me. "As a rule,homeless people
are unpredictable, especially the addicts."

"You've seen it before?"

"I've seen everything. You learn to stay level. When a client kicksthe habit, finds
a job, gets an apartment, you say a little prayer ofthanks. But you don't get
excited, because another Ruby will come alongand break your heart. There are
more valleys than mountains."

"How do you keep from being depressed?"

"You draw strength from the clients. They are remarkable people. Mostwere
born without a prayer or a chance, yet they survive. They trip andfall, but they
get up and keep trying."

Three blocks from the clinic, we passed a mechanic's garage with acollection of
wrecked vehicles behind it. A large, toothy dog with achain around its neck
guarded the front. I had not planned on pokingaround rusty old cars, and the dog
made the decision to keep goingan easier one. We figured she lived in an area
between the dinic onFourteenth and Naomi's on Tenth near L, roughly from
Logan Circle toMount 1 Vernon Square.



"But you never know," she said. "I'm constantly amazed at how mobile
thesepeople are. They have plenty of time, and some will walk for miles."

We observed the street people. Every beggar came under our scrutiny aswe
drove slowly by. We walked through parks, looking at the homeless,dropping
coins in their cups, hoping we would see someone we knew. Noluck.

I left Megan at Naomi's, and promised to call later in the afternoon. Rubyhad
become a wonderful excuse to keep in touch.

The congressman was a five-termer from Indiana, a Republican
namedBurkholder who had an apartment in Virginia but liked to jog in theearly
evenings around Capitol Hill. His staff informed the media thathe showered and
changed in one of the seldom-used gyms Congress builtfor itself in the basement
of a House office building.

As a member of the House, Burkholder was one of 435; thus virtuallyunknown
even though he'd been in Washington ten years. He was mildlyambitious,
squeaky clean, a health nut, forty-one years old. He servedon Agriculture and
chaired a subcommittee of Ways and Means.

Burkholder was shot early Wednesday evening near Union Station as hejogged
alone. He was wearing a sweat suit--no wallet, no cash, no pocketswith which to
carrv anvthing valuable. There appeared to be no motive. Heencountered a street



person in some manner, perhaps a collision or abump or a harsh word given or
received, and two shots were fired. Onemissed the congressman, the other struck
him in the upper left arm,then traveled into his shoulder and stopped very near
his neck.
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The shooting occurred not long after dark, on a sidewalk next to astreet filled
with late commuters. It was witnessed by four people, allof whom described the
assailant as a male black homeless-looking type,almost a generic description. He
vanished into the night, and by thetime the first commuter could stop, leave his
car, and rush to the aidof Burkholder, the man with the gun was long gone.

The congressman was rushed to the hospital at George Washington, wherethe
bullet was removed during a two-hour surgery, and he was pronouncedstable.

It had been many years since a member of Congress had been shot
inWashington. Several had been mugged, but with no permanent damage.
Themuggings typically provided the victims with wonderful pulpits torail
against crime and the lack of values and the general decline ofeverything; all
blame, of course, being laid at the feet of the opposingparty.

Burkholder wasn't able to rail when I saw the story at eleven. I'd beennapping in
my chair, reading and watching boxing. It was a slow news dayin the District,
slow until Burkholder got shot. The news anchorpersonbreathlessly announced
the event, giving the basics with a nice photoof the congressman in the
background, then went Live! to the hospitalwhere a reporter stood shivering in
the cold outside the ER entrance,a door Burkholder had passed through four
hours earlier. But there wasan ambulance in the background, and bright lights,
and since she couldnot produce blood or a corpse for the viewers, she had to
make it assensational as possible.



The surgery went well, she reported. Burkholder was stable andresting. The
doctors had released a statement which said basicallynothing. Earlier, several of
his colleagues had rushed to the hospital,and somehow she had been able to
coerce them into appearing before thecamera. Three of them stood close
together, all looking sufficiently graveand somber, although Burkholder's life
had never been in danger. Theysquinted at the lights and tried to appear as if it
was a major invasionof their private lives.

I had never heard of any of them. They offered their concerns about theirbuddy,
and made his condition sound far worse than the doctors. Withoutprompting,
they gave their assessments of the general decline of Washington.

Then there was another live report from the scene of the shooting. Anothergoofy
reporter standing on the Exact Spot! where he fell, and now therewas really
something to see. There was a patch of red blood, which shepointed to with great
drama, right down there. She squatted and almosttouched the sidewalk. A cop
stepped into the frame and offered his vaguesummary of what went on.

The report was live, yet in the background there were flashing red andblue lights
of police cars. I noticed this; the reporter did not.

A sweep was under way. The D.C. police were out in force cleaning thestreets,
shoveling the street people into cars and vans and taking themaway. Throughout
the night, they swept Capitol Hill, arresting anyonecaught sleeping on a bench,
sitting in a park, begging on a sidewalk,anyone who obviously appeared to be
without a home. They charged themwith loitering, littering, public drunkenness,
panhandling.

Not all were arrested and taken to jail. Two van loads were driven upRhode
Island, in Northeast, and dumped in the parking lot next to acommunity center

with an allnioght ecniin kitchen Annther van carrvinoeleven nennle ctnnned at the
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Calvary Ntission on T Street, five blocksfrom our office. The men were given
the choice of going to jail orhitting the streets. The van emptied.

I vowed to get a bed. I was losing too much sleep floundering on thefloor, trying
to prove a point to no one but myself. In the darknesslong before dawn, I sat in
my sleeping bag and promised myself I'd findsomething softer to sleep on. I also
wondered for the thousandth timehow people survived sleeping on sidewalks.

The Pylon Grill was warm and stuffy, a layer of cigarette smoke notfar above the
tables, the aroma of coffee beans from around the worldwaiting just inside the
door. As usual it was filled with news junkiesat 4:30 A.M.

Burkholder was the man of the hour. His face was on the front page ofthe Post,
and there were several stories about the man, the shooting,the police
investigation. Nothing about the sweep. Mordecai would giveme those details
later.

A pleasant surprise was waiting in Metro. Tim Claussen was evidently aman on
a mission. Our lawsuit had inspired him.

In a lengthy article, he examined each of the three defendants, beginningwith
RiverOaks. The company was twenty years old, privately held by agroup of
investors, one of whom was Clayton Bender, an East Coast realestate swinger
rumored to be worth two hundred million. Bender's picturewas in the story,
along with a photo of the corporate headquarters inHagerstown, Maryland. The
company had built eleven office buildings inthe D.C. area in twenty years, along
with numerous shopping centers inthe suburbs of Baltimore and Washington.
The value of its holdings wasestimated at three hundred fifty million. There was
also a lot of bankdebt, the level of which could not be estimated.



The history of the proposed bulkmailing facility in Northeast wasrecounted in
excruciating detail. Then, on to Drake & Sweeney.

Not surprisingly, there was no source of information from within thefirm. Phone
calls had not been returned. Claussen gave the basics--size,history, a few famous
alumni. There were two charts, both taken fromU.S. Law magazine, one listing
the top ten law firms in the country bysize, and the other ranking the firms by
how much the partners averagedlast year in compensation. With eight hundred
lawyers, Drake & Sweeneywas fifth in size, and at $910,500, the partners were
number three. Had Ireally walked away from that much money? The last
member of the unlikelytrio was Tillman Gantry, and his colorful life made for
easy investigativejournalism. Cops talked about him. A former cellmate from
prison sanghis praises. A Reverend of some stripe in Northeast told how Gantry
hadbuilt basketball hoops for poor kids. A former prostitute remembered
thebeatings. He operated behind two corporations--TAG and Gantry Group--
andthrough them he owned three usedcar lots, two small shopping centers,an
apartment building where two people had been shot to death, six rentalduplexes,
a bar where a woman had been raped, a video store, and numerousvacant lots
he'd purchased for almost nothing from the city.

Of the three defendants, Gantry was the only one willing to talk. Headmitted
paying eleven thousand dollars for the Florida Avenue warehousein July of the
previous year, and selling it for two hundred thousand toRiverOaks on January
31. He got lucky, he said. The building was useless,but the land under it was
worth a lot more than eleven thousand. Thatwas why he bought it.

The warehouse had always attracted squatters, he said. In fact, he hadbeen
forced to run them off. He had never charged rent, and had no ideawhere that
rumor originated. He had plenty of lawyers, and he wouldmount a vigorous
defense.



The story did not mention me. Nothing was said about DeVon Hardy andthe
hostage drama. Very little about Lontae Burton and the allegationsof the lawsuit

For the second day in a row, the venerable old firm of Drake & Sweeneywas
maligned as a conspirator with a former pimp. Indeed, the tone of thestory
portrayed the lawyers as worse criminals than Tillman Gantry.

Tomorrow, it promised, there would be another installment--a look atthe sad life
of Lontae Burton.

How long would Arthur Jacobs allow his beloved firm to be dragged throughthe
mud? It was such an easy target. The Post could be tenacious. Thereporter was
obviously working around the clock. One story would leadto another.

It was twenty minutes past nine when I arrived with my lawyerat the Carl
Moultrie Building, on the corner of Sixth and Indiana,downtown. Mordecai
knew where we were going. I had never been near theMoultrie Building, home
of civil and criminal cases in the District. Theline formed outside the front
entrance, and it moved slowly as thelawyers and litigants and criminals were
searched and scanned for metaldevices. Inside, the place was a zoo--a lobby
packed with anxious people,and four levels of hallways lined with courtrooms.

The Honorable Norman Kisner held court on the first floor, roomnumber 114. A
daily docket by the door listed my name under FirstAppearances. Eleven other
criminals shared space with me. Inside, thebench was vacant; lawyers milled

about. Mordecai disappeared into theback, and I took a seat in the second row. I
read a magazine and triedtn annear ntterlv hored with the scene
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"Good morning, Michael," someone said from the aisle. It was DonaldRafter,
clutching his briefcase with both hands. Behind him was a facel recognized from
litigation, but I could not recall the name. I noddedand managed to say, "Hello."

They scooted away and found seats on the other side of the courtroom.
Theyrepresented the victims, and as such had the right to be present at eachstage
of my proceedings.

It was only a first appearance! I would stand before the Judge while heread the
charges. I would enter a plea of not guilty, be released on myexisting bond, and
leave. Why was Rafter there?

The answer came slowly. I stared at the magazine, struggled to remainperfectly
calm, and finally realized that his presence was merely areminder. They
regarded the theft as a serious matter, and they woulddog me every step of the
way. Rafter was the smartest and meanest ofall litigators. I was supposed to
shake with fear at the sight of himin the courtroom.

At nine-thirty, Mordecai emerged from behind the bench and motioned forme.
The Judge was waiting in his chambers. Mordecai introduced me to him,and the
three of us setfled casually around a small table.

Judge Kisner was at least seventy, with bushy gray hair and a scragglygray
beard, and brown eyes that burned holes as he talked. He and mylawyer had
been acquaintances for many years.



"I was just telling Mordecai," he said, waving a hand, "that this is avery unusual
case."

I nodded in agreement. It certainly felt unusual to me.

"I've known Arthur Jacobs for thirty years. In fact, I know a lot ofthose lawyers
over there. They're good lawyers."

