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“What was the last thing you said to Preston before he died?” I asked Michael O’Connor, our firm’s newest client. Michael looked away and started rocking back and forth in his mother’s rocking chair; his sandy blond hair was getting wavier each time he swept his right hand through it. “Your arraignment hearing is the day after tomorrow,” I reminded him, trying to push the words out of his mouth.
“Answer her,” Michael’s mother ordered, as if he were still her little boy, despite the fact that he’s thirty-nine years old. Michael looked at his mother sheepishly with his sky blue eyes, and then lowered his gaze back to the shag carpet that covered the hardwood floors of his childhood home in Jackson, Wyoming.
“I don’t remember my exact words,” Michael said, almost defiantly. Harry, the senior partner of our law firm, stood and reached for his coat. Michael obviously got the message. “We were arguing about business, all right? But it was no big deal. We argued about business all the time.”
“Let me explain this to you,” Harry said, setting his gray pinstriped Massimo Bizzocchi suit jacket back down. “The grand jury must have had enough evidence to issue you an indictment for Preston’s murder, so now’s the time for you to come clean. Let’s start by where you were, what was said and how, and who said it.” After forty years practicing law, Harry always dispensed with the small talk. He’d moved to Jackson Hole about twenty years ago. Formerly a partner in a large law firm with offices all over the world, Harry had practiced out of both the New York and San Francisco offices, jet-setting the coast regularly. On a skiing vacation one winter, he fell in love with Jackson Hole. Not longer after, he cashed in on his partnership, convinced his wife, Jane, of the benefits of living in fresh air, and hung his shingle in Jackson. A former full academic-scholarship Stanford football star, his outgoing nature helped him establish his practice in Jackson. His taste for expensive British apparel made him stand out. He was famous in court as a relentless questioner.
“Like I told the police,” Michael stammered, “We all went up the tram together and I told Preston that I wanted to take an advanced ski run back down the hill and -”
“Who’s ‘we all’?” Harry interrupted.
“My mom, Kelly, Preston, and I went skiing together that day.” Michael’s mom nodded in agreement.
“Preston was your business partner and Kelly was his wife, right?”
“Yes. Actually, Kelly was my friend before she was Preston’s wife.”
“I see. Go on.”
“When I told everyone that I wanted to ski Granite Canyon, Preston insisted on tagging along. I tried to talk him out of it, but no one could talk Preston out of anything he’d decided to do. He followed me to Granite Canyon, which is out of bounds. When we got to the first chute, I again tried to tell him not to try it, but he kept on following me. As we made our way to the second chute, he was trying to convince me that he was doing the right thing in Asia for our business. I adamantly disagreed -”
“So you wanted to take an expert ski run and Preston wanted to follow you to talk business?”
“He wanted to convince me that he was right. But he wasn’t. Preston was selling Geyser drugs in Asia for the wrong reasons, and we both knew it.” Michael suddenly stopped rocking, but his right eye began to twitch and he put his index finger over his eyelid to stop the reflex. “He told me he was going to do the deal in Asia with or without my consent. I guess my exact words were something like, ‘Over my dead body.’”
“Is that what happened? A dead body? Only it wasn’t yours – it was his.”
* * *
My name is Mary MacIntosh, but Harry calls me “Mac.” He’s the only person in the world I would allow to give me a nickname that makes me feel like a cheap meal. I’ve been working for Harry for six years. He hired me straight out of law school, even before I passed the bar exam, and put me to work doing the most routine clerical tasks, so that I would “learn the ropes” of practicing law - and so he could mold me to practice law like he does.
“What do you make of him?” I asked Harry on the ride back to the office after our meeting with Michael O’Connor.
“My son went to school with him – says that he’s smart. He certainly hasn’t wasted any time building a huge pharmaceutical company. He’s not much of a talker,” Harry said.
“Maybe he’s turned it all inward,” I suggested. “It’s like pulling teeth to get information from him,” I said as Harry pulled up to our office to drop me off. I’d left my Honda there.
“Notice how he brought up the fact that Kelly was his friend before she married Preston? She’s the one that testified against Michael at the grand jury hearing. She must have given them enough to make the case.”
“Did you notice the pictures in Michael’s mother’s house? When you were talking with Michael, I took a look around. I asked his mom about the girl who was in many of the pictures with Michael when he was a little boy. She said that the little girl was Kelly Flanigan, now Kelly Parker. Mrs. O’Connor said that they were best friends growing up. I can’t believe that Kelly testified against him in front of the grand jury.”
“She didn’t have much of a choice. But I hear that they gave her immunity in exchange for her testimony. Kelly’s a lawyer. I’m sure that she struck a good deal for herself,” Harry said. I nodded in agreement. I opened the door to Harry’s black Yukon and stepped onto the curb, bumping my head on the frame of the car door. Being tall has its drawbacks. The sub-zero evening air slapped my face. I turned toward Harry.
“I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Not first thing. I promised Hal Bennet that I’d meet with his kid tomorrow morning before his parole hearing, so I’ll be at the jail. Let Lela know, will you?”
I hustled to my car and turned the starter, praying that my old Honda would turn over and that the heater would gain strength before I reached home. Harry waited, following me out of the parking lot to the last street possible before he had to turn toward his house, without making it too obvious that he was making sure that I made it home all right. The streets were slippery on this cold January night.
I dashed into my basement apartment, dropped my clothes at the foot of the bed and snuggled in under the comforter with Ted, my calico cat, who firmly believed that he was a dog. I grabbed my laptop from my nightstand and logged onto the Internet. I pulled up Jackson’s local paper and did an archive search on Michael. He’d made the local papers a number of times growing up for his scholastic and skiing achievements. But he made the front cover of the newspaper on the day that he buried his father. I looked at the picture of a young boy seated at the edge of a casket, holding a folded United States flag. The article told of how Patrick O’Connor, a prominent local doctor, had died from a heart attack on the ski slopes. I wondered whether Michael was with his father on the slopes that day? Did he see his father die? How ironic, I thought to myself, that his father and his business partner both died on Jackson Hole ski slopes.
