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CHAPTER ONE







Morning


July 5, 1992


Crown Heights, Brooklyn





The little boy walked to the storefront church alone, with blood on his hands and face.


Dorothy Norris arrived early, as usual, to lift the gate and set out the worship programs she’d photocopied the night before. She found him standing on the sidewalk, eyes unfocused, feet bare.


She bent down. “Ontario, where are your parents?”


He didn’t answer. It was already eighty degrees, but his teeth were chattering.


Dorothy used her key and ushered him inside, flipped the lights, and walked straight to the phone in the pastor’s tiny office. She dialed Ontario’s foster parents, but no one answered, so she called Pastor Green, and then she called her husband and told him to stay home with the girls until she knew what was going on.


Dorothy asked and asked and asked, but Ontario wouldn’t say a word.


Redmond Green’s wife, Barbara, answered the phone at his apartment. Red was in the bathroom scribbling last-minute sermon notes in a rare moment of solitude. Barbara sent fourteen-year-old Red Jr. to bang on the door and summon his father. Barbara hadn’t asked for details—Just go, she told her husband—and as he walked the eleven blocks between their apartment and the church, he worked himself up, convinced the metal gate had been defaced again. Since opening Glorious Gospel on Easter morning 1982, Pastor Green had been losing a battle with vandals. He called the police often, but they rarely came to take a report. He knew that most of the officers in the precinct thought his crusade silly, given the many miseries plaguing the neighborhood, but he wasn’t about to stop calling. In 1992, one year after the riots, Crown Heights was still a disaster. A battlefield and a garbage dump. It was getting hot again, and everyone seemed to hold their breath, waiting for the neighborhood to explode.


Pastor Green found the gate up when he arrived at Glorious Gospel. Dorothy Norris was inside with Malcolm and Sabrina Davises’ foster son, Ontario. The pastor’s first thought was that the boy had been attacked on his way to church. But Ontario was wearing sleep clothes, not church clothes.


“Something’s happened at the Davises’,” said Dorothy.


“What?”


“He won’t say.”


“Ontario? Are you hurt?” 


Ontario stared at the pastor. Past him, really. Through him. Pastor Green kneeled down and touched his arm.


“He’s freezing cold,” he said, looking up.


“I think he’s in shock,” said Dorothy.


Ontario’s face was smeared with red. If the pastor had to guess, he would say that the boy had rubbed his eyes with his bloody hands.


“Is this his blood?”


Dorothy lowered her voice. “I don’t think so. But I don’t know.”


“Have you called the precinct?” asked Pastor Green.


“Yes,” said Dorothy.


The pastor turned back to the boy.


“Ontario. Can I make sure you’re not hurt?” He took the boy’s right hand, turned it over, looked up and down his arm. He repeated the inspection on the boy’s left arm. “Is it all right if I lift your shirt?” Ontario was still. “I just want to see if there are any scratches or cuts. … Good. Looks good. Ontario? Will you turn around for me? Just to check your back.” As he turned, Pastor Green put his fingers on the boy’s neck, and then his skull. “Good. Looks like you’re okay.”


He put his hand on his knee to straighten up, and as he did, Ontario vomited. Right on the pastor’s Sunday wingtips. The boy’s eyes widened and filled with tears.


“Oh, honey,” said Dorothy, leaning down. “It’s okay.”


“It’s all right, son,” said Pastor Green. “Nothing a little water won’t fix up.” 


Dorothy walked Ontario to the bathroom to wash out his mouth.


A voice came from the front door.


“NYPD.”

















CHAPTER TWO







Summer 2014


New York City





I know I didn’t get the job when Gary, the Trib’s Sunday editor, calls and asks me to come in and chat.


“We decided to give the position to Jack,” he says the next day. Jack, a Columbia Journalism School graduate, has been at the Trib six months to my two years. He is tall and blond and dresses like he grew up in Greenwich, Connecticut, even though he’s from Queens. Tucked-in oxford, leather belt, blazer. He’s one of those guys who walks on his toes; he bounces everywhere and so always seems as if he’s excited to get where he’s going, even if it’s to the bathroom. Jack plays shortstop on the Trib softball team and is apparently a “big hitter.” I’ve never been to a game.


“Honestly,” says Gary, “we felt like he was a little more committed.”


“Committed?”


Gary leans back in the creaky old chair, his arms folded over his stomach. I have no idea who this office belongs to. There are framed front pages of yore hanging crooked on the wall. Headlines from when the city was bankrupt, from the Son of Sam murders, from the first World Trade Center bombing.