They were indeed. They hired the best and trained them well. I
feltuncomfortable with the fact that my trial judge had such admiration forthe
victims.

"A working file stolen from a lawyer's office might be hard to evaluatefrom a
monetary point of view. It's just a bunch of papers, nothing ofreal value to
anyone except the lawyer. It would be worth nothing ifyou tried to sell it on the
streets. I'm not accusing you of stealingthe file, you understand."

"Yes. I understand." I wasn't sure if I did or not, but I wanted himto continue.

"Let's assume you have the file, and let's assume you took it from thefirm. If you
returned it now, under my supervision, I would be inclinedto place a value on it
of something less than a hundred dollars. That,of course, would be a
misdemeanor, and we could sweep it under the rugwith a bit of paperwork. Of
course, you would have to agree to disregardany information taken from the
file."

"And what if I don't return it? Still assuming, of course."



"Then it becomes much more valuable. The grand larceny sticks, and wego to
trial on that charge. If the prosecutor proves his case and thejury finds you
guilty, it will be up to me to sentence you."

The creases in his forehead, the hardening of his eyes, and the tone ofhis voice
left little doubt that sentencing would be something I wouldrather avoid.

"In addition, if the jury finds you guilty of grand larceny, you willlose your
license to practice law."

"Yes sir," I said, very much chastised.

Mordecai was holding back, listening and absorbing everything.

"Unlike most of my docket, time is crucial here," Kisner continued. "Thiscivil
litigation could turn on the contents of the file. Admissibilitywill be for another
judge in another courtroom. I'd like to have thecriminal matter resolved before
the civil case progresses too far. Again,we're assuming you have the file."

"How soon?" Mordecai asked.

"I think two weeks is sufficient time to make your decision."



We agreed that two weeks was reasonable. Mordecai and I returned to
thecourtroom where we waited another hour while nothing happened.

Wan Claussen from the Post arrived with a rush of lawyers. He saw ussitting in
the courtroom, but did not venture over. Mordecai moved awayfrom me, and
eventually cornered him. He explained that there were twolawyers in the
courtroom from Drake & Sweeney, Donald Rafter and anotherguy, and perhaps
they might have a word for the paper.

Claussen went right after them. Voices could be heard from the backbench
where Rafter had been killing time. They left the courtroom andcontinued their
argument outside.

My appearance before Kisner was as brief as expected. I entered a pleaof not
guilty, signed some forms, and left in a hurry. Rafter was nowherein sight

"What did you and Kisner talk about before I got back there?" I askedas soon as
we were in the car.

"Same thing he told you."

"He's a hard-ass."



"He's a good judge, but he was a lawyer tor many years. A criminallawyer, and
one of the best. He has no sympathy for a lawyer who stealsthe files of another."

"How long will my sentence be if I'm convicted?"

"He didn't say. But you'll do time."

We were waiting for a red light. Fortunately I was driving. "All
right,Counselor," I said. "What do we do?"

"We have two weeks. Let's approach it slowly. Now is not the time tomake
decisions."

There were two stories in the morning Post, both prominentlydisplayed and
accompanied by photos. The first was the one promisedin yesterday's edition --a
long history of the tragic life of LontaeBurton. Her grandmother was the
principal source, though the reporter hadalso contacted two aunts, a former
employer, a social worker, a formerteacher, and her mother and two brothers in
prison. With its typicalaggressiveness and unlimited budget, the paper was doing
a splendid jobof gathering the facts we would need for our case.

Lontae's mother was sixteen when she was born, the second of threechildren, all
out of wedlock, all sired by different men, though hermother refused to say
anything about her father. She grew up in therough neighborhoods in Northeast,
moving from place to place with hertroubled mother, living periodically with her
grandmother and aunts. tiermother was in and out of jail, and Lontae quit school
after the sixthgrade. From there, her life became predictably dismal. Drugs,
boys,gangs, petty crime, the dangerous life on the street. She worked atvarious
minimum-wage jobs, and proved to be completely unreliable.



City records told much of the story: an arrest at the age of fourteenfor
shoplifting, processed through juvenile court. Charged again threemonths later
for public drunkenness, juvenile court. Possession of potat fifteen, juvenile court.
Same charge seven months later. Arrested forprostitution at the age of sixteen
and handled as an adult, conviction butno jail. Arrested for grand larceny,
stealing a portable CD player from apawnshop, conviction but no jail. Birth of
Ontario when she was eighteen,at D.C. General with no father listed on the birth
certificate. Arrestedfor prostitution two months after Ontario arrived, convicted
but nojail. Birth of the twins, Alonzo and Dante, when she was twenty, alsoat
D.C. General, also with no father listed. And then Temeko, the babywith the wet
diaper, born when Lontae was twenty-one.

In the midst of this sad obituary, a glimmer of hope sprang forth. AfterTemeko
arrived, Lontae stumbled into the House of Mary, a women's daycenter similar to
Naomi's, where she met a social worker named NellCather. Ms. Cather was
quoted at length in the story.

According to her version of Lontae's last months, she was determined toget off
the streets and clean up her life. She eagerly began taking birthcontrol pills,
prodded by the House of Mary. She desperately wantedto get clean and sober.
She attended AA/NA meetings at the center,and fought her addictions with great
courage, though sobriety eludedher. She quickly improved her reading skills,
and dreamed of getting ajob with a steady' paycheck to provide for her little
family.

Ms. Cather eventually found her a job unpacking produce at a large
grocerystore; twenty hours a week at $4.75 an hour. She never missed work.

One day last fall she whispered to Nell Cather that she had found aplace to live,
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though 1t must be Kept a secret. AS part of her job,INell wanted to Inspect the
place, but Lontae refused. It wasn't legal,she explained. It was a small, two-room
squatter's apartment with a roofand a locked door and a bathroom nearby, and
she paid a hundred dollarsa month in cash.

I wrote down the name of Nell Cather, at the House of Mary-, and smiledto
myself at the thought of her on the witness stand, telling the Burtons'story to a

jury.

Lontae became terrified at the thought of losing her children, because ithappened
so often. Most of the homeless women at the House of Mary hadlost theirs, and
the more Lontae heard their horror stories, the moredetermined she became to
keep her family to gether. She studied harder,even learned the basics of a
computer, and once went four days withouttouching drugs.

Then she was evicted, her meager belongings tossed into the streetalong with her
children. Ms. Cather saw her the next day, and she wasa mess. The kids were
hungry and dirty; Lontae was stoned. The House ofMary had a policy forbidding
the entry of any person obviously intoxicatedor under the influence of drugs.
The director was forced to ask her toleave. Ms. Cather never saw her again; not a
word until she read aboutthe deaths in the paper.

As I read the story, I thought of Braden Chance. I hoped he was readingit too, in
the early morning warmth of his fine home in the Virginiasuburbs. I was certain
he was awake at such an early hour. How could aperson under so much pressure
sleep at all?

I wanted him to suffer, to realize that his callous disregard for therights and
dignities of others had caused so much misery. You were sittingin your nice
office, Braden, working hard by the golden hour, shufflingpapers for your rich
clients. reading memos from paralegals vou sent to dothe dirtv work. and vou



made the cold, calculated decision to proceed withan eviction you should have
stopped. They were just squatters, weren'tthey, Braden? Lowly black street
people living like animals. There wasnothing in writing, no leases, no papers,
thus no rights. Toss 'em. Anydelay in dealing with them might hinder the project.

I wanted to call him at home, jolt him from his morning coffee, and say,"How do
you feel now, Braden?"

The second story was a pleasant surprise, at least from a legal pointof view. It
also meant trouble.

An old boyfriend had been found, a nineteen-yearold street tough namedKito
Spires. His photo would frighten any law-abiding citizen. Kitohad a lot to say.
He daimed to be the father of Lontae's last threechildren-the twins and the baby.
He had lived with her off and on overthe last three years; more off than on.

Kito was a typical inner-city product, an unemployed high school dropoutwith a
criminal record. His credibility would always be questioned.

He had lived in the warehouse with Lontae and his children. He hadhelped her
pay the rent whenever he could. Sometime after Christmas,they had fought and
he had left. He was currently living with a womanwhose husband was in prison.

He knew nothing about the eviction, though he felt it was wrong. Whenasked
about conditions in the warehouse, Kito gave enough details toconvince me he
had actually been there. His description was similar tothe one in Hector's memo.



He did not know the warehouse was owned by Tillman Gantry. A dudenamed
Johnny collected rent, on the fifteenth of each month. A hundredbucks.

Mordecai and I would find him soon. Our witness list was growing, andMr.
Spires might well be our star.

Kito was deeply saddened by the deaths of his children and their mother. Thad
watched the funeral very carefully, and Kito was most certainly notin
attendance.

Our lawsuit was getting more press than we could have dreamed of. Weonly
wanted ten million dollars, a nice round figure that was beingwritten about daily,
and discussed in the streets. Lontae had sex witha thousand men. Kito was the
first prospective father. With that muchmoney at stake, other fathers would soon
appear and claim love for theirlost children. The streets were full of prospects.

That was the troubling part of his story.

We would never get the chance to talk to him.

I called Drake & Sweeney and asked for Braden Chance. A secretaryanswered
the phone, and I repeated my request. "And who's calling,please?" she asked.



I gave her a fictitious name and claimed to be a prospective client,reterred by
Clayton Bender of RiverOaks.

"Mr. Chance is unavailable," she said.

"Tell me when I can talk to him," I said rudely.

"He's on vacation."

"Fine. When will he return?"

"I'm not sure," she said, and I hung up. The vacation would be for amonth, then
it would become a sabbatical, then a leave of absence, andat some point they
would finally admit that Chance had been sacked.

I suspected he was gone; the call confirmed it.

Since the firm had been my life for the past seven years, it wasn'tdifficult to
predict its actions. There was too much pride and arroganceto suffer the
indignities being imposed.

As soon as the lawsuit was filed, I suspected they got the truth fromBraden
Chance. Whether he came forth on his own, or whether they pried itout of him,
was immaterial. He had lied to them from the beginning, andnow the entire firm
had been sued. Perhaps he showed them the originalmemo from Hector, along
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these and was forced to describe whathe had shredded. The firm--Arthur Jacobs
and the executive committee--atlast knew the truth. The eviction should not have
occurred. The verbalrental agreements should have been terminated in writing,
by Chanceacting for RiverOaks, with thirty days' notice given to the tenants.

A thirty-day delay would have jeopardized the bulkmail facility, atleast for
RiverOaks.

And a thirty-day delay would have allowed Lontae and the other tenantstime to
survive the worst of winter.

Chance was forced out of the firm, undoubtedly with a generous buy-outpackage
for his partnership share. Hector had probably been flown home forbriefings.
With Chance gone, Hector could tell the truth and survive. Hewould not,
however, tell of his contact with me.

Behind locked doors, the executive committee had faced reality. The firmhad
enormous exposure. A plan of defense was devised with Rafter and hislitigation
team. They would defend vigorously on the grounds that theBurton case was
based on materials stolen from a Drake & Sweeney file. Andif the stolen
materials couldn't be used in court, then the lawsuit shouldbe dismissed. That
made perfect sense, from a legal perspective.