My mind strayed, taking me back to one of the only childhood memories I have of my father. He’d tied the toboggan to the back of our old blue snowmobile and taken my brothers and me on a moonlit ride. At some point, the toboggan tipped over, spilling us on the side of the trail, and we could only watch as his lone headlight disappear into the blackness of the night. By the time he discovered that we were no longer his passengers, our faces were near the burning stage of frostbite. This is the clearest memory I have of him. He died later that winter in an accident during the worst snowstorm that Colorado had seen in decades. After learning that Michael lost his dad at a young age too, I felt kind of connected to him.
Exhaustion overwhelmed me. I logged out of my computer and fell asleep to the sound of Ted’s purring.
The next morning, I got up in time for my ritual morning jog and arrived at the office around my usual time, seven o’clock. Normally, Harry beats me to the office, but when I entered the pitch-black foyer, I remembered that he had an early meeting at the jail. I flipped on the lights in the reception area and headed straight towards my computer. After logging on, I turned around to hang my jacket on the hook behind my door. There he stood, tucked into the corner of my office, his dark, beady eyes burning through me like lasers. He was a heavy-set man with a navy blue ski cap pulled down over his face. Panic overwhelmed me, to the point where I couldn’t scream for help. I backed slowly toward my desk, hoping to get close enough to grab the phone. When I saw the gun in his hand, I realized that the phone wouldn’t save me, so I reached back and felt around for my silver letter opener or a sharp pencil. As I fumbled with my hand over my desk, he came at me with the pistol in his right hand. He grabbed me by my ponytail with his black-gloved hands and jolted me to the ground. With the gun now pressed against my right temple, he used his teeth to pull off a piece of silver duct tape off a roll he pulled from his jacket. He slapped it around my mouth.
In a low, gruff tone he said, “Take all of your clothes off.” His breath smelled like a stale cigarette. He was breathing hard on my neck and all I could think about was rape. This man was going to rape me. And then I thought of the step past rape.
“If you want money -” I tried to say, but the tape over my mouth kept the words from making sense.
“Shut up and strip.”
“I know of someone who can help -” I mumbled again.
“Shut the fuck up,” he said, and he pressed the gun hard against my forehead.
I fumbled with the buttons on my blouse, trying to get what seemed like oversized buttons through the tiny holes. “Faster,” he sneered as my blouse fell to the floor. He unleashed his grip on my hair and reached out with his left hand to touch the strap on my bra. “Your skirt next.”
I unsnapped the clasp on my gray skirt and unzipped the zipper as he grabbed the reigns of my hair again and tightened the cinch. As he jerked my head back, my skirt fell to the floor. “Take off the nylons. Now!” I tucked my thumbs under the waistband of my panty hose and peeled them over my hips. He yanked on my hair to balance me, while I stepped out of each stocking leg. He forced me to stand erect. “The bra,” he whispered, as if he was gaining control. I unfastened the clasp from between my breasts and peeled away my dignity. He watched as my bra hit the ground. He took the barrel of the gun and made figure eights around my breasts, and then he stopped and put the barrel over my nipple. He rotated the barrel back and forth. “Are they real?” he asked, in a faint tone. I didn’t respond. He pressed the cold metal of the gun against my chest as he used his hand to feel me up. “Yes, they’re real,” he repeated. “I like the real ones.” He fondled the other nipple with the gun and then took a step back. The graveyard of clothes lay at my feet, and I stood nearly naked before him. I leaned back towards my desk, trying to find a weapon, but I could only feel papers under my fingers.
“Turn around and face the window,” he said. I turned around slowly. He shoved me up against the desk so hard that he rammed my thighs into the credenza. I reached forward to brace myself. “Put your hands behind your back.” I kept my hands forward, frantically looking for something sharp to grab. “Get your fucking hands back here now.” I reached back. “Take off your underwear.” I paused. He snapped my head back and jabbed the gun to my right temple. I slid my panties over my hips and they dropped to the floor. He let go of my hair long enough to slap handcuffs around my wrists.
As the handcuffs clicked, I thought back on my self-defense classes from college. If I did try to kick him, I would have to heel him in the groin so hard that it would drop him to his knees suddenly. Then I would have to stomp on his hand to get the gun away and then I’d have to run for my life. The odds of making this work without getting shot and killed weren’t good. I braced myself. I should have made my move before the handcuffs were snapped. I’d missed my opportunity. I was mad at myself for not thinking quicker. Now that I was naked and cuffed, his assault was a foregone conclusion. I decided to pretend that I was auditioning for a play. I audition for parts regularly at Jackson’s local repertory theater. I’d just auditioned for Tennessee Williams’ The Case of the Crushed Petunias. I’d tried out for the role of Dorothy Simple. Of course, I was offered the role of Mrs. Dull.
I decided in my own mind that the only way I was going to survive this attack was to be compliant and cooperative. Maybe this creep would get off in whatever way was necessary and he’d leave me alive, if I cooperated. I took a deep breath as I felt his gloved hand clutch my narrow hips.
“Skin and bones,” he said. “I like a little meat on my bitch.” I closed my eyes, thinking of Mrs. Dull. Her opening line in the play was, “I want a pair of wine-colored socks for my husband.” I decided to rehearse the play in my mind and avoid feeling what was happening to me. But I couldn’t. The rage was growing inside. All I could think about was getting away from this man. I said a silent prayer to my father to help me.
Just as I heard him unzip his pants, I heard Harry’s voice. “I forgot the Bennett file,” Harry yelled from the foyer. When the thug heard Harry, he turned. This was it. I kicked him with my heel as hard as I could in the groin. He lunged forward. “Fucking bitch,” he howled. He pistol-whipped me up the side of my face and then ran out of my office, knocking Harry to the ground on the way.
“What in the hell? Harry ran into my office and gasped. “Oh my God. What in the hell happened? Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”
I couldn’t answer. I just stood there, naked. Harry tore the tape off my mouth and then took off his trench coat and wrapped it over the front of my shoulders. He held me tight for a second, and then grabbed my phone. He called the cops, all friends of his.
“A man just attacked Mary MacIntosh,” Harry started. He shouted the details to the dispatcher and then slammed the phone down.
He sat me down in the chair, glancing at the wound on my cheek. “What happened?”