“The whole Roseville thing,” he says. “Those interviews you got were a real scoop. Nobody from the town has talked to a single reporter since the shooting. And you gave it to that magazine.”


Of course. A couple months ago, a magazine called American Voice published a long article I wrote about the aftermath of a mass shooting in the ultra-Orthodox Jewish community of Roseville, New York, last year. It’s not The New Yorker, but it’s respected, and they paid me two thousand dollars, on top of the three-thousand-dollar fellowship I won from an organization called the Center on Culture, Crime and the Media to report the story. A Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter at The Washington Post tweeted that it was an “important” read, and I got invited to be a guest on a podcast out of Baltimore that focuses on healing after violence. I had fantasies that the article might lead to, say, a job offer from The New York Times.


So far, however, no go. I’m still working shifts at the Trib. I’m freelance, even though I work full-time, so I don’t have any obligation to alert them if I’ve gotten work elsewhere—unless it’s a competitor, like the Ledger or even The Times. When I finally told Gary and Mike, the city desk editor, about the fellowship, I said the Center had already set up publication with American Voice. But that wasn’t completely true. The woman who approved my fellowship gave me the American Voice editor’s e-mail address, but I spent weeks crafting a pitch, then had to write the entire draft on spec to convince the executive editor that a reporter from the Trib with “no feature experience” could produce something to meet “the standards of American Voice.” I didn’t tell Mike and Gary any of this, but they aren’t stupid and they probably guessed the truth, which was that the Trib was my last choice for publication. I am prouder of what was printed in American Voice than anything else I’ve written—by far. It had context, depth, and even a little art in it. If I’d given the piece to the Trib it would have been a quarter as long and they would have played it like an exposé (“EXCLUSIVE! INSIDE THE ROSEVILLE MASSACRE”) instead of an essay (“After Roseville”). So I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised they’re passing me over for a staff position. I don’t bother protesting to Gary that I didn’t have control over the execution of the fellowship. Like I said, he’s not stupid.


“We might not be American Voice, but we break news here. Evan Morris beat The Times on the name of the officer in the Kendra Yaris shooting, and his history of excessive force complaints.”


“I know.”


Kendra Yaris was shot and killed by police in the East Village last week. Kendra was a line cook at the Dallas BBQ on Second Avenue and was on her way to the 6 train at Bleecker Street when the two plainclothes officers mistook the twenty-two-year-old gay woman in a Brooklyn Nets hat and baggy shorts for the “young black man, slim build, ball cap” who had just held up a bodega on St. Mark’s. Kendra, who had been attacked by three drunken frat boys two weeks earlier, was carrying a knife. She noticed the men following her and began to run. When the officers caught up, she whirled around with her knife—and took four bullets to the chest. The shooting occurred five days after two cops on Staten Island tried to arrest an asthmatic man named Eric Garner for selling loose cigarettes, and ended up killing him in the process; and a month after a cop shot and killed eighteen-year-old Michael Brown in the middle of a Ferguson, Missouri, street. Within twenty-four hours, #Justice 4Kendra joined #ICantBreathe and #HandsUpDontShoot as an internationally trending hashtag. The NYPD withheld the name of the officer who killed her, but Evan Morris, who used to cover Manhattan courts for the Trib and recently moved to writing features for the Sunday section, got a tip that he recently cost the city $150,000 after the family of a man whose arm he broke during an arrest on Avenue D in 2013 sued. Morris did a little digging and discovered that Detective James Womack had a long history of civilian complaints of excessive force. That, plus the fact that Womack and his partner chased and shot not just the wrong person, but a person of the wrong gender, made the story national news, and up until yesterday—when the NYPD finally confirmed Womack’s name and the exact sum of the recent settlement—every news outlet in the country credited the Trib when they reported the story.


“So,” says Gary, getting up, “we’d still like you to write for the section. Pitch me ideas anytime.”


We walk out of the office, and before I head to Mike’s desk to get my assignment for the day, I duck into the bathroom to call Iris. She picks up on the first ring.


“So?”


“Nope,” I say.


“I’m sorry,” she says. “You kind of expected it, right? And did you even really want that job?”


“It would have been better than what I’m doing now.”


“Maybe. Or it would have kept you from looking for something at a better publication. Maybe you’ll meet somebody tonight who’s hiring.”


Tonight I am attending a cocktail party hosted by the organization that gave me the fellowship. It’ll be the first time I’ve met any of the other journalists who’ve gotten support from the Center, and, yes, I’ve been fantasizing that I’ll make a connection that might provide a path out of the Trib.