However, before they were able to implement their defense, the
newspaperintervened. Witnesses were being found who could testify to the
samematters protected in the file. We could prove our case regardless ofwhat
Chance had concealed.



Drake & Sweeney had to be in chaos. With four hundred aggressive
lawyersunwilling to keep their opinions to themselves, the firm was on the
vergeof an insurrection. Had I still been there, and been faced with a
similarscandal in another division of the firm, I would have been raising hellto
get the matter settled and out of the press. The option of batteningdown the
hatches and riding out the storm did not exist. The exposure bythe Post was only
a sample of what a fullblown trial would entail. Anda trial was a year away.

There was heat from another source. The file did not indicate theextent to which
RiverOaks knew the truth about the squatters. In fact,there was very little
correspondence between Chance and his client. Itappeared as though he was
given instructions to close the deal as soonas possible. RiverOaks applied the
pressure; Chance steamrolled ahead.

If we assumed RiverOaks did not know the evictions were wrongful,then the
company had a legitimate claim for legal malpractice againstDrake & Sweeney.
It hired the firm to do a job; the job was botched;and the blunder was to the
detriment of the client. With three hundredfifty million in holdings, RiverOaks
had sufficient clout to pressurethe firm to remedy its wrongs.

Other major clients would also have opinions. "What's going on overthere?" was
a question every partner was hearing from those who paidthe bills. In the
cutthroat world of corporate law, vultures from otherfirms were beginning to
circle.

Drake & Sweeney marketed its image, its public perception. All big firmsdid.
And no firm could take the hammering being inflicted upon my almamater.



Congressman Burkholder rallied magnificently. The day after hissurgery, he met
the press in a carefully staged exhibition. They rolledhim in a wheelchair to a
makeshift podium in the lobby of the hospital. Hestood, with the aid of his pretty
wife, and stepped forward to issue astatement. Coincidentally, he wore a bright
red Hoosier sweatshirt. Therewere bandages on his neck; a sling over his left
arm.

He pronounced himself alive and well, and ready in a few short daysto return to
his duties on the Hill. Hello to the folks back home inIndiana.

In his finest moment, he dwelt on street crime, and the deterioration ofour cities.
(His hometown had eight thousand people.)It was a shame thatour nation's
capital was in such a sorry state, and because of his brushwith death he would
from that day forward devote his considerable energiesinto making our streets
safe again. He had found a new purpose.

He blathered on about gun control and more prisons.

The shooting of Burkhoider had put immense, though temporary-, pressure onthe
D.C. police to clean up the streets. Senators and representatives hadspent the day
popping off about the dangers of downtown Washington. As aresult, the sweeps
started again after dark. Every drunk, wino, beggar,and homeless person near the
Capitol was pushed farther away. Some werearrested. Others were simply loaded
into vans and transported like cattleto the more distant neighborhoods.



At 11:40 P.M., the police were dispatched to a liquor store on FourthStreet near
Rhode Island, in Northeast. Gunshots had been heard by theowner of the store,
and one of the sidewalk locals had reported seeinga man down.

In a vacant lot next to the liquor store, behind a fifie of rubble andcracked bricks,
the police found the body of a young black male. Theblood was fresh, and came
from two bullet holes to the head.

He was later identified as Kito Spires.

Ruby reappeared Monday morning with a ferocious appetite for bothcookies and
news. She was waiting on the doorstep with a smile and awarm hello when I
arrived at eight, a bit later than usual. With Gantryout there, I wanted the extra
daylight and the increased activity whenl got to the office.

She looked the same. I thought perhaps I could study her face and seethe
evidence of a crack binge, but there was nothing unusual. Her eyeswere hard and
sad, but she was in a fine mood. We entered the officetogether and fixed our spot
on Ruby's desk. It was somewhat comfortingto have another person in the
building.

"How have you been?" I asked.

"Good," she said, reaching into a bag for a cookie. There were threebags, all
bought the week before, just for her, though Mordecai had lefta trail of crumbs.

"?Vhere are you staying?"



"In my car." Where else? "! sure am glad winter is leaving."

"Me too. Have you been to Naomi's?" I asked.

"No. But I'm going today. I ain't been feeling too good."

"I'll give you a ride."

"Thanks."

The conversation was a little stiff. She expected me to ask about herlast motel
visit. I certainly wanted to, but thought better of it.

When the coffee was ready, I poured two cups and set them on thedesk. She was
on her third cookie, nibbling nonstop around the edgeslike a mouse.

How could I be harsh with one so pitiful? On to the news.

"How about the paper?" I asked.

"That wonld he nice "
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There was a picture of the mayor on the front page, and since she likedstories
about city politics, and since the mayor was always good for somecolor, I
selected it first. It was a Saturday interview in which themayor and council,
acting together in a shaky and temporary alliance,were asking for a Justice
Department investigation into the deaths ofLontae Burton and family. Had there
been civil rights violations? Themayor strongly implied that he thought so, but
bring in Justice!

Since the lawsuit had taken center stage, a fresh new group of culpritswas being
blamed for the tragedy. Fingerpointing at City Hall had slowedconsiderably.
Insults to and from Congress had stopped. Those who'd feltthe heat of the first
accusations were vigorously and happily shiftingblame to the big law firm and
its rich client.

Ruby was fascinated with the Burton story. I gave her a quick summaryof the
lawsuit and the fallout since it had been filed.

Drake & Sweeney was battered again by the paper. Its lawyers had to beasking
themselves, "When will it end?"

Not for a while.

On the bottom corner of the front page was a brief story about thePostal
Service's decision to halt the bulkmail project in NortheastWashington. The
controversy surrounding the purchase of the land,the warehouse, the litigation
involving RiverOaks and Gantry--all werefactors in the decision.



RiverOaks lost its twenty-million-dollar project. RiverOaks would reactlike any
other aggressive real estate developer who'd spent almost amillion dollars in
cash purchasing useless inner-city property. RiverOakswould go after its
lawyers.

The pressure swelled some more.

We scanned world events. All earthquake in Peru caught Ruby's attention,and
we read about it. On to Metro, where the first words I saw made myheart stop.
Under the same photo of Kito Spires, the same except twiceas large and even
more menacing, was the headline: KITO SPIRES FOUNDSHOT TO DEATH.
The story recounted Friday's introduction of Mr. Spiresas a player in the Burton
drama, then gave the scant details of hisdeath. No witnesses, no clues, nothing.
Just another street punk shotin the District.

"You okay?" Ruby asked, waking me from my trance.

"Uh, sure," I said, trying to breathe again.

"Why ain't you reading?"

Because I was too stunned to read aloud. I had to quickly scan everyword to see
if the name of Tillman Gantry was mentioned. It was not.

And why not? It was obvious to me what had happened. The kid had enjoyedhis



moment in the spotlight, said too much, made trimself too valuableto the
plaintiffs case, and was too easy a target.

I read the story to her, slowly, listening to every sound around us,watching the
front door, hoping Mordecai would arrive shortly.

Gantry had spoken. Other witnesses from the streets would either remainquiet or
disappear after we found them. Killing witnesses was badenough. What would I
do if Gantry came after the lawyers?

In the midst of my terror, I suddenly realized the story was beneficialto our side
of the case. We had lost a potentially crucial witness,but Kito's credibility would
have caused problems. Drake & Sweeney wasmentioned again, in the third story
of the morning, in connection withthe killing of a nineteen-year-old criminal.
The firm had been toppledfrom its loftiness and was now in the gutter, its proud
name mentionedin the same paragraphs as murdered street thugs.

I took myself back a month, before Mister and everything thatfollowed, and I
pictured myself reading the same paper at my desk beforesunrise. And I
imagined that I had read the other stories and had learnedthat the most serious
allegations in the lawsuit were indeed true. Whatwould I do?

There was no doubt. I would be raising hell with Rudolph Mayes,my supervising
partner, who likewise would be raising hell with theexecutive committee, and I
would be meeting with my peers, the othersenior associates in the firm. We
would demand that the matter be settledand laid to rest before more damage was
inflicted. We would insist thata trial be avoided at all costs.

We would make all sorts of demands.



And I suspected most of the senior associates and all the partnerswere doing
exactly what I would be doing. With that much racket in thehallways, very little
work was being done. Very few hours were beingbilled. The firm was in chaos.

"Keep going," Ruby said, again waking me.

We raced through Metro, in part because I wanted to see if perhaps therewas a
fourth story. No such luck. There was, however, a story about thestreet sweeps
being conducted by the police in response to the Burkholdershooting. An
advocate for the homeless was bitterly criticizing theoperation, and threatening
litigation. Ruby loved the story. She thoughtit wonderful that so much was being
written about the homeless.

I drove her to Naomi's, where she was greeted like an old friend. Thewomen
hugged her and passed her around the room, squeezing and evencrying. I spent a
few minutes flirting with Megan in the kitchen, butmy mind was not on
romance.

Sofia had a full house when I returned to the office. The foottraffic was heavy;
five clients were sitting against the wall by nineo'clock. She was on the phone,
terrorizing someone in Spanish. I steppedinto Mordecai's office to make sure he
had seen the paper. He was readingit with a smile. We agreed to meet in an hour
to discuss the lawsuit.



I quietly closed my office door and began pulling files. In two weeks,I had
opened ninety-one of them, and closed thirty-eight. I was fallingbehind, and I
needed a hard morning fighting the phone to catch up. Itwould not happen.

Sofia knocked, and since the door would not latch, she pushed it openwhile still
tapping it. No Hello. No Excuse me.

"Where is that list of people evicted from the warehouse?" she asked. Shehad a
pencil stuck behind each ear, and reading glasses perched on theend of her nose.
The woman had things to do.

The list was always nearby. I handed it to her, and she took a quicklook.
"Bingo," she said. "What?" I asked, rising to my feet.

"Number eight, Marquis Deese," she said. "I thought that name wasfamiliar."

"Familiar?"

"Yes, he's sitting at my desk. Picked up last night in Lafayette Park,across from
the white House, and dumped at Logan Circle. Got caught ina sweep. It's your
lucky day."

I followed her into the front room, where in the center Mr. Deese satnext to her
desk. He looked remarkably similar to DeVon Hardy--lateforties, grayish hair
and beard, thick sunshades, bundled heavily likemost homeless in early March. I
examined him from a distance as I walkedto Mordecai's office to give him the
news.



We approached him carefully, with Mordecai in charge of theinterrogation.
"Excuse me," he said, very politely. "I'm Mordecai Green,one of the lawyers
here. Can I ask you some questions?"

Both of us were standing, looking down at Mr. Deese. He raised his head,said, "I
guess so."

"We're working on a case involving some people who used to live in anold
warehouse at the corner of Florida and New York," Mordecai explainedslowly.

"I lived there," he said. I took a deep breath.

"You did?"

"Yep. Got kicked out."

"Yes, well, that's why we're involved. We represent some of the otherpeople who
were kicked out. We think the eviction was wrongful.""You got that right."

"How long did you live there?"

""Bout three months."



"Did you pay rent?"

"Sure did."

"To who?"

"Guy named Johnny."

"How much?"

"A hundred bucks a month, cash only."

"Why cash?"

"Didn't want no records."

"Do you know who owned thewarehouse?"