I couldn’t find words, sitting naked in my boss’ coat, still handcuffed, cold and horrified. I could feel my lower lip trembling. The tears poured down my cheeks. “It’s going to be all right. You’re going to be okay.” Harry put his arm around me and reached over for the phone again. “I’ll call Jane.”
Jane, Harry’s wife, rushed through reception area. Her rail-thin body was clad in a white terrycloth sweat suit. She hadn’t showered yet, and her brown hair was matted to her head on the right side. A smudge of mascara encircled her eyes. “Oh, baby, are you okay? I’m so sorry. So sorry,” she said, holding me close. Jane had sort of adopted me as her own daughter after Harry hired me. Educated at an Ivy League school, Jane showed me a different world than the one in which I’d grown up. She was delighted to help me buy the right clothes, suggest good books, take me to nice restaurants and introduce me to the art of food and wine. I’d often wondered why she and Harry didn’t have more children, but Harry cautioned me early on not to bring it up.
“Can you think of anyone who’d want to hurt you?” Harry asked, wiping the mascara-laden tears away from my cheeks with his Hermes silk handkerchief.
I took a deep breath, finding my voice. “Aside from a few of our less reputable clients, I c…can…can’t think of anyone.”
“What about that boyfriend of yours?” Harry said in a less than approving tone.
“He broke up with me last month, but that man was not my ex-boyfriend. He would never do something like this. God, Harry. To even suggest …”
“Now, come on, you two. You’re shaking, dear,” Jane said. “Can I get you anything?” Before I could answer, Harry picked up Jane’s coat from the floor and draped it over me. Harry was the closest thing I had to a father. My mother remarried not long after my dad died, but my stepfather was more interested in getting a new mom for his two kids than serving as a father to me.
Harry was pacing the floor of my office. “Has anyone been following you? Stalking you? Have you received any strange phone calls?”
I shook my head.
“Maybe the guy was here to steal something and you just happened to interrupt him,” Harry said. “Is anything missing?” Harry walked out into the reception area and looked around.
“Jesus Christ! Lela’s desk has been ransacked!”
Jane and I followed him. Files were scattered about Lela’s cubicle, with drawers open and papers yanked out from their files. Lela’s computer was on, but it was flashing on the password screen.
“He must have tried to get into her computer,” I said, pointing to her computer screen. “He was obviously looking for something.”
“Excuse me,” a voice interrupted from behind us, “we’re responding to your call. I’m detective Trammel and this is my partner, Detective Abrams.” They flashed their ID’s. Detective Trammel stood about five-feet-five, with wide hips and short, dark hair. She took one look at the mess and reached for her gun. “Stay put. Abrams and I will check the place to make sure that the assailant is gone. He could’ve had an accomplice.” Trammel motioned to Abrams to follow her as they cased the office. “All clear,” she said when they returned. She put her gun back into the holster and reached for her notebook. She turned to Harry. “What happened?” Harry told her his version. Then she turned to me.
“He was about my height, say five-feet-nine, and he had heavy-set shoulders,” I told the police. “He had on a dark-colored ski mask and gloves, so I couldn’t see his face. Harry said that he had big boots with red shoelaces. That’s about all I can remember. I think his eyes were brown, but I can’t be sure.”
“Are you sure he was your height?”
“Pretty sure. He might have been a little shorter than me. He certainly wasn’t taller than five-feet-nine.” Detective Abrams, a short, overweight man with thick brown hair and bifocal glasses, took notes as Trammel fiddled with the handcuffs until they finally snapped free.
“Describe his voice?” Abrams asked.
“It was low. Gruff.”
“And you say that he was wearing dark clothes and a ski mask?”
“Yes.”
“Anything that you can remember about his clothes? Was he wearing a sweat suit, or a jacket?”
“I don’t remember. I think it was a jacket with a zipper, but I’m not sure. He had a zipper in his pants, I think.”
“He asked you to take off your clothes?” Trammel asked.
“Yes.”
“Did he touch or assault you?”
“Yes.” I looked down.
“Would it be better for you if I asked you these questions in private?” Trammel asked. I nodded. She walked me back into my office and closed the door. She saw my clothes in a pile on the floor.
“Why don’t you get dressed, and then we’ll talk, woman to woman-like.” She stepped out of my office for a few minutes, like the nurse does at the OB-GYN. She knocked a few minutes later and entered.
“First of all, you have nothing to be ashamed of, dear. This isn’t your fault.” I nodded. “Tell me what happened.” I told her how I’d gone to hang up my coat and there he’d been, hidden in the corner. I explained that he’d duct-taped my mouth and held me by the back of my hair and made me take off my clothes.
“Did he touch you?” she asked, reaching out for my hand. I instinctively pulled away.
“He drove his gun around my breasts like they were a racetrack. He stuck the nuzzle of the gun over my nipples,” I said, tears spilling out my eyes, watering my mouth. “I thought . . . I thought he was going to rape me. He made me turn around and -”
“It’s all right. Did he rape you?”
“No,” I managed.
“Then let’s focus on that. We’ll find out who did this to you, but we’ll need your help. I’ll need you to come down to the station and give a composite description.”
“A composite?”
“Yes. We need to have a picture for the press to get -”
“For the press? I don’t want this on the evening news! I don’t want everyone in town to know that I was . . . assaulted.”
“Miss MacIntosh, it’s important that you cooperate with us. Don’t you want us to catch this guy?”
“Of course I do, but I don’t want the world to know about it. We have this big trial coming up and I’m sure that it’s going to be in the news. I don’t want the sub-story after the headline about the Michael O’Connor case.”
“I see. Well, I can do my best to keep it confidential, but in order to get the word out there that there is a possible rapist running around, we’re going to have to publish at least a physical description of the guy. And that description will be given to the media. That’s standard procedure. You understand.”
I understood it perfectly. In this small town, every household would know about it by dinnertime. But I didn’t really have a choice. I agreed to cooperate. I watched as they dusted for fingerprints and collected samples. They even took a sample of my auburn hair.
“You’re representing Michael O’Connor, aren’t you?” Abrams asked on his way out. Harry nodded. “Knew him in high school. Smart guy. Great skier. Kept to himself, though. I was on the ski team with him. Always had his nose in a book. Do you think he did it?”
