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Part I—New York City


Chapter 1 - The Cradle

“The cradle rocks above an abyss, and common
sense tells us that our existence is but a brief crack of light
between two eternities of darkness,” echoed in his mind, as he sat
in the courtroom reviewing his notes, conferring with a phalanx of
junior prosecutors, and thinking, intently and strategically, about
the case before him. He wished he had never read Vladimir Nabokov’s
book Speak Memory because the catchphrase about the blasted
abyss and eternal darkness was now forever locked in his memory. It
was beginning to infringe on his mind at a time when he needed to
concentrate and apply all his gray matter to the case.

Till just recently, the facts of the
Tate-Bradshaw case, which was bound to become one of the most
significant and highly visible cases of the twenty-first century,
hardly fazed John Cole. As the lead prosecutor for the State of New
York, Cole knew he could argue just about any case that crossed his
desk, including the Tate-Bradshaw case. After four years in the
military, two tours of duty in Vietnam, four years at the
University of Tennessee, and two more years at Harvard Law School,
Cole was a successful and confident lawyer. Now, however, during
the last week of trial preparation, something had gone terribly
wrong.

Search and destroy were two key words by which
he lived his life. In the early days of Vietnam, it was search and
destroy the enemy, and later, in law school, it was search and,
above all, seek the truth. Even, honor the truth until death do you
part. In time, however, Cole had come to realize regretfully that
“truth and honor” could be just as evasive and destructive in a
court of law as the enemy was in Vietnam.

If he wasn’t a celebrity already, he could be
one. In fact, he thought that the case that was about to begin
almost certainly would make him one. Having his face plastered all
over the morning paper and on the evening news wasn’t all that bad.
Secretly, he actually enjoyed the attention he was getting from the
press, the bantering of attorneys before the judge and the jury,
and the haggling over semantics. Whenever he negotiated a plea
bargain, he often took a hard stance. His colleagues often thought
he gloated somewhat especially during the negotiation of the
plea-bargaining phase of a trial, when the defendant finally
recapitulates, admits to his criminal and evil behavior and then,
ironically and sheepishly, begs for a more lenient sentence or for
his life. Cole lived for this moment—the moment of truth, turning
the audacious, triumphant murderer into the sniveling wretch that
he is before the eyes of the jury and, for a matter of fact, the
whole world.

Eventually one gets used to the constant
hounding of the reporters and the photographers, making the
necessary adjustments to one’s life. He certainly had. But, for
Jenny Bradshaw and Robert Tate—two college students accused of
killing their baby boy just minutes after he was born and then
leaving the body in a dumpster in back of a dilapidated hotel along
interstate highway twenty-five—the publicity of the case would be
notoriously damaging. It would ruin their lives and the reputation
and honor of their families. In their case, the truth, being
potentially disastrous, could easily betray and send them up the
river, lock them up in the penitentiary for life, or, worse, inject
them with a serum for an early death. Search and destroy . . .
search and destroy . . . seek truth and honor . . . search . . .
the cradle rocks above an abyss, and common sense tells us . . .
simple truths to live by. But, Cole couldn’t get the damn phrase
out of his mind. It seemed to him as if it had a will of its own
that was growing ferociously, and like a malignant cancer, it was
destroying everything it touched.


Chapter 2 - The Courtroom

The morning session was a disaster for the
prosecution and had befuddled Joseph Valentino, a junior prosecutor
and a recent graduate of New York University. Leo Albert, a recent
graduate of Penn State, felt like crawling under the table. And,
Samantha Stone of Boston College felt utterly chagrined, but with a
sensibility of understanding. They had all arrived early as Cole
had instructed them, each carrying a carton containing folders
stuffed with documents and evidence. Entering courtroom 17A, on the
seventeenth floor of the newly modernized state building, Joe, Leo,
and Samantha quickly uncovered their cartons of evidence and began
sifting through the material, searching for whatever they thought
was necessary for the morning session.