"Nope." His answer came without hesitation, and I had troubleconcealing my
delight. If Deese didn't know Gantry owned the building,how could he be afraid
of him?



Mordecai pulled up a chair, and got serious with Mr. Deese. "We'd liketo have
you as a client," he said.

"Do what?"

"We're suing some people over the eviction. It's our position that youfolks were
done wrong when you got kicked out. We'd like to represent you,and sue on your
behalf."

"But the apartment was illegal. That's why I was paying in cash."

"Doesn't matter. We can get you some money."

"How much?"

"I don't know yet. What have you got to lose?"

"Nothing, I guess."

I tapped Mordecai on the shoulder. We excused ourselves and withdrewinto his
office. "What is it?" he asked.



"In light of what happened to Kito Spires, I think we should record histestimony.
Now."

Mordecai scratched his beard. "Not a bad idea. Let's do an affidavit. Hecan sign
it, Sofia can notarize it, then if something happens to him,we can fight to get it
admitted."

"Do we have a tape recorder?" I asked.

His eyes shot in all directions. "Yeah, somewhere."

Since he didn't know where it was, it would take a month to find it. "Howabout a
video camera?" I asked.

"Not here."

I thought for a second, then said, Tl run get mine. You and Sofia keephim
occupied."”

"He's not going anywhere."

"Good. Give me forty-five minutes."
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tried from my cell phone found Claire between classes. "What'swrong?" she
asked.

"I need to borrow the video camera. I'm in a hurry."

"It hasn't been moved," she said, very slowly, trying to analyzethings. "Why?"

"A deposition. Mind if I use it?"

"I guess not."

"Still in the living room?"

"Yes."

"Have you changed the locks?" I asked.

"No." For some reason, this made me feel better. I still had a key. Icould come
and go if I wanted.

"What about the alarm code?"



"No. It's the same."

"Thanks. I'll call you later."

We placed Marquis Deese in an office empty of furniture but crowdedwith file
cabinets. He sat in a chair, a blank white wall behind him. Iwas the
videographer, Sofia the notary, Mordecai the interrogator. Hisanswers could not
have been more perfect.

We were finished in thirty minutes, all possible questions served upand
answered. Deese thought he knew where two of the other evictees werestaying,
and he promised to find them.

Our plans were to file a separate lawsuit for each evictee we couldlocate; one at
a time, with plenty of notice to our friends at thePost. We knew Kelvin Lain was
at the CCNV, but he and Deese were theonly two we'd been able to locate. Their
cases were not worth a lot ofmoney--we would gladly settle them for twentyfive
thousand each--buttheir filing would heap more misery upon the beleaguered
defendants.

I almost hoped the police would sweep the streets again.

As Deese was leaving, Mordecai warned him against talking about thelawsuit. I
sat at a desk near Sofia and typed a three-page complainton behalf of our new
client, Marquis Deese, against the same threedefendants, alleging a wrongful



eviction. Then one for Kelvin Lain. Ifiled the complaints in the éomputer;s
memory. | would simply changethe names of the plaintiffs as we found them.

The phone rang a few minutes before noon. Sofia was on the other line,so I
grabbed it. "Legal clinic," I said, as usual.

A dignified old voice on the other end said, "This is Arthur Jacobs,Attorney,
with Drake & Sweeney. I would like to speak to Mr. MordecaiGreen."

I could only say, "Sure," before punching the hold button. I stared atthe phone,
then slowly rose and walked to Mordecai's door.

"What is it?" he said. His nose was buried in the U.S. Code.

"Arthur Jacobs is on the phone."

"Who is he?"

"Drake & Sweeney."

We stared at each other for a few seconds, then he smiled. "This couldbe the
call," he said. I just nodded.
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It was a brief conversation, with Arthur doing most of the talking. Igathered that
he wanted to meet and talk about the lawsuit, and thesooner the better.

After it was over, Mordecai replayed it for my benefit. "They wouldlike to sit
down tomorrow and have a little chat about settling thelawsuit."

"Where?"

"At their place. Ten in the morning, without your presence."

I didn't expect to be invited.

"Are they worried?" I asked.

"Of course they're worried. They have twenty days before their answeris due, yet
they're already calling about a settlement. They are veryworried."

I spent the following morning at the Redeemer Mission, counselingclients with
all the finesse of one who'd spent years tending to the legalproblems of the
homeless. Temptation overcame me, and at elevenfifteenl called Sofia to see if
she had heard from Mordecai. She had not. Weexpected the meeting at Drake &
Sweeney to be a long one. I was hopingthat by chance he had called in to report
everything was proceedingsmoothly. No such luck.



Typically, I had slept little, though the lack of sleep had nothing todo with
physical ailments or discomfort. My anxiety over the setdementmeeting
outlasted a long hot bath and a bottle of wine. My nerves werejumping.

As I counseled my clients, it was difficult to concentrate on food stamps,housing
subsidies, and delinquent fathers when my life was hanging inthe balance on
another front. I left when lunch was ready; my presencewas far less important
than the daily bread. I bought two plain bagelsand a bottle of water, and drove
the Beltway for an hour.

When I returned to the clinic, Mordecai's car was parked beside thebuilding. He
was in his office, waiting for me. I closed the door.

The meeting took place in Arthur Jacobs' personal conference room onthe eighth
floor, in a hallowed corner of the building I'd never beennear. Mordecai was
treated like a visiting dignitary by the receptionistand staff--his coat was quickly
taken, his coffee mixed just right,fresh muffins available.

He sat on one side of the table, facing Arthur, Donald Rafter, anattorney for the
firm's malpractice insurance carrier, and an attorneyfor RiverOaks. Tillman
Gantry had legal representation, but they hadnot been invited. If there was a
settlement, no one expected Gantry tocontribute a dime.

The only odd slot in the lineup was the lawyer for RiverOaks, but it madesense.
The company's interests were in conflict with the firm's. Mordecaisaid the ill will



v

was obvious.

Arthur handled most of the talking from his side of the table, andMordecai had
trouble believing the man was eighty years old. The factswere not only
memorized but instantly recalled. The issues were analyzedby an extremely
sharp mind working overtime.

First they agreed that everything said and seen in the meeting wouldremain
strictly confidential; no admission of liability would survivethe day; no offer to
settle would be legally binding until documentswere signed.

Arthur began by saying the defendants, especially Drake & Sweeney
andRiverOaks, had been blindsided by the lawsuit--they were rattled andreeling
and unaccustomed to the humiliation, and to the battering theywere taking in the
press. He spoke very frankly about the distress hisbeloved firm was suffering.
Mordecai just listened, as he did throughoutmost of the meeting.

Arthur pointed out that there were a number of issues involved. He startedwith
Braden Chance, and revealed that Chance had been expelled by thefirm. He did
not withdraw; he was kicked out. Arthur spoke candidlyabout Chance's
misdeeds. He was solely in charge of all RiverOaksmatters. He knew every
aspect of the TAG closing, and monitored everydetail. He probably committed
malpractice when he allowed the evictionto proceed.

"Probably?" Mordecai said.

Well, okay then, beyond probably. Chance did not meet the necessary levelof
professional responsibility by proceeding with the eviction. Andhe doctored the
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Arthur admitted, with no small amountof discomfort. Had Chance been truthful
after Mister's hostage crisis,the firm could have prevented the lawsuit and its
resulting flood of badpress. Chance had embarrassed them deeply, and he was
history. "How didhe doctor the file?" Mordecai asked. The other side wanted to
know ifMordecai had seen the file. Where, exactly, was the damned thing?
Hewas not responsive.

Arthur explained that certain papers had been removed.

"Have you seen Hector Palma's memo of January twenty-seventh?"
Mordecaiasked, and they went rigid.

"No," came the response, delivered by Arthur.

So Chance had in fact removed the memo, along with Lontae's receipt,and fed
them to the shredder. With great ceremony, and relishing everysecond of it,
Mordecai removed from his briefcase several copies of thememo and receipt. He
majestically slid them across the table, where theywere snatched up by hardened
lawyers too terrified to breathe.

There was a long silence as the memo was read, then examined, then reread,then
finally analyzed desperately for loopholes and words which might belifted out of
context and slanted toward their side of the table. Nothingdoing. Hector's words
were too clear; his narrative too descriptive.

"May I ask where you got this?" asked Arthur politely.



"That's not important, at least for now."

It was obvious they had been consumed with the memo. Chance haddescribed its
contents on his way out the door, and the original hadbeen destroyed. But what if
copies had been made?

They were holding the copies, in disbelief.

But because they were seasoned litigators they rallied nicely, layingthe memo
aside as if it were something they could handle effectively ata later date.

"I guess that brings us to the missing file," Arthur said, anxious to findmore solid
footing. They had an eyewitness who had seen me near Chance'soffice the night
I took the file. They had fingerprints. They had themysterious file from my desk,
the one that had held the keys. I had goneto Chance demanding to see the
RiverOaks/TAG file. There was motive.

"But there are no eyewitnesses," Mordecai said. "It's allcircumstantial."

"Do you know where the file is?" Arthur asked.

"NO.”

"We have no interest in seeing Michael Brock go to jail."



"Thenwhy are you pressing criminal charges?"

"Everything's on the table,Mr. Green. If we can resolve the lawsuit, we can also
dispose of thecriminal matter."

"That's wonderful news. How do you propose we settle the lawsuit?"

Rafter slid over a ten-page summary, filled with multicolored graphsand charts,
all designed to convey the argument that children and young,uneducated mothers
are not worth much in wrongful-death litigation.

With typical bigfirm thoroughness, the minions at Drake & Sweeneyhad spent
untold hours spanning the nation to survey the latest trendsin tort compensation.
A one-year trend. A five-year trend. A ten-yeartrend. Region by region. State by
state. City by city. How much werejuries awarding for the deaths of
preschoolers? Not very much. Thenational average was forty-five thousand
dollars, but much lower inthe South and Midwest, and slightly higher in
California and in largercities.

Preschoolers do not work, do not earn money, and the courts generallydo not
allow predictions about future earning capacity.

Lontae's estimate of lost earnings was quite liberal. With a spottyemployment
history, some weighty assumptions were made. She wastwenty-two, and she
would one day very soon find fulltime employment, atminimum wage. That was
a generous assumption, but one Rafter was willingto grant. She would remain
clean. sober, and free of pregnancy for theremainder of her working life; another



charitable theory. She would findtraining somewhere along the way, move into a
job paying twice as much asminimum wage, and keep said job until she was
sixty-five. Adjusting herfuture earnings for inflation, then translating to present
dollars, Rafterarrived at the sum of $570,000 for Lontae's loss of earnings. There
wereno injuries or burns, no pain and suffering. They died in their sleep.

To settle the case, and admitting no wrongdoing whatsoever, the firmgenerously
offered to pay $50,000 per child, plus the full sum of Lontae'searnings, for a
total of $770,000.

"That's not even close," Mordecai said. "I can get that much out of ajury for one
dead kid." They sank in their seats.

He went on to discredit almost everything in Rafter's pretty littlereport. He didn't
care what juries were doing in Dallas or Seattle, andfailed to see the relevance.
He had no interest in judicial proceedings inOmaha. He knew what he could do
with a jury in the District, and that wasall that mattered. If they thought they
could buy their way out cheaply,then it was time for him to leave.