Before Harry could answer, Detective Trammel reprimanded him for asking as they walked out of the office.
By the day’s end, the trauma of the office burglary had set in. Lela, our secretary, was out ill – otherwise, I would have asked her if I could stay at her place. Sleeplessness plagued me even on good days. I couldn’t imagine sleeping alone tonight. Luckily, Harry and Jane insisted that I stay at their house, so I gathered Ted, my cat, from my apartment and settled into one of their spare bedrooms. Ted was no stranger to the Harrison home – he’d been housed there many times when I’d gone on a trip. Ted liked moving in on Harry’s Labrador.
Before bedtime, I approached Harry working in his den. “Do you need help getting ready for tomorrow’s arraignment?”
“As a matter of fact, I was going to ask you to do the O’Connor arraignment. It would be great experience for you to handle something high-profile. But, after what happened today, maybe now is not the time.”
“Nnnn no, not true. I can do it. I’m okay. Let me do this.” I couldn’t believe Harry’s timing. I’ve been begging for a murder arraignment for two years now, and he chooses the day that I’ve been assaulted at gunpoint to hand one over to me.
“Of course, I’ll first-chair the case, but it’s time you get a murder arraignment under your belt.”
I plopped down into the leather chair opposite Harry and let out a sigh. My head was spinning and my hands were shaking.
“You need a glass of wine. Follow me.” I followed Harry into the basement of his remodeled Victorian home. He flipped on the lights to his pride and joy: a wine cellar that is the envy of every jetsetter in Jackson Hole. He walked around, studying a few labels before he chose the right vintage. “Nineteen ninety-one Caymus Vineyards Special Selection Cabernet Sauvignon. This is a wonderful bottle.”
His wine cellar is organized by region, type and age. Every bottle has a hand-made label. He walked the bottle over to his mounted antique opener, popping the cork instantly. “This needs to breathe,” he said, while pouring the Cabernet into a decanter. I watched the burgundy wine spin in an orbit while Harry gave me one of his famous wine lectures. “When you taste this full-bodied wine, concentrate on the black cherry, vanilla and coffee aromas, along with a veritable potpourri of vanilla, mint and berry on the medium to full-bodied palate.”
Harry grabbed two large wine glasses and the decanter and motioned for me to follow him back to his den, where we sipped wine and talked strategy late into the night.
The morning headlines were direct: New York Times: “O’Connor Arraigned for Geyser Partner’s Murder” and Boston Herald: “Geyser Stock Plummets Over Murder Charges.” The local paper included the headline I feared most: “O’Connor’s Attorney Sexually Assaulted.” As Harry and I flanked our now famous client, Michael O’Connor, the reporters flogged us on our way in the courthouse. “Is the assault related to the case?” “Have they caught the guy yet?” Question after question. I felt sick to my stomach. The closer I got to the defense table, the higher my panic rose. The courtroom was as crowded as I have ever seen it. The bailiff looked nervous, like a country boy in the presence of royalty. The prosecutor looked over at me as I arranged my files.
Christopher Bain, prosecuting attorney, is tall and thin with thick, dark hair that sweeps down in front like a horse’s forelock. He is forever whisking it back with a sudden whip of his neck, causing a reflexive blink which, in turn, makes his glasses slip down his ski jump of a nose. To get them back in place, he repeatedly twitches his nose like a rabbit. Bain’s expensive-looking suits belie his public servant’s salary. I often see him shopping at the outlets. His ties never quite match his suit. Conversely, his leather belt and well-shined shoes always match. Bain’s take-no-prisoners style is adored by juries, but not always by judges. Bain looked over in my direction and shook his head. Today, his white shirt was molded to his athletic body. Normally, he would not approach the defense table before a hearing, but over he came.
“I’m so sorry to hear what happened to you. Are you doing okay? I’m here for you if you need to talk.” He reached over to pat my shoulder and I about jumped out of my skin. I could feel the tears welling.
All I could manage was, “I’m okay.” Then I turned to Harry and whispered, “Switch me places. I can’t do it. Not today.”
“What?”
“You know that I want to do this more than anything else. But I’m shaken up today. It took half an hour to cover the bruise on my cheek with make-up. Please do this arraignment. Let me do the next one.” I hated hearing the words coming out of my mouth. I was angry with myself for being such a weakling, for letting the reporters shake my confidence. I was angry at Harry for offering me the opportunity at the most vulnerable moment in my life. I hated myself for not having enough courage to take on the job. The look of disappointment on Harry’s face screamed volumes.
“This kind of opportunity doesn’t present itself often,” is all that he said. He escorted me to his left and took the place of the first-chair attorney – the one that was cued to speak. I noticed that Bain was watching the musical chairs. He shook his head slowly and mouthed, “I’m sorry.” I averted his stare as Judge Furmer took the bench. Bain followed my gaze and looked directly at the judge. She didn’t bother to look back. This was clearly disappointing to Bain, who likes everyone to take notice of him, especially women.
Bain has a reputation in Jackson as a ladies’ man. He loves the transient state of many of the women in the town – they are either tourists or ski bums willing to be wined and dined by one of the few men in town dressed in a suit. Bain’s law office is perched above an art gallery near the town square, giving him a full view of the town’s patrons du jour. Jackson’s most distinguishing and eye-catching feature is in fact its town square, a picture-perfect city block, flanked on all four corners with St. Louis-style gateway arches, each one made from hundreds of elk antlers.
Bain once told me (at a county bar association meeting after a few beers) that he particularly liked the town arches in the winter because they are draped with little white lights, which remind him of the eyes that once guided the elk through the expanse of forests in Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Park. He said the lights also remind him of his sacred belief that the courageous animals live on - a reincarnation of sorts - which is what Bain believes life is all about. He loves to talk about reincarnation, rebirth, and reinvention. If I didn’t know better, I would think he was from Berkeley instead of Wyoming. Bain loves to tell his newly made lady friends that the Tetons got their name from French-Canadian trappers who called them “Les Trois Tetons,” meaning “The Three Tits.” He tells me that there’s something titillating about being able to say “tits” in front of a woman on a first date. I never know what to believe from him after he’s had a few drinks.
