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Most of the Friends of Richard Lapointe are old and gray now. Some have died. Gone are the strategy meetings over Burger King coffee.

But at the latest crucial moment in this surreal saga, a dozen Friends were there for him in state Appellate Court in Hartford.

"We will never stop," Robert Perske, one of the founders of the Friends, told me when we spoke after a 40 minute hearing Monday. Twice a month he drives from Darien to visit Lapointe at MacDougall-Walker Correctional Institution in Suffield.

Lapointe was convicted 16 years ago of the rape and brutal murder of 88-year-old Bernice Martin, his wife's grandmother. No court, not even the state Supreme Court, has been willing to alter the outcome. There is no useful DNA evidence.

His supporters, and a lawyer from a national group that represents those it believes are wrongfully convicted, are in Appellate Court seeking a new trial. They believe the state suppressed exculpatory evidence: an arson investigator's assessment that the fire in Bernice Martin's apartment was "slow burning," proving perhaps that there wasn't enough time for Lapointe to commit rape and murder, set the fire and return to his home during a narrow time frame.

For most of us, Richard Lapointe is a fading footnote. He is the disabled guy who killed the old lady back in the 1980s.

He confessed, didn't he?

Yet, after years of rulings upholding his guilt, the conviction remains unsettling. It is as if some crucial element has been left hanging.

"It's been hard for me to believe that the state has proceeded to where we are now," said retired Manchester Community College Professor George Ducharme, who visits Lapointe regularly.

Lapointe may be guilty, but it is difficult not to agree with the suspicions raised by Ducharme and other Friends, such as Donald Connery, an author and journalist from Kent.

A man with borderline mental capacity, limited physical ability and no history of aggression, violently and expertly murders his wife's grandmother in a matter of minutes. The conviction - or at least much of it - hangs precariously on three confessions extracted by Manchester police during a 9 1/2 -hour interrogation on the night of July 4, 1989.

"This little guy is only 5-4 and he is pudgy. He doesn't run. This is a guy who was supposed to have stormed in there and done some horrendous act," Perske said. "This soft little man could never be the monster of Manchester, like everybody said."

This is a gullible man who has an IQ in the 80s, "on a good day," one of the Friends told me. He will tell you whatever you want him to say.

"It's a crying shame that this case is so dependent on a retarded guy's words," said Paul Casteleiro, Lapointe's lawyer. "You can get this guy to say anything. He is compliant."

After crushing defeats, after a half-dozen lawyers for Lapointe, the Friends keep showing up, fortified by hugs, handshakes and perseverance. There is a deep belief that truth will prevail.

"You get involved and I don't know how you let it go," said Rosemarie Hargrave, who with her husband has been a Lapointe supporter since the first trial in 1992.

"You want to shake someone and just say, 'Look, ask yourself, how did he do this?' "

"Some people come and go. Some need closure in a few years. Some are out there saying call me when you need me. And some of his hard-core friends have said, 'How do you leave something undone?' "

If Lapointe, now 63, is ever released, the Hargraves have agreed to take him into their Simsbury home.

"Everybody who has ever investigated this thing has come out convinced that he couldn't have done it," said Irvin Hargrave, a retired insurance executive.

"What do you do when somebody is obviously innocent?"

You never give up.
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