Arthur reasserted himself as Rafter looked for a hole. "It's negotiable,"he said.
"It's negotiable."

The survey made no allowance for punitive damages, and Mordecai broughtthis
to their attention. "You got a wealthy lawyer from a wealthy firmdeliberately
allowing a wrongful eviction to occur, and as a directresult my clients got tossed
into the streets where they died trying tostay warm. Frankly, gentlemen, it's a
beautiful punitive damages case,especially here in the District."
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"We can negotiate," Arthur said again. "What figure do you have inmind?"

We had debated what number to first place on the table. We had sued forten
million dollars, but we had pulled the number out of the air. Itcould've been forty
or fifty or a hundred.

"A million for each of them," Mordecai said. The words fell heavily onthe
mahogany table. Those on the other side heard them clearly, but ittook seconds
for things to register.

"Five million?" Rafter asked, just barely loud enough to be heard.

"Five million," boomed Mordecai. "One for each of the victims."

The legal pads suddenly caught their attention, and all four wrote afew
sentences.

After a while, Arthur reentered the fray by explaining that our theoryof liability
was not absolute. An interveiling act of nature--thesnowstorm--was partly
responsible for the deaths. A long discussion aboutweather followed. Mordecai
settled the issue by saying, "The jurors willknow that it snows in February, that
it's cold in February, that we havesnowstorms in February."

Throughout the meeting. anv reference hv him to the iurv. or the inrors.was
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always followed by a few seconds of silence on the other side.

"They are horrified of a trial,” he told me.

Our theory was strong enough to withstand their attacks, he explained tothem.
Either through intentional acts or gross negligence, the evictionwas carried out.
It was foreseeable that our clients would be forcedinto the streets with no place
to live, in February. He could conveythis wonderfully simple idea to any jury in
the country, but it wouldespecially appeal to the good folks in the District.

Weary of arguing liability, Arthur moved to their strongesthand--me.
Specifically, my actions in taking the file from Chance'soffice, and doing so after
being told I couldn't have it. Their positionwas not negotiable. They were willing
to drop the criminal chargesif a settlement could be reached in the civil suit, but I
had to facedisciplinary action on their ethics complaint.

"What do they want?" I asked.

"A two-year suspension,” Mordecai said gravely.

I couldn't respond. Two years, non-negotiable.

"I told them they were nuts," he said, but not as emphatically as Iwould have
liked. "No way."



It was easier to remain silent. I kept repeating to myself the wordsTwo years.
Two years.

They jockeyed some more on the money, without closing the gap. Actually,they
agreed on nothing, except for a plan to meet again as soon aspossible.

The last thing Mordecai did was hand them a copy of the Marquis Deeselawsuit,
yet to be filed. It listed the same three defendants, anddemanded the paltry sum
of fifty thousand dollars for his wrongfuleviction. More would follow, Mordecai
promised them. In fact, our planswere to file a couple each week until all
evictees had been accountedfor.

"You plan to provide a copy of this to the newspapers?" Rafter asked.

"Why not?" Mordecai said. "Once it's fled, it's public record."

"It's just that, well, we've had enough of the press."

"You started the pissing contest."

"What?"

"You leaked the story of Michael's arrest."



"We did not."

"Then how did the Post get his photograph?"

Arthur told Rafter to shut up.

Alone in my office with the door closed, I stared at the walls foran hour before
the settlement began to make sense. The firm was willingto pay a lot of money
to avoid two things: further humiliation, and thespectacle of a trial that could
cause serious financial damage. If Thanded over the file, they would drop the
criminal charges. Everythingwould fold neatly into place, except that the firm
wanted some measureof satisfaction.

I was not only a turncoat, but in their eyes I was responsible for theentire mess. I
was the link between their dirty secrets, well hiddenup in the tower, and the
exposure the lawsuit had cast upon them. Thepublic disgrace was reason enough
to hate me; the prospect of strippingthem of their beloved cash was fueling their
hunger for revenge.

And I had done it all with inside information, at least in theircollective opinion.
Apparently, they did not know of Hector'sinvolvement. I had stolen the file,
found everything I needed, thenpieced together the lawsuit.

I was Judas. Sadly, I understood them.



Long after Sofia and Abraham had left, I was sitting in thesemidarkness of my
office when Mordecai walked through the door andsetfled into one of two sturdy
folding chairs I'd bought at a fleamarket for six bucks. A matching pair. A prior
owner had painted themmaroon. They were quite ugly, but at least I had stopped
worrying aboutclients and visitors collapsing in mid-sentence.

I knew he had been on the phone all afternoon, but I had stayed awayfrom his
office.

"I've had lots of phone calls," he said. "Things are moving faster thanwe ever
thought."”

I was listening, with nothing to say.

"Back and forth with Arthur, back and forth with Judge DeOrio. Do youknow
DeOrio?"

"NO.”

"He's a tough guy, but he's good, fair, moderately liberal, started witha big firm
many years ago and for some reason decided he wanted to bea judge. Passed up
the big bucks. He moves more cases than any trialjudge in the city because he
keeps the lawyers under his thumb. Veryheavy-handed. Wants everything
settled, and if a case can't be settled,then he wants the trial as soon as possible.
He's obsessive about aclean docket."”



"I think I've heard his name."

"I would hope so. You've practiced law in this city for sevenyears."

"Antitrust law. In a big firm. Way up there."

"Anyway,here's the upshot. We've agreed to meet at one tomorrow in
DeOrio'scourtroom. Everybody will be there--the three defendants, with
counsel,me, you, our trustee, everybody with any interest whatsoever in
thelawsuit."

llMe?ll

"Yep. The Judge wants you present. He said you could sit in thejury box and
watch, but he wants you there. And he wants the missingfile."

"Gladly."

"He is notorious, in some circles I guess, for hating the press. Heroutinely tosses
reporters from his courtroom; bans TV cameras fromwithin a hundred feet of his
doors, He's already irritated with thenotoriety this case has generated. He's
determined to stop the leaks."
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“1lhne lawsult 1S a publicC record.”

"Yes, but he can seal the file, if he's so inclined. I don't think hewill, but he likes
to bark."

"So he wants it settled?"

"Of course he does. He's a judge, isn't he? Every judge wants every casesettled.
More time for golf."

"What does he think of our case?"

"He kept his cards close, but he was adamant that all three defendantsbe present,
and not just flunkies. We'll see the people who can makedecisions on the spot."”

"Gantry?"

"Gantry will be there. I talked to his lawyer."

"Does he know they have a metal detector at the front door?"

"Probably. He's been to court before. Arthur and I told the Judge abouttheir
offer. He didn't react, but I don't think he was impressed. He'sseen a lot of big
verdicts. He knows his jurors."



"What about me?"

There was a long pause froin my friend as he struggled to find wordsthat would
be at once truthful yet soothing. "He'll take a hard line."

Nothing soothing about that. "What's fair, Mordecai? It's my neck onthe line.
I've lost perspective."

"It's not a question of fairness. You took the file to right a wrong. Youdid not
intend to steal it, just borrow it for an hour or so. It was anhonorable act, but still
a theft."

"Did DeOrio refer to it as a theft?"

"He did. Once."

So the Judge thought I was a thief. It was becoming unanimous. I didn'thave the
guts to ask Mordecai his opinion. He might tell me the truth,and I didn't want to
hear it.

He shifted his considerable weight. My chair popped, but didn't yieldan inch. I
was proud of it. "I want you to know something," he saidsoberly. "You say the
word, and we'll walk away from this case in theblink of an eye. We don't need
the settlement; no one does really. Thevictims are dead. Their heirs are either



unknown or in jail. A nicesettlement wili not affect my life in the slightest. It's
your case. Youmake the call.”

"It's not that simple, Mordecai."

"Why isn't it?"

"I'm scared of the criminal charges."

"You should be. But they'll forget the criminal charges. They'll forgetthe bar
complaint. I could call Arthur right now and tell him we woulddrop everything if
they would drop everything. Both sides walk away andforget it. He would jump
at it. It's a piece of cake."

"The press would eat us alive."

"So? We're immune. You think our clients worry about what the Post saysabout
us?"

He was playing the devil's advocate--arguing points he didn't reallybelieve in.
Mordecai wanted to protect me, but he also wanted to nailDrake & Sweeney.
Some people cannot be protected from themselves. "Allright, we walk away," 1
said. "And what have we accomplished? They getaway with murder. They threw
those people in the street. They're solelyresponsible for the wrongful evictions,
and ultimately responsible forthe deaths of our clients, yet we let them off the
hook? Is that whatwe're talking about?"



"It's the only way to protect your license to practice law."

"Nothing like a little pressure, Mordecai," I said, a bit too harshly.

But he was right. It was my mess, and only fitting that I make thecrucial
decisions. I took the file, a stupid act that was legally andethically wrong.

Mordecai Green would be devastated if I suddenly got cold feet. Hisentire world
was helping poor folks pick themselves up. His people werethe hopeless and
homeless, those given little and seeking only the basicsof life--the next meal, a
dry bed, a job with a dignified wage, a smallapartment with affordable rent.
Rarely could the cause of his clients'problems be so directly traced to large,
private enterprises.

Since money meant nothing to Mordecai, and since a large recovery wouldhave
little or no impact on his life, and since the clients were, as hesaid, either dead,
unknown, or in jail, he would never consider a pretrialsettlement, absent my
involvement. Mordecai wanted a trial, an enormous,noisy production with lights
and cameras and printed words focused noton him, but on the declining plight of
his people. Trials are not alwaysabout individual wrongs; they are sometimes
used as pulpits.

My presence complicated matters. My soft, pale face could be the onebehind
bars. My license to practice law, and thus make a living, wasat risk.

"I'm not jumping ship, Mordecai," I said.



"I didn't expect you to."

"Let me give you a scenario. What if we convince them to pay a sum ofmoney
we can live with; the criminal charges are dropped; and there'snothing left on the
table but me and my license? And what if I agree tosurrender it for a period of
time? What happens to me?"

"First, you suffer the indignity of a disciplinary suspension."

"Which, unpleasant as it sounds, will not be the end of theworld," I said, trying
to sound strong. I was horrified about theembarrassment. Wamer, my parents,
my friends, my law school buddies,Claire, all those fine folks at Drake &
Sweeney. Their faces rushedbefore my eyes as I saw them receive the news.

"Second, you simply can't practice law during the suspension."

"Will I lose my job?"

"Of course not."

"Then what will T do?"

"Well, you'll keep this office. You'll do intake at CCNV, Samaritan
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House,Kedeemer V11ss10n, and the other places you've already been to. Y ou
willremain a full partner with the clinic. We'll call you a social worker,not a
lawyer."

"So nothing changes?"

"Not much. Look at Sofia. She sees more clients than the rest of uscombined,
and half the city thinks she's a lawyer. If a court appearanceis necessary, I handle
it. It'll be the same for you."

The rules governing street law were written by those who practiced it.

"What if I get caught?"

"No one cares. The line between social work and social law is not alwaysclear."

"Two years is a long time."

"It is, and it isn't. We don't have to agree on a two-year suspension."