“All rise,” the bailiff announces to the courtroom on the first day of Michael O’Connor’s murder trial. “The Honorable Sheryl Furmer presiding.” With standing room only, the reporters are crammed in the back row, their notepads and pencils poised for prose. The courthouse in Jackson is unremarkable from the outside. It looks like any other government building – gray, rectangular, with many small windows that suggest entombment. But the interior of the courtroom is sufficiently decorated, with slate-blue carpeting on the floors, which gives a calming effect and probably hides dirt well, and with comfortable black canvas bucket-seat chairs, a dark wood partition separating the gallery from the public, and an impressive, dark, oak-stained bench, behind which the judge reigns. Above the judge’s bench hangs the Wyoming state seal with this inscription: “Equal Rights: Livestock: Mines: Grain: Oil.”
“Please be seated,” Judge Furmer says. “The People of the State of Wyoming versus Michael Brian O’Connor, case number WC000599. Counsel, please identify yourselves for the record.”
Bain whips his hair, adjusts his glasses and says, “Good morning, your Honor. Christopher Bain on behalf of the People of the State of Wyoming.”
“Good morning, your Honor. Andrew J. Harrison on behalf of the defendant, Michael O’Connor.” It is peculiar to me to hear Harry call himself Andrew J. Harrison. Everyone in town knows his as “Harry.”
“Good morning, counsel. Mr. Bain, please present probable cause,” Judge Furmer said.
“The defendant, Michael O’Connor was Preston Parker’s business partner in a pharmaceutical business named Geyser, Inc. Michael O’Connor was the last person seen with the Preston Parker on the ski slopes. A witness can testify that the last thing he heard the defendant say to the deceased was: ‘Over my dead body.’ The witness claims that the two men were having a fight over business practices. Within an hour of this argument, Preston Parker’s unconscious body lay bleeding in the trees of Granite Canyon, an out-of-bounds ski run on the slopes of Jackson Hole Ski Resort.
“The autopsy notes that Preston Parker suffered blunt force trauma to the head. Toxicology reports indicate that the deceased was also poisoned. Michael O’Connor was present at the scene of the ski accident and was present both at the hospital and at the after-care facility where the poisoning likely took place. Motive and opportunity, Your Honor. Significantly, Michael O’Connor stood to gain control of Geyser, Inc. if Preston Parker was dead.”
“Thank you, Mr. Bain,” Judge Furmer said. “Mr. Harrison, you may address probable cause.”
Harry cleared his throat. “Mr. O’Connor is present before the Court this morning and we acknowledge receipt of the State’s indictment. We waive Mr. O’Connor’s right to have the indictment placed on the record and hereby move the court enter Mr. O’Connor’s plea of not guilty to the charges identified on the grand jury indictment.” Harry told me not to address probable cause because he knew there was enough evidence to indict Michael and he didn’t want the State to put any more evidence on the record. The press would have a field day with the information that they already had. Harry’s a good mentor.
When Harry first hired me, I was a glorified secretary, really. When I passed the bar, my job didn’t change much at first, but little by little, Harry gave me more lawyerly responsibilities. I now sit “second chair” at all of his trials, which means that I do all of the grunt work preparing for trial. I organize all of the documents, evidence and testimony. I subpoena and help depose the witnesses, draft the pre-trial motions, and otherwise do whatever Harry needs done before he steps foot in the courtroom.
Normally, when Harry is doing an arraignment hearing, I’m in the “War Room,” which is what we call our conference room, working. Not today. “An attractive lawyer might help Michael’s case. This case is going to be tried by the media,” Harry had said to me with a wink and a nod. “You know, being defended by a good-looking woman may serve him well, since he is single, young, and filthy rich. Not to mention that it might also rattle Bain’s cage if you’re here.” Harry used any opportunity to push Bain. He and Jane have tried to set me up with him more times than I can count. Bain is the perfect match for me, they say. He’s well dressed, has some culture, is a lawyer and he finds me attractive. I’ve tried to explain that Bain is attracted to every decent-looking woman in town, but they don’t believe me.
I feel Michael shifting his weight back and forth in an effort to stand still next to me. He is dressed in a navy-blue suit and white shirt. His sky-blue tie matches the color of his eyes. Michael must stand as the plea is being entered. His light-colored, wavy hair is combed back off his high forehead, accentuating his rosy cheeks. In yesterday’s local paper, which is really little more than a gossip column, his fifth grade teacher had described him as a “handsome boy as a pupil.” I notice him looking nervously around the courtroom at what once were familiar faces: schoolteachers, classmates, parents, and grandparents – townsfolk who are all very interested in his predicament. Funny how that is, I think. None of these people called or wrote to Michael when he was on top of the world, running one of the fastest-growing companies in America. Maybe they supposed he was too busy to respond. But they are happy to have him back, to show their support, like they would have if he had been part of the championship football team so many years ago. They have surfaced from the tourist shops and ski slopes, wanting to be a part of something larger and more exciting. Looks like they’ll get what they came for.
“The defendant’s plea of not guilty is noted on the record. Have the prosecution and defense reached an agreement with respect to bond?” Judge Furmer asked as she looked up from her podium for the first time. Recently appointed to the superior court, she’d served as a municipal court judge for more than thirteen years. I’ve appeared before Judge Furmer many times, watching while she handled municipal cases, and I have spoken to her a few times at Rotary Club meetings. Judge Furmer has never had a high profile case like this one. She knows that the press will be all over this case and she welcomes the publicity – so much so that I heard through the grapevine that she took yesterday off to have her hair and nails done, just for the camera. If she handles this case well, an appointment to the Wyoming Supreme Court is a real possibility. I’m told that she wants the appointment in the worst way.
“The State asks for bail in the amount of two million dollars,” Bain said.
“Your Honor, that’s absurd,” Harry said. “Mr. O’Connor is not a flight risk. He has family in town and is a founder of one of the country’s leading pharmaceutical companies. He’s a reputable citizen without a prior criminal record. We ask that bail be set at one hundred thousand dollars.”
“Bail is set at one million dollars,” Furmer says.
“Bond arrangements are in place,” Harry says. The bond had been wired to the bank, and I had arranged for our legal service to pick it up after the hearing and lodge it with the court.