Samantha’s slender frame could hardly contain
the beating of her heart. Although this was her first real case,
she appeared quite confident and eager to accept the challenge. She
even liked Cole and thought he was handsome and brilliant and a
great mentor. In fact, she thought the last four weeks were
particularly exciting, working late at the office with Cole,
researching past cases, and writing briefs and arguments. She was a
whiz at writing briefs and arguments.

Leo Albert slumped down into the chair next to
Samantha and smiled thinly. His wiry frame and dangerously weak
eyes—from the many hours of studying and reading at home and in the
law library—cleverly hid a mind that was both inquisitive and
brilliant. Joe Valentino took out a handkerchief and wiped the
sweat from his baby like, oval face as he sat down at the
prosecutor’s table to review the papers that would eventually
convict Jenny Bradshaw and Robert Tate.

Shortly afterward a large man with a chest that
resembled the round, wooden barrels of the old Brotherhood winery
arrived. He had long legs that looked awkward and funny in contrast
to his round barrel chest. His dark, bushy eyebrows raised almost
imperceptibly on his forehead as his eyes fell upon Samantha. He
was the county sheriff. His gun dangled dangerously at his side.
Then, Barry Wilson, attorney for the defense, entered the
courtroom, followed by the stenographer, the administrator of court
services, and the jury of twelve plus two.

When Cole arrived, he stood in the back and
bristled at the sight of the courtroom. He thought it looked
unusually strange, cold, and hostile this morning, especially in
the cold light of day, which was flooding the room through six
floor-to-ceiling windows. The vertical blinds had been adjusted so
the maximum amount of light would pass through the thin vertical
lines. The gallery had filled quickly with the press. Jenny’s
mother and father, Howard and Patricia Bradshaw, sat quietly up
front, in the first row, apparently under great stress and in
agony. Alongside the Bradshaws sat the Tates, Charles and Miriam.
Charles, a retired businessman, looked straight ahead, while
Miriam, Robert’s mother, sat with her head lowered and her hands
covering her face.

The court stenographer, a smartly dressed woman
of middle age, adjusted the pince-nez on the bridge of her nose and
then looked up and scanned the crowded courtroom. The judge’s
bench, which sat directly ahead and across the room from where Cole
was standing, appeared majestic and overwhelming in a cold sort of
way. The judge, for one thing, had the distinguished honor of being
seated on a raised platform, several feet above the floor and above
all other heads, forming the highest point in the courtroom. To the
right of the judge’s bench was a grease board and the sidebar,
where counselors, jurors, witnesses, and experts could confer with
the judge privately and off the record. The jurors took their seats
facing the window and in the path of direct sunlight. Facing the
judge’s bench, a lectern became a line of demarcation splitting the
room into two equal parts—to the left was the table for the
prosecution and to the right was the table for the defense.

“Well, I see everyone made it bright and early,”
Cole said, as he approached the table for the prosecution, and
smiled halfheartedly. Samantha eagerly returned Cole’s smile as he
took his seat at the center of the table. Cole recognized the look
on Samantha’s face as one belonging to schoolgirls whom had become
fascinated with their teachers and professors. Her look worried him
and he thought that he would have to find a way to let her down
easily without ruffling any feathers. Undoubtedly, in a short time,
this brilliant graduate law student would become a brilliant
attorney, and he didn’t want to stand in her way or distract her
from what was really important: her career and the law.

Just then, Jenny Bradshaw and Robert Tate were
led into the courtroom through a door located to the right of the
judge’s bench. They were following a guard not like sheep following
a beloved shepherd who would sacrifice his life for the love of his
sheep, but more like sheep being led to a slaughterhouse. Jenny
smiled and nodded sadly to her mother and father in the front row
of the gallery, and Robert waved quickly to his parents before
sitting down stiffly. They were so frightened that they hardly
appeared human in their movements.

The sheriff suddenly stood up, rising with an
air of imperial formality and importance before the jurors, the
audience, and the press. He straightened his backbone and announced
in a loud, firm voice: “All rise for The Honorable Judge William T.
Henry.”

Judge William T. Henry, a spry man of medium
height and build, entered the courtroom from a side door and
quickly ascended the few steps leading to the elevated plateau from
where he would judge and rule on those who came before him with a
hard and merciless hand. Upon reaching his leathered throne, he
swiftly sat down and took a moment to gaze at the faces of the
wretches before him.