"I thought it was not negotiable."

"Tomorrow, everything will be negotiable. But you need to do someresearch.
Find similar cases, if thev're out there. See what otherjurisdictions have done



v v

with similar complaints."

"You think it's happened before?"

"Maybe. There are a million of us now. Lawyers have been ingenious infinding
ways to screw up."

He was late for a meeting. I thanked him, and we locked up together.

I drove to the Georgetown Law School near Capitol Hill. The library wasopen
until midnight. It was the perfect place to hide and ponder thelife of a wayward
lawyer.

DeOrio's courtroom was on the second floor of the Carl MoultrieBuilding, and
getting there took us close to Judge Kisner's, where mygrand larceny case was
awaiting the next step in a cumbersome process. Thehalls were busy with
criminal lawyers and low-end ham-and-eggers, the oneswho advertise on cable
TV and bus stop benches. They huddled with theirclients, almost all of whom
looked guilty of something, and I refusedto believe that my name was on the
same docket with those thugs.

The timing of our entry was important to me--silly to Mordecai. We didn'tdare
flirt with tardiness. DeOrio was a fanatic for punctuality. Butl couldn't stomach
the thought of arriving ten minutes early and beingsubjected to the stares and
whispers and perhaps even the banal pregamechitchat of Donald Rafter and
Arthur and hell only knew who else theywould bring. I had no desire to be in the
room with Tillman Gantry unlessHis Honor was present.



I wanted to take my seat in the jury box, listen to it all, and not bebothered by
anyone. We entered at two minutes before one.

DeOrio's law clerk was passing out copies of the agenda. She directed usto our
seats--me to the jury box, where I sat alone and content, andMordecai to the
plaintiff's table next to the jury box. Wilma Phelan,the trustee, was already there,
and already bored because she had noinput into anything about to be discussed.

The defense table was a study in strategic positioning. Drake & Sweeneywas
clustered at one end; Tillman Gantry and his two lawyers at theother. Holding
the center, and acting as a buffer, were two corporatetypes from RiverOaks, and
three lawyers. The agenda also listed thenames of all present. I counted thirteen
for the defense.

I expected Gantry, being an ex-pimp, to be adorned with rings on hisfingers and
ears and bright, gaudy clothing. Not so. He wore a handsomenavy suit and was
dressed better than his lawyers. He was readingdocuments and ignoring
everyone.

I saw Arthur and Rafter and Nathan Malamud. And Barry Nuzzo. I
wasdetermined that nothing would surprise me, but I had not expected to
seeBarry. By sending three of my fellow ex-hostages, the firm was deliveringa
subtle message--every other lawyer terrorized by Mister survivedwithout
cracking up--what happened to me? Why was I the weak sister?

The fifth person in their pack was identified as L. James Suber, anattorney for an
insurance company. Drake & Sweeney was heavily insuredagainst malpractice,
but I doubted if the coverage would apply. The policyexcluded intentional acts,
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conduct. Negligence by a firmlawyer would be covered. Willful wrongdoing
would not. Braden Chancehad not simply overlooked a statute or code provision
or establishedmethod of practice. He had made the conscious decision to proceed
withthe eviction, in spite of being fully informed that the squatters werein fact
tenants.

There would be a nasty fight on the side, out of our flew, between Drake
&Sweeney and its malpractice carrier. Let 'em fight.

At precisely one, Judge DeOrio appeared from behind the bench and tookhis
seat. "Good afternoon," he said gruffly as he settled into place. Hewas wearing a
robe, and that struck me as odd. It was not a formal courtproceeding, but an
unofficial settlement conference.

He adjusted his microphone, and said, "Mr. Burdick, please keep thedoor
locked." Mr. Burdick was a uniformed courtroom deputy guardingthe door from
the inside. The pews were completely empty. It was a veryprivate conference.

A court reporter began recording every word.

"I am informed by my clerk that all parties and lawyers are now present,"he said,
glancing at me as if [ were just another rapist. "The purposeof this meeting is to
attempt to settle this case. After numerousconversations yesterday with the
principal attorneys, it became apparentto me that a conference such as this, held
at this time, might bebeneficial. I've never had a settlement conference so soon
after thefiling of a complaint, but since all parties agreed, it is time well
spentThe first issue is that of confidentiality. Nothing we say today can
berepeated to any, member of the press, under any circumstances. Is
thatunderstood?" He looked at Mordecai and then at me. All necks from
thedefense table twisted for similar scrutiny. I wanted to stand and remindthem



that they had initiated the practice of leaking. We'd certainlylanded the heaviest
blows, but they had thrown the first punch.

The clerk then handed each of us a two-paragraph nondisclosure
agreement,customized with our names plugged in. I signed it and gave it backto
her.

A lawyer under pressure cannot read two paragraphs and make a quickdecision.
"Is there a problem?" DeOrio asked of the Drake & Sweeneycrowd. They were
looking for loopholes. It was the way we weretrained.

They signed off and the agreements were gathered by the clerk.

"We'll work from the agenda,"” the Judge said. "Item one is a summary ofthe
facts and theories of liability. Mr. Green, you filed the lawsuit,you may proceed.
You have five minutes."

Mordecai stood without notes, hands stuck deep in pockets, completely atease.
In two minutes, he stated our case clearly, then sat down. DeOrioappreciated
brevity.

Arthur spoke for the defendants. He conceded the factual basis forthe case, but
took issue on the question of liability. He laid muchof the blame on the "freak"
snowstorm that covered the city and madelife difficult for everyone. He also
questioned the actions of LontaeBurton. "There were places for her to go,"
Arthur said. "There wereemergency shelters open. The night before she had
stayed in the basementof a church, along with many other people. Why did she

leave? I don'tknow, but no one forced her, at least no one we've been able to find
anfar Her orandmather hag an anartment in Northeast Shonldn't some nfthe
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responsibility rest with the mother? Shouldn't she have done moreto protect her
little family?"

It would be Arthur's only chance to cast blame upon a dead mother. In ayear or
so, my jury box would be filled with people who looked differentfrom me, and
neither Arthur nor any lawyer in his right mind wouldimply that Lontae Burton
was even partially to blame for killing herown children.

"Why was she in the street to begin with?" DeOrio asked sharply, and Ialmost
smiled.

Arthur was unfazed. "For purposes of this meeting, Your Honor, we arewilling
to concede that the eviction was wrongful."

"Thank you."

"You're welcome. Our point is that some of the responsibility shouldrest with the
mother."

"How much?"

"At least fifty percent."

"That's too high."



"We think not, Your Honor. We may have put her in the street, but shewas there
for more than a week before the tragedy."

"Mr. Green?"

Mordecai stood, shaking his head as if Arthur were a first-year lawstudent
grappling with elementary theories. "These are not people withimmediate access
to housing, Mr. Jacobs. That's why they're calledhomeless. You admit you put
them in the street, and that's where theydied. I would love to discuss it with a

jury."

Arthur's shoulders slumped. Rafter, Malamud, and Barry listened to everyword,
their faces stricken with the notion of Mordecai Green loose ina courtroom with
a jury of his peers.

"Liability is clear, Mr. Jacobs," DeOrio said. "You can argue the
mother'snegligence to the jury if you want, though I wouldn't advise it."
Mordecaiand Arthur sat down.

If at trial we proved the defendants liable, the jury would then considerthe issue
of damages. It was next on the agenda. Rafter went through themotions of
submitting the same report on current trends in jury awards. Hetalked about how
much dead children were worth under our tort system. Buthe quickly became
tedious when discussing Lontae's employment historyand the estimated loss of
her future earnings. tie arrived at the sameamount, $770,000, that they had
offered the day before, and presentedthat for the record.



"That's not your final offer, is it, Mr. Rafter?" DeOrio asked. His tonewas
challenging; he certainly hoped that was not their final offer.

"No sir," Rafter said.

"Mr. Green."

Mordecai stood again. "We reject their offer, Your Honor. The trends
meannothing to me. The only trend I care about is how much I can convincea
jury to award, and, with all due respect to Mr. Rafter, it'll be ahelluva lot more
than what they're offering." No one in the courtroomdoubted him.

He disputed their view that a dead child was worth only fifty thousanddollars.
He implied rather strongly that such a low estimation was theresult of a
prejudice against homeless street children who happened to beblack. Gantry was
the only one at the defense table not squirming. "Youhave a son at St. Alban's,
Mr. Rafter. Would you take fifty thousandfor him?"

Rafter's nose was three inches away from his legal pad.

"I can convince a jury in this courtroom that these little children wereworth at
least a million dollars each, same as any child in the prepschools of Virginia and
Maryland."

It was a nasty shot, one they took in the groin. There was no doubtwhere their
kids went to school.



Rafter's summary made no provision for the pain and suffering of thevictims.
The rationale was unspoken, but nonetheless obvious. They haddied peacefully,
breathing odorless gas until they floated away. Therewere no burns, breaks,
blood.

Rafter paid dearly for his omission. Mordecai launched into a detailedaccount of
the last hours of Lontae and her children; the search forfood and warmth, the
snow and bitter cold, the fear of freezing todeath, the desperate efforts to stay
together, the horror of beingstuck in a snowstorm, in a rattletrap car, motor
running, watching thefuel gauge.

It was a spellbinding performance, given off the cuff with the skillof a gifted
storyteller. As the lone juror, I would have handed him ablank check.

"Don't tell me about pain and suffering,” he snarled at Drake &Sweeney. "You
don't know the meaning of it."

He talked about Lontae as if he'd known her for years. A kid born withouta
chance, who made all the predictable mistakes. But, more important, amother
who loved her children and was trying desperately to climb out ofpoverty. She
had confronted her past and her addictions, and was fightingfor sobriety when
the defendants kicked her back into the streets.

His voice ebbed and flowed, rising with indignation, falling with shameand guilt.
Not a syllable was missed, no wasted words. He was givingthem an
extraordinary dose of what the jury would hear.



Arthur had control of the checkbook, and it must've been burning a holein his
pocket.

Mordecai saved his best for last. He lectured on the purpose of punitivedamages-
-to punish wrongdoers, to make examples out of them so they wouldsin no more.
He hammered at the evils committed by the defendants, richpeople with no
regard for those less fortunate. "They're just a bunch ofsquatters," his voice
boomed. "Let's throw them out!"

Greed had made them ignore the law. A proper eviction would have takenat least
thirty more days. It would have killed the deal with the PostalService. Thirty
days and the heavy snows would've been gone; the streetswould've been a little
safer.

It was the perfect case for the levying of punitive damages, and therewas little
doubt in his mind a jury would agree with him. I certainly did,and at that
moment neither Arthur nor Rafter nor any other lawyer sittingover there wanted
any part of Mordecai Green.

"We'll settle for five million," he said as he came to an end. "Not apenny less."

There was a pause when he finished. DeOrio made some notes, then returnedto
the agenda. The matter of the file was next. "Do you have it?" heasked me.

"Yes sir."

"Are you willing to hand it over?"



"Yes."

Mordecai opened his battered briefcase and removed the file. He handedit to the
clerk, who passed it up to His Honor. We watched for ten longminutes as
DeOrio flipped through every page.

I caught a few stares from Rafter, but who cared. He and the rest wereanxious to
get their hands on it.