I could see out of the corner of my eye that Michael was not paying attention to the judge. I followed Michael’s gaze – he was staring at Kelly. I admit, her natural beauty is like a sunrise – making it hard to stop staring. She was seated directly behind the prosecutor in the courtroom. She wore a navy Chanel suit with a cream silk blouse, a long strand of pearls circling her neck, and diamond solitaire and pearl earrings in her ears. Her long black hair fell freely over her shoulders, perfectly framing her oval-shaped face. Kelly’s emerald eyes met Michael’s and she gave him a nod. He darted his eyes back toward the judge.
I wondered how Kelly felt about Michael’s bail arrangements. It’s not every day that the wife of the victim consents to bail. Bain had said merely that Kelly consented. But I think that Kelly was obliged to Michael for many reasons. Kelly’s hands kept clenching and unclenching, as if she were trying to decide whether to hold on or let go. She looked back at Michael, who was standing before her. Her childhood friend and her college buddy – these were reasons to help. But - if someone were accused of murdering my husband, I don’t think I could help spring him from jail – even if he had been my best friend.
“A pre-trial conference is set in ten days. If no plea bargain has been reached by then, the case will be set for trial,” Judge Furmer stated for the record. She struck her gavel and adjourned the hearing. She stood and stared out in the gallery a few extra seconds for effect, then collected her files quite deliberately, cradling them to her breast. After the click-click of the cameras, Judge Furmer vanished like a phantom in a black cape through the door to her inner chambers. According to lawyer gossip, the cameras in the courtroom were Judge Furmer’s idea. In Harry’s forty-some years of practice, he’d only tried one other case where the media were allowed to photograph the trial.
As we left the courtroom, I heard Michael let out a big sigh, probably relieved to have made it through the first part of his criminal proceeding. I watched his every move, trying to get to know him one gesture at a time. Michael didn’t look directly at Kelly, but he looked down at her shoes – navy, square-toed, with sensible yet fashionable heels. As he stared at her shoes, I allowed my eyes to venture up a few inches, distracted by her perfectly defined calf muscles.
Kelly and Michael both grew up in small Wyoming towns, not that there are many large cities in the state. Wyoming is America’s ninth-largest state, enveloping nearly ninety-eight thousand square miles, yet it has the smallest population of any state. Most towns are small, leaving most of the land wild and predominately undeveloped. Speaking of small towns, from what I gathered from yesterday’s meeting, Kelly probably wasn’t wishing to revert to her small-town days. Michael mentioned that Kelly hated small towns – hated the small-mindedness of the people. But Jackson was the exception to her small-town rule, because Hollywood had taken over and there were now movie stars, wine bars, latte shops, and lingerie boutiques where there once was only the corner drugstore and the five and dime.
Jackson was not a typical Wyoming town. For a small town, Jackson is as good as it gets. Crowned on three sides by Snow King Mountain, East Gros Ventre Butte and the Gros Ventre Range, the town itself is a tiara of beauty. Venture in any direction outside of the crown and visitors will be graced by the Grand Tetons, national forests extraordinaire, and amazing wildlife - bears, buffalo, elk, deer, moose, all wandering freely and openly, unconcerned about the human population (until hunting season, that is). The Snake River winds its way through valleys of splendid wildflowers and willows, while geysers spout the earth’s thermal liquid free from captivity. And trees thicken the landscape – splendid, old, tall vegetation offering an umbrella of protection to all the creatures scampering above their roots. Yes, I imagine that, for Michael, it would be all right to be a small-towner at this stage in the game – tending his garden, hiking, fishing, camping, skiing, and rafting, - all for the asking, outside his back screen door.
Buffalo, Wyoming, where Kelly grew up, is the quintessential small town, where everyone knows everyone else’s business. I watched as Kelly momentarily forgot to play the role of the mourning widow, glancing at the cameras with a slight flirt of a smile, almost smug, a look of assurance that only accompanies a woman who truly understands the power of her beauty, and is willing to use it.
We inched toward the mob, the noise volume increasing. I watched Michael’s shoulders rise, as if he were trying to muffle the noise and hide at the same time. He must have felt the strength in Harry’s left hand, as Harry grabbed him by the elbow. Still carrying his twenty-pound briefcase in his right hand, Harry cut a swath through the sea of reporters – a move that probably served him well in his football days.
“Look confident and don’t answer any questions,” Harry said to Michael.
“Mr. O’Connor, how does it feel to be charged with murder?” “Why did you do it?” “Did you do it?” “Are you going to take the stand in your defense?” “Are you confident that you have good lawyers? Didn’t one of them get raped yesterday?” I stopped dead in my tracks to find out which reporter had the nerve to utter such a question. I could feel Harry nudging me forward, saying over and over, “No comment . . . no comment . . . no comment.” I dug my heels into the carpeted steps and grabbed the railing tightly. I heard the rude reporter’s voice ask another ridiculous question. I honed in on him, letting him know in my silent way that he should take heed. Instead, he shoved a microphone into my face and asked, “Do you think there’s a connection between your assault and the O’Connor case?” Harry unwrapped my knuckles from the railing and escorted me out.
When we reached the door to the outside world, the cool, brisk air shocked my lungs. Low clouds blocked the sun, reminding me of a solar eclipse I’d seen long ago. As we crowded into Harry’s black Yukon, a cameraman ran up to me. Before I could tell him to leave us alone, he said, “Hey, I’m sorry about what just happened. That reporter should be canned. He’s a jerk.”
I wanted to thank the cameraman, but Harry forced me in the car and closed the door. I watched him as we sped away to the safety of our now police-guarded office. My heart fluttered. The sincerity in the cameraman’s eyes stole my breath.
* * *
“Let’s get cracking,” Harry shouted, the minute we reached the War Room. “We’ve got a ton of work to do to get ready for trial.”
We normally handle local cases, meaning that the witnesses live nearby. This case was different. The alleged crime happened here, but the other possible suspects and witnesses live in different towns, states and even countries. “You’ll finally have a chance to see some of the world, Mac.” Harry’s a world traveler. He’s been on me for years to take a trip overseas to learn about other cultures. I’ve been more concerned with paying down my college loans. Ironically, I finally have an excuse to get on an airplane and see something besides wide-open spaces, but since Yesterday’s attack, I’m afraid to go.