Looking down at the court through a pair of
wire-rimmed spectacles, Judge Henry first asked the counselor for
the defense if he was ready to make an opening statement. Wilson
stood up and announced that he was indeed ready. Then, Judge Henry
turned to Cole and asked the same question. Cole, however, made no
rely. He sat there, vacantly, staring into space, as if he was on
some other planet, miles and, perhaps, light years away from the
rest of the world. He looked as if his mind was preoccupied and
absorbed in some strange and horrible thought or idea. Samantha
nudged his arm nervously and stealthily under the table with her
elbow, and whispered, “Cole! Cole! The judge is speaking to you!
Don’t you hear him?”

Samantha scowled and glanced at Joseph and Leo
apprehensively, wondering why Cole was acting so strangely this
morning. She thought he was up to something, but she couldn’t
figure out exactly what it could be.

Cole jumped out of his chair while
simultaneously groping for his papers and notes. He approached the
lectern awkwardly and went through a whole ritual of pantomime. He
nervously adjusted the knot of his tie and carefully checked the
sleeves and cuffs of his shirt and jacket. He huskily cleared his
throat, and stared suspiciously at his papers and notes, which he
had placed neatly on the lectern under the reading lamp. Irritably
squinting and rubbing his eyes, he turned his head toward the
windows, looking directly into the burning sunlight of the morning.
Languidly, he sipped cool water from his glass. His mouth had gone
dry, so that he couldn’t even spit. Conspicuously turning to the
jurors, he examined their bored faces, first quickly and then more
closely, one by one, with a sensibility of reverence. Finally, when
all this was over, Cole looked up at Judge Henry and said, “Yes,
Judge, the prosecution is ready to make an opening statement in the
case of the State of New York vs. Jenny Bradshaw and Robert Tate.”
Then, stepping out from behind the lectern, Cole stood before the
jury, resting his hand on the railing and occasionally waving it
nonchalantly as he spoke.

“Good morning, your honor, and ladies and
gentlemen of the jury. In the case of the State of New York versus
Jennifer Bradshaw and Robert Tate, it is the intention of the
prosecution to show that Jenny Bradshaw and Robert Tate are guilty
of first-degree murder. I will show how Jenny and Robert had rented
a room in a dilapidated hotel along interstate highway twenty-five,
where Jenny gave birth to a beautiful, healthy baby boy. I will
also show that minutes after giving birth Jenny and Robert Tate
murdered the baby by holding it up by its arms and shaking it
fiercely and deliberately, until they shook the life right out of
it. And then, to be certain they had finished the gruesome job,
they hit the child over the head with a blunt object, fracturing
its skull into a million tiny pieces. In an effort to hide their
horrible deed and save the good name of their families, they
wrapped the little body in a brown paper bag and threw it into a
dumpster behind the hotel, praying desperately that it would be
lost in the refuse of society and humanity. Afterward, they checked
out of the hotel and returned to their respective college campuses
as if nothing had ever happened.”

Samantha, Leo, and Joe watched Cole thoughtfully
and attentively as he outlined the prosecution’s case for the judge
and the jury. Everything was going as well as could be expected.
All our hard work was finally paying off, thought Samantha with a
glow of satisfaction. Even Leo and Joe, who had argued and debated
vehemently about the evidence and how it ought to be presented to
the court, no small matter, sat as if they were in a trance
listening to the words spoken from a god that dwells on Mount
Olympus. For the moment, Cole’s mind and tongue appeared as if they
were perfectly connected. She heard him clearly articulate what he
intended to prove in the minds of the jurors.

Cole glided along in the courtroom like a surfer
racing before a great wave that was about to crash down and crush
him or a skier flying downhill on a snowy mountain before an
avalanche.

Samantha was hardly prepared for what happened
next. She never would have expected it in a million years, she
would say later.