When the Judge was finished, he said; "The file has been returned,Mr. Jacobs.
There is a criminal matter pending down the hall. I've spokento Judge Kisner
about it. What do you wish to do?"

"Your Honor, if we can settle all other issues, we will not push foran
indictment."

"I assume this is agreeable with you, Mr. Brock?" DeOrio said. Damnedright it
was agreeable with me. "Yes sir."

"Moving right along. Thenext item is the matter of the ethics complaint filed by
Drake & Sweeneyagainst Michael Brock. Mr. Jacobs, would you care to address
this?"

"Certainly, Your Honor." Arthur sprang to his feet, and delivered acondemnation



of my ethical shortcomings. He was not unduly harsh, orlong-winded. He
seemed to get no pleasure from it. Arthur was a lawyer'slawyer, an old-timer
who preached ethics and certainly practiced them. Heand the firm would never
forgive me for my screwup, but I had been, afterall, one of them. Just as Braden
Chance's actions had been a reflectionon the entire firm, so had my failure to
maintain certain standards.

He ended by asserting that I must not escape punishment for taking thefile. It
was an egregious breach of duty owed to the client, RiverOaks. Iwas not a
criminal, and they had no difficulty in forgetting the grandlarceny charge. But I
was a lawyer, and a damned good one, he admitted,and as such I should be held
responsible.

They would not, under any circumstances, withdraw the ethicscomplaint.

His arguments were well reasoned, well pled, and he convinced me. Thefolks
from RiverOaks seemed especially hard-nosed.

"Mr. Brock," DeOrio said. "Do you have any response?"

I had not prepared any remarks, but I wasn't afraid to stand and saywhat I felt. I
looked Arthur squarely in the eyes, and said, "Mr. Jacobs,I have always had
great respect for you, and I still do. I have nothingto say in my defense. I was
wrong in taking the file, and I've wisheda thousand times I had not done it. I was
looking for information whichl knew was being concealed, but that is no excuse.
I apologize to you,the rest of the firm, and to your client, RiverOaks."

I sat down and couldn't look at them. Mordecai told me later that myhumility
thawed the room by ten degrees.



DeOrio then did a very wise thing. He proceeded to the next item,which was the
litigation yet to be commenced. We planned to file suiton behalf of Marquis
Deese and Kelvin Lam, and eventually for everyother evictee we could find.
DeVon Hardy and Lontae were gone, so therewere fifteen potential plaintiffs out
there. This had been promised byMordecai, and he had informed the Judge.

"If you're conceding liability, Mr. Jacobs," His Honor said, "then youhave to talk
about damages. How much will you offer to settle these otherfifteen cases?"

Arthur whispered to Rafter and Malamud, then said, "Well, Your Honor,we
figure these people have been without their homes for about a monthnow. If we
gave them five thousand each, they could find a new place,probably something
much better."

"That's low," DeOrio said. "Mr. Green."

"Much too low," Mordecai agreed. "Again, I evaluate cases based on whatjuries
might do. Same defendants, same wrongful conduct, same jury pool. Ican get
fifty thousand per case easy."

"What will you take?" the Judge asked.

"Twentyfive thousand."



"I think you should pay it," DeOrio said to Arthur. "It's notunreasonable."

"Twentyfive thousand to each of the fifteen?" Arthur asked, hisunflappable
demeanor cracking under the assault from two sides of thecourtroom.

"That's right."

A fierce huddle ensued in which each of the four Drake & Sweeney lawyershad
his say. It was telling that they did not consult the attorneys forthe other two
defendants. It was obvious the firm would foot the billfor the settlement. Gantry
seemed completely indifferent; his moneywas not at stake. RiverOaks had
probably threatened a suit of its ownagainst the lawyers if the case wasn't settled.

"We will pay twentyfive," Arthur announced quietly, and $375,000 leftthe
coffers of Drake & Sweeney.

The wisdom was in the breaking of the ice. DeOrio knew he could forcethem to
settle the smaller claims. Once the money started flowing, itwouldn't stop until
we were finished.

For the prior year, after paying my salary and benefits, and setting asideone third
of my billings for the overhead, approximately four hundredthousand dollars
went into the pot of gold the partners divided. And Iwas just one of eight
hundred.

"Gentlemen, we are down to two issues. The first is money--how much willit
take to settle this lawsuit? The second is the matter of Mr. Brock'sdisciplinary



problems. It appears as though one hinges on the other. It'sat this point in these
meetings that I like to talk privately with eachside. I'll start with the plaintiff. Mr.
Green and Mr. Brock, would youstep into my chambers?"

The clerk escorted us into the hallway behind the bench, then down to asplendid
oak-paneled office where His Honor was disrobing and orderingtea from a
secretary. He offered some to us, but we declined. The clerkclosed the door,
leaving us alone with DeOrio.

"We're making progress,” he said. "I've got to tell you, Mr. Brock,the ethics
complaint is a problem. Do you realize how serious it is?""I think so."

He cracked his knuckles and began pacing around the room. "We had alawyer
here in the District, must have been seven, eight years ago, whopulled a similar
stunt. Walked out of a firm with a bunch of discoverymaterials that mysteriously
ended up in a different firm, which just sohappened to offer the guy a nice job.
Can't remember the name."

"Makovek. Brad Makovek," I said.

"Right. What happened to him?"

"Suspended for two years."

"Which is what they want from you."



"No way, Judge," Mordecai said. "No way in hell we're agreeing to atwo-year
suspension."

"How much will you agree to?"

"Six months max. And it's not negotiable. Look, Judge, these guys arescared to
death, you know that. They're scared and we're not. Why shouldwe settle
anything? I'd rather have a jury."

"There's not going to be a jury." The Judge stepped close to me andstudied my
eyes. "You'll agree to a sixmonth suspension?" he asked.

"Yes," I said. "But they have to pay the money."

"How much money?" he asked Mordecai.

"Five million. I could get more from a jury."

DeOrio walked to his window, deep in thought, scratching his chin. "Ican see
five million from a jury," he said without turning around.

"I can see twenty," Mordecai said.
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"It'll be a nightmare," Mordecai admitted.

"How much in attorneys' fees?"

"Twenty percent. Half of which goes to a trust in New York."

The Judge snapped around and began pacing again, hands clenched behindhis
head. "Six months is light," he said.

"That's all we're giving," Mordecai retorted.

"All right. Let me talk to the other side."

Our private session with DeOrio lasted less than fifteen minutes. Forthe bad
guys, it took an hour. Of course, they were the ones forkingover the money.

We drank colas on a bench in the bustling lobby of the building, sayingnothing
as we watched a million lawyers scurry about, chasing clientsand justice.



We walked the halls and looked at the scared people about to be hauledbefore
the bench for a variety of offenses. Mordecai spoke to a coupleof lawyers he
knew. I recognized no one. Bigfirm lawyers did not spendtime in Superior
Court.

The clerk found us and led us back to the courtroom, where all playerswere in
place. Things were tense. DeOrio was agitated. Arthur andcompany looked
exhausted. We took our seats and waited for the Judge.

"Mr. Green," he began, "I have met with the lawyers for thedefendants. Here's
their best offer: the sum of three million dollars,and a one-year suspension for
Mr. Brock."

Mordecai had barely settled into his seat, when he bounced forward. "Thenwe're
wasting our time," he said and grabbed his briefcase. I jumped upto follow him.

"Please excuse us, Your Honor," he said. "But we have better things todo." We
started for the aisle between the pews.

"You're excused," the Judge said, very frustrated.

We left the courtroom in a rush.

I was unlocking the car when the cell phone rattled in my pocket. Itwas Judge
DeOrio. Mordecai laughed when I said, "Yes, Judge, we'll bethere in five
minutes." We took ten, stopping in the rest rooms on theground floor, walking
slowly, using the stairs, giving DeOrio as muchtime as possible to further



pummel the defendants.

The first thing I noticed when we entered the courtroom was that JackBolling,
one of the three attorneys for RiverOaks, had removed hisjacket, rolled up his
sleeves, and was walking away from the Drake &Sweeney lawyers. I doubted if
he had physically slapped them around,but he looked willing and able.

The huge verdict Mordecai dreamed about would be lodged against all
threedefendants. Evidently RiverOaks had been sufficiently frightened by
thesettlement conference. Threats had been made, and perhaps the companyhad
decided to chip in with some cash of its own. We would never know.

I avoided the jury box and sat next to Mordecai. Wilma Phelan hadleft.

"We're getting close," the Judge said.

"And we're thinking of withdrawing our offer," Mordecai announced withone of
his more violent barks. We had not discussed such a thing, andneither the other
lawyers nor His Honor had contemplated it. Their headsjerked as they looked at
each other.

"Settle down," DeOrio said.

"I'm very serious, Judge. The more I sit here in this courtroom,the more
convinced I am that this travesty needs to be revealed toa jury. As for Mr. Brock,
his old firm can push all it wants on thecriminal charges, but it's no big deal.
They have their file back. Hehas no criminal record. God knows our system is



overloaded with drugdealers and murderers; prosecuting him will become a joke.
He will notgo to jail. And the bar complaint--let it run its course. I'll file
oneagainst Braden Chance and maybe some of the other lawyers involved in
thismess, and we'll have us an old-fashioned spitting contest." He pointed
atArthur and said, "You run to the newspaper, we run to the newspaper."

The 14th Street Legal Clinic couldn't care less what was printed aboutit. If
Gantry cared, he wouldn't show it. RiverOaks could continueto make money in
spite of bad press. But Drake & Sweeney had only itsreputation to market.

Mordecai's tirade came from nowhere, and they were completely astonishedby it.

"Are you finished?" DeOrio asked.

"I guess."

"Good. The offer is up to four million."

"If they can pay four million, then they can certainly pay five." Mordecaipointed
again, back to Drake & Sweeney. "This defendant had gross billingslast year of
almost seven hundred million dollars." He paused as thenumbers echoed around
the courtroom. "Seven hundred million dollars, lastyear alone.” Then he pointed
at RiverOaks. "And this defendant owns realestate worth three hundred and fifty
million dollars. Give me a jury."

When it appeared that he was silent, DeOrio again asked, "Are youfinished?"



"No sir," he said, and in an instant became remarkably calm. "We'll taketwo
million up front, a million for our fees, a million for the heirs. Thebalance of
three million can be spread over the next ten years--threehundred thousand a
year, plus a reasonable interest rate. Surelythese defendants can spare three
hundred thousand bucks a year. Theymay be forced to raise rents and hourly
rates, but they certainly knowhow to do that." A structured settlement with an
extended payout madesense. Because of the instability of the heirs, and the fact
that mostof them were still unknown, the money would be carefully guarded by
thecourt. Mordecai's latest onslaught was nothing short of brilliant. Therewas a
noticeable relaxing in the Drake & Sweeney group. He had given thema way
out. Jack Bolling huddled with them. Gantry's lawyers watched andlistened, but
were almost as bored as their client.

"We can do that," Arthur announced. "But we keep our position regardingMr.
Brock. It's a one-year suspension, or there's no settlement."

I suddenly hated Arthur, again. I was their last pawn, and to savewhat little face
they had left, they wanted all the blood they couldsqueeze.

