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The evidence, she admits, was always
there. Detective Bobby Goren would get
those angst-packed moments in the
interrogation room, where, facing the
two-way mirror and, standing spread-
eagled, hands taut against its frame and
creasing forehead pressed against the
glass, he would come up with the goods.
Detective Alexandra Eames would be
there only to support him, reflecting in
the glow of that investigative genius.

Well, maybe it's not been quite as
simple as that. Kathryn Erbe, the
talented TV, movie and stage actor who
plays Eames in Dick Wolf's award-
winning series Law & Order: Criminal Intent, has certainly become Dr
Watson to Vincent D'Onofrio's sideways-glancing, thumbnail-chewing
Sherlock Holmes, but one suspects she has brought a lot more hard wit
and wisdom to the role than writer-producer Rene Balcer ever expected.

Kathryn Erbe.

So does she feel she is getting a fair go?

"Sometimes!" she tells me, amused by the thought. "Sometimes | get
bored. On our websites we have something called ‘fanfiction’ where
viewers write their own episodes like a short story. And there was one |
thought very funny and accurate where | had to actually defend my right to
even have a job, because | don't do anything."”

Even when she does have some exposition, the tall, fidgety D'Onofrio can
be a scene-stealer. Still, she says, she would never for a second ask him
to ease up.

"No ... well, now and then | have to ask him to step out of the way so the
camera can see me, but not that often. And it's all very good-natured."

Although she would never ask the writers to give Alex Eames more of a
say, Erbe says she does have input into what happens to her character.
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"There are parameters that | didn't understand in the beginning,” Erbe
says. "l thought | was signing on for something that was more of an equal
partnership. But to tell you the truth, now that | have the job and have two
kids | don't really want to have to spend any more time working on my
lines."

Law & Order: Criminal Intent, with audiences now ranging from 10 to 14
million an episode in the US, is currently one of the biggest hits among the
CSils, JAGs and Law & Orders, those popular, expanding, reality-stomping
shows American critics have somewhat cruelly tagged "McDramas".

Back on Channel Ten here for its third season, it has been used by
programmer David Mott to launch the network's somewhat risky pull away
from the Sunday-night hit-movies format. So far, so good.

The Criminal Intent series concentrates more on investigations than legal
resolution compared to others in the franchise. It focuses on the minds of
criminals while drawing on the psychological tactics used by New York's
Major Case Squad to solve their crimes.

This year, one of the more intriguing mysteries has been the way in which
the cameras try to keep signs of Erbe's pregnancy under cover. The actor,
married to Oz star Terry Kinney, whom she first met while playing a death-
row inmate on the HBO series, is cleverly angled, though for six episodes,
when placed on desk duty-maternity leave but still on screen, the active
part of her role is taken over by Samantha Buck as ambitious detective G.
Lynn Bishop.

Erbe already has an eight-year-old daughter, Maeve. In October she gave
birth to a son, Carson Lincoln Kinney. "Those four episodes | worked on
before the audience knew | was pregnant were the hardest because | did
feel ill and my energy level was really low," she says. "But the last four |
did before my son was born were really easy . . . | only did one scene an
episode, so that was heaven."

And the stand-in? Bishop may give Bobby Goren a run for his money, but
for many fans it did affect the balance of the show.

"She has gone now and she did a valiant job," Erbe says. "But it was
difficult, I think, for people to handle the change. She was up against a lot
of adversity."

Still, Erbe is happy the producers are showing enough confidence in Law
& Order: Criminal Content to start "playing” with the construction of the
series.

"l was actually getting bored working on them because they were so
formulaic," she says. "Obviously, they still do follow a certain formula, but
we are mixing it up in terms of the way we expose and trap those people
at the end @ and, you know, the different locations and how it all unfolds.
I'm happy to see that happening."

Erbe doesn't model Eames on anyone in particular, though she did meet a
couple of female detectives for advice when researching for the role. It s,
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she says, a figment of her imagination, "sort of the fantasy ballsy version
of myself!"

The success of the series does tear at her. On one hand she is delighted
that viewers have appreciated the way the two actors have developed
their good cop, bad cop games. She enjoys the part now more than ever,
particularly when she is allowed to play "sort of the heavy".

The negatives?

"It takes up my whole life, really. | have a lot of heartache not being home
for bedtime with my daughter, not getting to see my husband as much as |
want, and not having any brain cells to sort of keep things going on the
level | would like at home.

"The flipside of that as an actor here is well known, of course: the three
months off at Christmas, knowing, relatively speaking, what your schedule
is, and the luxury of not having to worry about work."

Erbe made her TV debut as Lynn Redgrave's daughter in the sitcom
Chicken Soup, was cast in the highly acclaimed 1990 Broadway
production of The Grapes of Wrath, and soon notched up her first major
film credit as Richard Dreyfuss's daughter in the 1991 Bill Murray comedy
What About Bob?

As to the Boston-born, New York-based Erbe's unfulfilled ambitions ...
"Directing? Writing? No, no, not really. I'm far too lazy. But experience on
this show has made me bossier about the stuff | will choose to do."

And when Detective Bobby Goren rocks his head quizzically at various
angles, turns to her and, with a nod, suddenly swoops at the killer in their
midst, she knows just where she wants to be. She is still happy to cop it
sweet.

Law & Order: Criminal Intent screens on Sunday at 8.30pm on
Channel Ten.
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