I grew up in Boulder, Colorado. Nestled against the face of the Rocky Mountains, Boulder is framed by three gigantic rock faces shaped like the hot side of an iron; hence the name, the “flatirons.” It was originally home to the Arapaho and Southern Ute Indian tribes. I attended I University of Colorado at Boulder, which is the central nervous system of the city. I found Harry through the career placement office on campus. He wanted someone fresh out of law school so that he could pay the poor soul next to nothing to learn how to be a “real lawyer.” He has been faithful to both promises: I still haven’t managed to make more than my minimum payment on any school loan, but today I feel like a real lawyer.
Our office is located on the upper floor of the Bank of Jackson Hole. The Bank has a façade that makes it look like a cabin built with knotty pine and river rock. The roof is cantilevered in the front in two tiers – the second tier housing a clock tower lookout, yet the roof over our part of the building has a flat line that gives the office a low industrial ceiling.
Harry’s office is decorated in Stanford red and white and has a beautiful cherry-stained U-shaped desk, which is kept clear of paperwork. He only allows active files and pleadings on his desk, meaning paperwork from cases that he’s currently working on. If he’s not working on the case, the files go in a labeled box. Papers and books get stacked on top of these boxes. It gets out of control at times and that’s when he calls Lela in over a weekend to do a clean up.
Other than these stacks of boxes on the floor, Harry is a very neat and tidy man. Everything has a place in his world, even in his garage. The garage is lined with white shelving on the upper half of the walls. The bottom half of the wall has corkboard with all of his tools and yard equipment outlined by shape and hung in order of size. Jane tells me that he organizes his closet by color. I’m sure that his Louis Vuitton cap-toed black shoes are not next to his John Lobb brown shoes. Harry would keel over if he looked in my closet. I’m lucky if I’m not wearing one black shoe and one navy shoe (they look the same in the early morning hours).
Harry is an outdoorsman in every way, evidenced by the prints that line the walls in his office. He has beautiful shots of the Tetons, and of wildlife photographed by local artists. The one thing missing from his office is a computer, as it would simply collect dust. He does all of his research the old fashioned way – via books or via his associate. He keeps telling me that “one of these days” he’s going to take a computer class. He often stands behind me in awe as I access the Internet and get information with the touch of a few keystrokes. I do most of my research on CD-ROMs, websites and legal search vehicles. I love the fact that I can learn anything about anyone with the touch of a few buttons.
“Let’s go over the facts of the case,” Harry grumbles, as he slams the thick file on the wooden conference table. “Michael and Preston are Harvard roommates who started Geyser, Inc. together in Boston,” Harry says. “They’re here in Jackson, Michael’s hometown, for a convention and take a day off to enjoy some skiing. Michael’s an expert skier and he takes Preston on an expert’s run. Somehow, Preston winds up unconscious in the trees. Preston is taken by the ski patrol to the emergency room. Despite everything that is done to save him in the hospital, he dies the next day.”
“Here’s an odd thing. From the minute Preston was transferred to the hospitIthe police were there to question Michael,” I added. “Why would the police have been called? I doubt they run to the emergency room every time someone gets hurt on the slopes.”
I watched as Harry digested the facts of this case. He contorted his forehead in thought, causing me to focus on the broken capillaries around his nose, which stood out like tree roots in the dead of winter. “We need to interview the ski patrol, the treating doctor, the pathologist, Deputy Tim Marshall, Kelly, Michael, Michael’s mom, Michael’s research assistant, Preston’s secretary, and members of the Geyser board of directors, for starters,” Harry said. He was on a roll. I wrote all of these names down on the easel, as fast as I could. “We need corporate records like profit and loss statements, and the relevant financial filings for a public company like Geyser. I will need all hospital records subpoenaed and a copy of any police interrogations and statements given by witnesses to the police. Find out what Bain’s strategy is for this case. Scratch that. I will call Bain myself. He already saw you in court today. That might be as much as he can take of you for one day.” Harry gave me one of his wry smiles, a half-smirk flanked by dimples. He teased me at every turn about Bain.
Bain’s a ladies’ man, for sure, but Harry is convinced that he is in love with me. For the record, Bain is not in love with me. I think he flirts with me because I’m a challenge to him. According to my last boyfriend, I’m fiercely independent, not given to commitment, extremely private, and economically challenged. I guess I agree with his psychological evaluation for the most part, except for the commitment thing. I could commit. Just not to Bain, or to my ex-boyfriend. Bain needs something new to stoke his fire constantly, anyway. He wouldn’t want to commit. He just likes to flirt with me, and everyone else in a skirt. I think he enjoys me because I’m nearly as tall as he is and he loves my long red hair. He calls my hair a wildfire in a season of drought.
“I’ll get the subpoenas going right away, but how do you want to divide the task of interviewing all of these people?” Harry hates to travel on business any more. He did so much of it in his early years of practice that he got burned out on airports and hotels. He likes to be either at the office, home, or outdoors surrounded by nature and his sporting equipment. Accordingly, he assigned me all the witnesses in Boston.
I had Lela make the travel arrangements. Harry had hired Lela straight out of high school. Actually, she’d dropped out of high school at age sixteen, and marched into his office one day, begging for a job. He liked her spirit and her short skirts. Lela is a Shoshone Indian and the daughter of a Shoshone Chief. She wasn’t the type who valued a formal education, but she had street smarts and ambition. Harry prefers common sense to raw intelligence. He says that it’s worth more. Harry trained her and promoted her up through the ranks. Now thirty-four, after eighteen years at Harry’s side, Lela is a part of Harry. I like the fact that Lela is a year older than me. I often tease her about it.
Lela arranged for me to fly to Boston with Michael on his early morning flight back to his now home base, where his pharmaceutical company had its headquarters. That meant that I had only a few hours to prepare dozens of subpoenas and pack my bags. Darkness surrounded the office long before I left. I wasn’t really anxious to go home.