But poor Arthur was not negotiating from a position of power. He wasdesperate,
and looked it.

"What difference does it make?!" Mordecai yelled at him. "He's agreedto suffer
the indignity of surrendering his license. What does an extrasix months give
you? This is absurd?

The two corporate boys from RiverOaks had had enough. Naturally afraidof
courtrooms, their fear had reached new heights after three hoursof Mordecai.
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their heads in frustration and whispered intensely toone another.

Even Tillman Gantry was tired of Arthur's nitpicking. With the settlementso
close, finish the damned thing!

Seconds earlier, Mordecai had yelled, "What difference does it make?" Andhe
was right. It really made no difference, especially for a street lawyerlike me, one
whose job and salary and status would remain wonderfullyunaffected by a
temporary suspension.

I stood, and very politely said, "Your Honor, let's split thedifference. We offered
Six months; they want twelve. I'll agree tonine." I looked at Barry Nuzzo when I
said this, and he actually smiledat me.

If Arthur had opened his mouth at that point, he would've beenmugged.
Everyone relaxed, including DeOrio. "Then we have a deal,"he said, not waiting
for a confirmation from the defendants.

His wonderfully efficient law clerk pecked away at a word processor infront of
the bench, and within minutes she produced a one-page
SettlementMemorandum. We quickly signed it, and left.

There was no champagne at the office. Sofia was doing what she alwaysdid.
Abraham was attending a homeless conference in New York.



If any law office in America could absorb five hundred thousand dollarsin fees
without showing it, it was the 14th Street Legal Clinic. Mordecaiwanted new
computers and phones, and probably a new heating system. Thebulk of the
money would be buried in the bank, drawing interest andwaiting for the lean
times. It was a nice cushion, one that wouldguarantee our meager salaries for a
few years.

If he was frustrated by the reality of sending the other five hundredthousand to
the Cohen Trust, he concealed it well. Mordecai was not oneto worry about the
things he couldn't change. His desk was covered withthe battles he could win.

It would take at least nine months of hard labor to sort out the Burtonsettlement,
and that was where I would spend much of my time. Heirs hadto be determined,
then found, then dealt with when they realized therewas money to be had. It
would get complicated. For example, the bodiesof Kito Spires and those of
Temeko, Alonzo, and Dante might have to beexhumed for DNA tests, to
establish paternity. If he was in fact thefather, then he would inherit from the
children, who died first. Sincehe was now dead, his estate would be opened, and
his heirs located.

Lontae's mother and brothers posed intimidating problems. They still
hadcontacts on the streets. They would be paroled in a few years, and theywould
come after their share of the money with a vengeance.

There were two other projects of particular interest to Mordecai. Thefirst was a
pro bono program the clinic had once organized, then allowedto slip away as
federal monies evaporated. At its peak, the program had ahundred lawyers
volunteering a few hours a week to help the homeless. Heasked me to consider
reviving it. I liked the idea; we could reach morepeople, make more contacts
within the established bar, and broaden ourbase for raising funds.



That was the second project. Sofia and Abraham were incapable ofeffectively
asking people for money. Mordecai could talk people out oftheir shirts, but he
hated to beg. I was the bright young Waspy star whocould mix and mingle with
all the right professionals and convince themto give annually.

"With a good plan, you could raise two hundred thousand bucks a year,"he said.

"And what would we do with it?"

"Hire a couple of secretaries, a couple of paralegals, maybe anotherlawyer." As
we sat in the front after Sofia left, watching it grow darkoutside, Mordecai began
dreaming. He longed for the days when there wereseven lawyers bumping into
each other at the clinic. Every day was chaos,but the little street firm was a force.
It helped thousands of homelesspeople. Politicians and bureaucrats listened to
the clinic. It was aloud voice that was usually heard.

"We've been declining for five years," he said. "And our people aresuffering.
This is our golden moment to turn it around."

And the challenge belonged to me. I was the new blood, the new talentwho
would reinvigorate the clinic and take it to the next level. I wouldbrighten up the
place with dozens of new volunteers. I would builda fund-raising machine so
that we could lawyer on the same field asanyone. We would expand, even knock
the boards off the windows upstairsand fill the place with talented advocates.

The rights of the homeless would be protected, as long as they couldfind us. And
their voices would be heard through ours.



Early Friday I was sitting at my desk, happily going about mybusiness as a
lawyer/social worker, when Drake & Sweeney, in the personof Arthur Jacobs,
suddenly appeared at my door. I greeted him pleasantly,and cautiously, and he
sat in one of the maroon chairs. He didn't wantcoffee. He just wanted to talk.

Arthur was troubled. I was mesmerized as I listened to the old man.

The last few weeks had been the most difficult of his professionalcareer--all
fifty-six years of it. The settlement had given him littlecomfort. The firm was
back on track after the slight bump in the road,but Arthur was finding sleep
difficult. One of his partners had committeda terrible wrong, and as a result
innocent people had died. Drake &Sweeney would be forever at fault for the
deaths of Lontae and her fourchildren, regardless of how much money it paid
into the settlement. AndArthur doubted if he would ever get over it.

I was too surprised to say much, so I just listened. I wished Mordecaicould hear
him.

Arthur was suffering, and before long I felt sorry for him. He was eighty,had
been contemplating retirement for a couple of years, but wasn't surewhat to do
now. He was tired of chasing money.

"I don't have a lot of years left," he admitted. I suspected Arthurwould attend my
funeral.

He was fascinated bv our legal clinic. and I told him the storv of how



['dstumbled into it. How long had it been there? he asked. How many
peopleworked there? What was the source of funding? How did we operate it?

He gave me the opening, and I slipped in. Because I couldn't practicelaw for the
next nine months, the clinic had decided that I shouldimplement a new pro bono
volunteer program using attorneys from the bigfirms in town. Since his firm
happened to be the largest, I was thinkingof starting there. The volunteers would
work only a few hours a week,under my supervision, and we could reach
thousands of homeless people.

Arthur was aware of such programs; vaguely aware. He hadn't performedfree
work in twenty years, he admitted sadly. It was normally for theyounger
associates. How well I remembered.

But he liked the idea. In fact, the longer we discussed it, the larger theprogram
grew. After a few minutes, he was talking openly of requiring allfour hundred of
his D.C. lawyers to spend a few hours a week helping thepoor. It seemed only
fitting. "Can you handle four hundred lawyers?" heasked. "Of course," I said,
without any idea as to how to even begin sucha task. But my mind was racing.
"I'll need some help, though," I said.

"What kind of help?" he asked.

"What if Drake & Sweeney had a fulltime pro bono coordinator within thefirm?
This person would work closely with me on all aspects of homelesslaw. Frankly,
with four hundred volunteers, we'll need someone on yourend."

He pondered this. Everything was new, and everything was sounding good.
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"And I know just the right person," I said. "He doesn't have to be alawyer. A
good paralegal can do it."

"Who?" he asked.

"Does the name Hector Palma ring a bell?"

"Vaguely."

"He's in the Chicago office, but he's from D.C. He worked under BradenChance,
and got pinched."

Arthur's eyes narrowed as he struggled to remember. I wasn't sure howmuch he
knew, but I doubted if he would be dishonest. He seemed to bethoroughly
enjoying his soul-cleansing. "Pinched?" he asked.

"Yeah, pinched. He lived in Bethesda until three weeks ago whenhe suddenly
moved in the middle of the night. A quickie transferto Chicago. He knew
everything about the evictions, and I suspectChance wanted to hide him." I was
careful. I was not about to break myconfidential agreement with Hector.

I didn't have to. Arthur, as usual, was reading between lines.



"He's from D.C.?"

"Yes, and so is his wife. They have four kids. I'm sure he'd love toreturn."

"Does he have an interest in helping the homeless?" he asked.

"Why don't you ask him?" I said.

"I'll do that. It's an excellent idea."

If Arthur wanted Hector Palma back in D.C. to harness the firm's newlyacquired
passion for homeless law, it would be done within a week.

The program took shape before our eyes. Every Drake & Sweeney lawyerwould
be required to handle one case each week. The younger associateswould do the
intake, under my supervision, and once the cases arrivedat the firm they would
be assigned by Hector to the other lawyers. Somecases would take fifteen
minutes, I explained to Arthur, others wouldtake several hours a month. No
problem, he said.

I almost felt sorry for the politicians and bureaucrats and office workersat the
thought of four hundred Drake & Sweeney lawyers suddenly seizedwith a fervor
to protect the rights of street people.



Arthur stayed almost two hours, and apologized when he realized he hadtaken so
much of my time. But he was much happier when he left. He wasgoing straight
to his office with a new purpose, a man on a mission. Iwalked him to his car,
then ran to tell Mordecai.

Megan's uncle owned a house on the Delaware shore, near FenwickIsland on the
Maryland line. She described it as a quaint old house, twostories with a large
porch that almost touched the ocean, three bedrooms,a perfect spot for a
weekend getaway. It was the middle of March, stillcold, and we could sit by the
fire and read books.

She slightly stressed the part about three bedrooms, so there would beplenty of
space for each of us to have privacy, without matters gettingcomplicated. She
knew I was limping away from my first marriage, andafter two weeks of
cautious flirting we had both come to realize thatthings would proceed slowly.
But there was another reason for mentioningthe three bedrooms.

We left Washington Friday afternoon. I drove. Megan navigated. And
Rubynibbled on oatmeal cookies in the backseat, wild-eyed at the prospectof
spending a few days outside the city, off the streets, on the beach,clean and
sober.

She had been clean Thursday night. Three nights with us in Delaware
wouldmake four. Monday afternoon we would check her into Easterwood, a
smallwomen's detox center off East Capitol. Mordecai had leaned heavily
onsomeone there, and Ruby would have a small room with a warm bed for
atleast ninety days.



Before we left the city, she had showered at Naomi's and changed intonew
clothes. Megan had searched every inch of her clothing and baglooking for
drugs. She found nothing. It was an invasion of privacy,but with addicts the rules
are different.

We found the house at dusk. Megan used it once or twice a year. The keywas
under the front doormat.

I was assigned the downstairs bedroom, which Ruby thought odd. The othertwo
bedrooms were upstairs, and Megan wanted to be near Ruby duringthe night.

It rained Saturday, a cold, blowing shower that came from the sea. Iwas alone on
the front porch, rocking gently in a swing under a thickblanket, lost in a dream
world, listening to the waves break below. Thedoor closed, the screen slammed
behind it, and Megan walked to theswing. She lifted the blanket and tucked
herself next to me. I held herfirmly; if not, she would've fallen onto the porch.

She was easy to hold.

"Where's our client?" I asked.

"Watching TV."

A strong gust threw mist in our faces, and we squeezed tighter. Thechains
holding the swing squeaked louder, then faded as we became almoststill. We



watched the clouds swirl above the water. Time was of noimportance. "What are
you thinking?" she asked softly. Everything andnothing. Away from the city, I
could look back for the first time andtry to make sense of it all. Thirty-two days
earlier I had been marriedto someone else, living in a different apartment,
working in a differentfirm, a complete stranger to the woman I was now holding.
How could lifechange so drastically in a month?

I didn't dare think of the future; the past was still happening.



The End