Cole continued. “Furthermore, without any
reasonable doubt, I intend to show through the evidence presented
here today and in the next few weeks that . . . that . . . that . .
.” And then it happened, suddenly, an unexpected slap across the
face or on the side of the head at a time you had least expected
it. Cole stopped abruptly in the middle of a sentence, losing both
his train of thought and his poise. He scowled. Something was
intruding into his thoughts. Something he didn’t want to think
about. The jury looked on in silence, waiting for Cole’s next
statement. He paused for a moment and walked back to the lectern to
take a sip of water from the glass he had left there. Quietly, the
jury and the judge waited, watching every movement and facial
expression of the renowned lawyer. Finally, Cole started again.
“The evidence will show that . . . that . . .” And then it happened
again, and he stopped in the middle of his sentence.

Facing the jury, Cole looked over their heads
and squinted at the window and the sunlight bursting through the
lines formed by the vertical blinds. For a moment, he thought he
saw an image surrounded by a blinding light. He couldn’t make it
out. One minute the image resembled a horse, and then the next
minute, it looked like a buffalo. Then, he saw an eagle
miraculously transform itself into a Beast. The Beast was climbing
out of a hole in the ground—or was it a dungeon? Thinking that his
mind was playing some kind of horrible trick on him, he tried to
clear his head, but the words, which he desperately wanted to
forget, kept coming back. Then, strangely and uncontrollably, the
words just seemed to flow out of his mouth as he said aloud, “The
cradle rocks above an abyss, and common sense tells us that our
existence is but a brief crack of light between two eternities of
darkness. . . .”

The jury was stunned and couldn’t believe what
they were hearing from the mouth of the handsome and renowned
lawyer. Some of them thought this had to be a joke. In fact, some
of them began to laugh, while others appeared perplexed and
confused by the sudden interruption in the argument.

“Where the hell did that come from?” Leo said,
turning to Joe and Samantha. He searched his scribbled notes and
outline to see if he had inadvertently missed something.

“What did he say? What did he say? What is he
talking about? The cradle rocks above an abyss? He never mentioned
that before!” said Samantha, never taking her eyes off of Cole, who
seemed to be swaying at the lectern like a thin, flexible reed
blowing in the wind.

“I don’t know,” Joe said, as rivulets of sweat
cascaded down the side of his face, forming large blotchy spots on
his clean, white collar. Taking a handkerchief from his back
pocket, he wiped away a river of sweat from the nape of his neck.
“Wait! Wait! Shut up! Shut up! He knows what he’s doing!” Despite
his words of confidence, Joe was already having second thoughts
about Cole. Something was definitely wrong. And, the judge wouldn’t
wait forever. Just then, as if the judge had read Joe Valentino’s
mind, he heard a loud roar coming from the bench.

“Counselor, we’re waiting,” Judge Henry said,
tapping the bench with the tips of his fingers. He looked at his
Rolex and then, again, at Cole. “The court is waiting! Now, if I’m
not mistaken, you were saying something about a cradle rocking
above an abyss? Is that correct? Would you care to elaborate,
counselor? Where on earth are you taking us with this line of
argument?” The judge was genuinely puzzled, as he contemplated the
meaning of Cole’s strange behavior in court and his last few
words.

In the meantime, Cole’s face had turned sickly
pale before the court. As if transformed by some magical words of
ancient times, he suddenly appeared haggard and weary. His blue
eyes glazed over with the pallor of ancient dust, and the light,
which was once clear and brilliant, faded and disappeared. With
horribly cold and dull eyes, he now looked upon the court.

Cole believed that he was losing control of his
most valuable possession—that which had brought him to the pinnacle
of his career as a prosecutor and would eventually take him the
rest of the way to the top, to the Senate, perhaps even to the
presidency. He thought he was losing his mind. Now, he feared that
he would lose it all, everything he had worked for. If he had more
time to think about it, he would have felt bitter, even absurd, but
at the moment all he could feel was a sense of chaos and confusion
and darkness. Leaning against the lectern, he shuffled the papers
in his moist and sweaty hands, so he could stall for time. He
needed time, he thought. Yes! Time! That was it! He needed time to
think and search for his next line of argument in the case! He
needed to forget! Yes, that was it, too! He needed to forget!
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