I met Michael at the airport the following morning. After checking in and going through the security checkpoint, I sat in the waiting area and enjoyed black coffee and a freshly baked bagel. I will never lose respect for the everyday pleasures of life. From what I’d witnessed, Michael didn’t appreciate ordinary pleasures - his pleasures were achieved through experimentation. For instance, he bought two coffees - one black and the other with cream and sugar. He was drinking the one with cream and sugar leaving the black one idle, like an abandoned car. I wondered whether he thought I would drink one of them, or if he liked his first cup souped-up in preparation for the full dose of caffeine on his second. I got my answer within the hour. The second cup of black coffee was used to keep his souped up version hot over the long haul. He would drink a gulp of his creamed-up coffee and then add just a little of the black reserve. He repeated this routine for nearly a half hour during our conversation. Finally, tIhe loudspeaker announced our flight.
“I hate commercial travel,” Michael said. “How long can the police impound the corporate jet?”
“As long as they want . . . at least through the trial. We’ll file a motion to have it released from custody after we get word that they’ve finished with forensics,” I said.
“How long does forensics take?”
“It depends. It can take days, weeks, months.”
“What are they looking for in the jet? I didn’t even fly in the jet here. Preston did,” Michael said. “He always had the jet.”
“They’re looking for any evidence that can be connected to his death, like threatening letters. They’ll do fingerprint, hair and fiber analysis to see who else has been in the jet. Who knows what they’re looking for?”
“They can do that sort of a fishing expedition? They don’t have to say what they’re looking for?”
“It depends on what the search warrant says. In this instance, the police got a broad warrant, so they can look for anything that could be connected to the alleged crime, unless we file a motion for a protective order. Is there a reason we should file for a protective order?” I asked. Michael’s eyes darted quickly back to the newspaper.
“No. Of course not. I was just wondering.”
“Harry tried to narrow the scope of the warrant, but the magistrate didn’t grant his motion. Around here, the police seem to have a pretty long rope when it comes to investigating a crime.” Michael nodded, then looked away.
For my traveling comfort, I wore my standard black wool slacks and a taupe turtleneck, boots with heels, a black leather coat and a black silk scarf. After the jet discussion, we sat in an uncomfortable silence as we drank our coffee. I would have loved to break the ice, but I wasn’t quite sure where to begin. I knew that Michael and Kelly were childhood friends who had gone to Harvard University together. I also knew that they somehow met Preston Parker at Harvard and that eventually, Michael and Preston became business partners. I knew that Kelly and Preston married sometime after that. I knew that Michael, Preston and Kelly were in Jackson together for a company conference and that Preston was gravely injured on the ski slopes and died shortly thereafter. I needed to know more.
As we prepared to board the small commuter plane, the airline ground crew summoned stand-by passenger Miller to the podium. A man approached the podium, picked up a boarding pass and cut ahead of us in line to board the plane. Something about him looked hauntingly familiar. As I found my seat on the plane, I noticed the man staring at me. A chill shot up my spine.
“What’s wrong?” Michael asked.
“Oh, it’s probably nothing. That man in the back of the plane is staring at me.”
“He’s probably just admiring your beauty.”
“Right,” I said, half-embarrassed. I wasn’t trying to call attention to myself. Something about that man’s eyes gave me the creeps. I shook it off and cinched the seatbelt. I could feel the man’s eyes burning a hole in the back of my head. I loosened my seatbelt and popped my head over the headrest. He was still glaring at me. I narrowed my eyes on him in a stare down, which was interrupted by the airline attendant announcing preparations for take-off.
We alighted with a bumpy start. The views of the Tetons were spectacular on this clear, brisk morning. I could see mountain ranges for miles and miles. The plane’s engine, sounding like a revved-up electric mixer, blared in my ear, detracting a bit from the natural beauty beneath me, but nothing could spoil my appreciation for the wonders of mountains. I thought about Lewis and Clark and how they must have been in awe of the West: the rugged peaks, the floral valleys, the wide-mouthed rivers and the statuesque trees. Even from this altitude, the snow glistened on the crest like diamonds embedded in a mine.
Michael read the local coverage of his arraignment hearing. He must have sensed my gaze because at that same moment, he briefly raised his head from the newspaper and glanced my way. The front page had a picture of him leaving the courthouse yesterday with Harry at his side. The caption read: “Local Man Arraigned on Murder Charges.” The story told about how Michael was born and raised in Jackson. Now at age thirty-eight, he’s a research doctor for one of the largest pharmaceutical companies in America, and one of its founders. The article suggested that Michael and Preston had had an argument on the ski slope and stated that Preston wound up dead a short time later.
Michael thumbed through the paper to continue reading the article. He looked at the buried headline: “O’Connor’s Lawyer Sexually Assaulted.” Michael read on fervently. A few minutes later, he lowered the paper. “This happened to you two days ago?”
I rolled my eyes. “Yes. I’m not sure what’s more horrific – the act itself or having it smeared all over the papers.”
“I’m really sorry. I hope you’re doing all right. Have they found the guy yet?”
“No. As far as I can tell, they have no leads. He didn’t leave much evidence behind. He didn’t . . . hurt me.”
“How can you be back at work so quickly? Most people would be curled up in their beds being taken care of by their mother.”
“I haven’t told my mom about it.” As the words escaped my lips, I realized how remote they sounded. I hadn’t realized how much I’d isolated myself from my family, even my own mother. I hung onto Michael’s words for a moment. If I had confided in her about the assault, or any other problem in my life, she would have started her monologue with a scolding of how I should not have been in the office alone. Nor should I live alone. Nor should I be alone. Somehow, my being single in my mid-thirties threatened her. It was as if she’d failed me. Over the past few years, every time I call home, the first five minutes of our conversation is filled with updates about my high school and college classmates who’ve recently married. Michael must have sensed my guilt.
“Sometimes we need to think things over before confronting someone that we love,” Michael said.
I was about to respond but the plane dropped a few hundred feet without warning. The pilot came on the loud speaker to let us know that we’d encountered some turbulent air and to make sure that our seatbelts were fastened tightly.
* * *
When we changed planes in Salt Lake City, the man in the back of the plane followed us to our next gate. While Michael stopped at the newsstand to look at every major headline, I pretended to read the back jacket of a best-selling paperback. The man passed closely behind me, wafting his cigarette-laden breath as he passed. The smell was distinct. I panicked.
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