“We’ll see,” I say.


“Don’t get all down about this, okay? It’s not like you lost out on your dream job.”


In the past two years, Iris has been promoted twice at the fashion magazine where she works. She’s humble about it; she says it was just lucky that she happened to be there when people left, but I know she’s also proud of herself. And she should be. Iris wants to be the editor-in-chief of a magazine by the time she’s forty. Her dream is Vogue, of course, but I doubt they could get Anna Wintour out of that job with a shovel.


“I know,” I say.


“Good. Hey, did you call that guy yet? Is his friend having people out again?”


That guy is Wyatt Singer, a twenty-six-year-old assistant director—or director’s assistant, I don’t remember—that I made out with at a pool party in the Hamptons two weeks ago. Iris dragged me to the land of the Kardashians when one of her colleagues had to bail on a prepaid weekend “share.” The house was a poorly maintained seven-bedroom monstrosity. There were more than twenty people sleeping there, and by the end of the weekend two of the bathrooms were unusable. All the female occupants were related to fashion in some way, and the males were mostly in TV or movies.


“I’m not calling the random guy I hooked up with in the Hamptons.”


“Why not!”


“Because I hate people who go to the Hamptons.”


“So does he!”


“He only said that because he knew that’s what I wanted him to say.”


“How is that not a good thing? He was being intuitive.”


“Oh, please.” 


“How long has it been since you slept with anybody?”


Creeping up on a year. Van Keller, a ridiculously good-looking sheriff’s deputy from Orange County, New York, came to the city for a friend’s birthday last fall, and we ended up spending the night together. We met last spring when I was investigating the death of Pessie Goldin, a Hasidic women found dead in her bathtub in Roseville, and were together when we heard about the shooting. The sex was great—urgent but unhurried, lots of kissing and locking eyes—but when he called a couple days later he said he didn’t think we should do it again. I think I’m too old for you, he said. What he meant, though, was I think you’re too young. I think you’re too immature. He’s on Facebook, and in June someone tagged a photo of him with his arm around a beautiful black-haired woman with freckles. She has a kid, I think.


“A while,” I say to Iris. “Too long.”


“Exactly, so let’s fix that. His friend has a share and I literally cannot spend another weekend in this city. I basically had to bathe in the bathroom sink when I got into work this morning.”


“When did you become such a pussy? The humidity was worse in Florida.”


“Yeah, but I didn’t have to dress up in Florida. My thighs stick together under this skirt. And the subway is so bad. I one-hundred-percent had my face in this dude’s armpit all the way over the Manhattan Bridge this morning. There wasn’t even enough room to turn my head. I could see the white chunks of deodorant in his armpit hair.”


“Gross.”


“Oh, it was horrible.”


I hang up and go into one of the stalls. I don’t want to spend my entire career at the Trib, but alienating the editors at a paper with a million readers—the only place that offered me a job when I moved here two years ago—is a bad move. I probably could have found a way to turn at least one of the stories I found in the past year interviewing the people of Roseville into a piece for the Trib. It just wasn’t a priority. I started thinking of the fellowship as a way out the minute I got it. Does that make me a snob? The anxiety buzzing in my stomach, making me sweat in the air conditioning, tells me I’ve made a mistake. I’ve been in talk therapy, and taking daily antidepressants and the occasional antianxiety pill for a year now. The regimen controls the worst of it. I’m not running to the bathroom with the frequency I was last year, but my body still screams at me sometimes. Interacting with my mother sets it off, as does, apparently, the kind of self-doubt (or, as Iris would probably call it, self-flagellation) that losing a job I disdained ignites.


I pass Jack on my way toward the city desk and congratulate him.


“Thanks!” he says, chipper as always. “I read your piece in American Voice. Wow! That’s, like, the byline of the century!” 


I smile. “Thanks. On to the next, I guess.”


Mike, as usual, is bent over his computer at the city desk.


“Hey,” I say.


He lifts his head before his eyes. “Oh, good, you’re in a dress.”


“Excuse me?”


“That’s not … I mean, I can send you someplace professional,” he stammers. Unlike some of the red-faced, thrice-divorced men in the newsroom, Mike is not a flirt, and he’s so clearly flustered by my insinuation that I forgive him immediately. Plus, it is somewhat remarkable that I am wearing a dress. I borrowed it from Iris this morning for the party.


“Someplace professional?”


“Sandra Michaels is speaking at an event at the Plaza. We can get you in.” Sandra Michaels is a Brooklyn prosecutor and, according to a fawning cover story in last week’s New York magazine, the presumed next district attorney of Kings County. Her boss, seventy-nine-year-old DA Stan Morrissey III, was diagnosed with stage two melanoma last month and Michaels is the one running the office—which means she is the one deciding whether to indict James Womack for killing Kendra Yaris. But my guess is that neither of these things are what the Trib wants me to ask her about. “Did you see the story about her ex this morning?” Mike asks.


I did. I picked up a copy of the Trib at the bodega above my subway stop and went through it on the way to the office. On page five there was a story headlined “Exclusive: Next DA Is a ‘Deadbeat’ Mom.” That article featured Michaels’ ex-husband telling a Trib reporter that after their divorce in 2000, she missed three months of child support payments.


“I don’t think she’s qualified to be the DA if she didn’t follow the law herself,” said Tom McGinty.


“It’s doing really well on the Web site,” says Mike. “We want to get a response from Michaels for a follow.”


It’s the cheapest kind of tabloid story. If I’d gotten the Sunday job I might be able to spend a day or two working on a story about how much the city paid out each year to people who accused cops of misconduct, but as a runner on the city desk, I just have to go where they tell me.




*





At just before noon, I climb the red-carpeted steps to the Plaza Hotel where the New York Women’s Law Coalition is holding its annual awards luncheon. I’ve never been here before, and it’s less grand than I imagined. Wallpaper a little faded, lights a little too bright. But worst of all, the air conditioning seems to be on the fritz. It’s easily eighty-five degrees in the lobby.


An easel displays a poster with the future DA’s face on it: THE NEW YORK WOMEN’S LAW COALITION HONORS SANDRA MICHAELS. I approach the check-in table and say I am from the Trib. Both women manning the table look up from their clipboards aghast. Clearly, they’ve seen the article about her ex.


“ID please,” says the one wearing a “J” necklace around her neck.


I show her my Trib badge. She looks at it longer than she needs to, hands it back, and says, “Table fourteen.”


The room fills up quickly. Everyone is fanning themselves with their paper programs and motioning to the waiters for more ice water. My tablemates are three third-year law students on scholarships from the NYWLC, a reporter from the East Coast Law Review, and an intern in Michaels’ office. Of the four, only the girl from the office had read the article about Michaels’ ex.


“I didn’t write it,” I say.


“What a fucking asshole,” says the intern. “Guy should be embarrassed his ex-wife had to give him money.”


Well said.


While we wait for the program to begin, I grab the breadbasket and take two rolls and a pat of butter. Assignments involving free food are rare. Every once in a while I cover a press event with snacks, and last year I got sent to the annual chocolate show at the Javits Center; that was a highlight. But this is my first sit-down meal. After the waiters serve the entrée, the president of the NYWLC makes a speech and solicits donations for the organization’s scholarships, gesturing to the girls at my table, who stand and smile to applause.


“And now,” says the president, “it is my great pleasure to present this year’s NYWLC Woman of the Year, soon to be the first female district attorney of Kings County, Sandra Michaels.”


Everyone claps, and Sandra Michaels stands up from her seat at the table by the little stage. Sandra is wearing a stylish sky-blue and cream suit and low beige heels. She’s had her well-cut blond hair blown out this morning. I’d guess she’s in her late fifties. She was in black-and-white on the cover of New York magazine. A Hillary-style headshot and the coverline “The Next DA of Brooklyn.” They ran the statement without a question mark, which caused a fuss. When I saw it I wondered if she knew they were going to do that, or if they pulled a reverse Sex and the City and surprised her. According to the article, Sandra grew up in Brooklyn Heights, one of two daughters of a history professor and a piano teacher. She went to Fordham, then Columbia Law, and spent two years at the Children’s Defense Fund before taking a job in Morrissey’s office in the late 1980s. She started with drug cases, then got a chance at homicide in 1992 and rose quickly, “prosecuting some of the most complex cases of the crack era.” Now, she teaches a course at NYU, and when Morrissey retires next year, will likely run for—and win—his position, making her just the second female district attorney in New York City history. The New York magazine profile did not mention her personal life at all. Not even a line about marriage or children, but I know from the Trib that she’s been married at least once and has an adult son. 


“I had a speech prepared, but honestly, it’s too hot to listen to me talk for long.”


Everyone chuckles.


“This award is especially meaningful to me because when I made the choice to leave advocacy law and begin prosecuting cases, I worried that many of the women I admired in law school and early in my career would think that I had abandoned those who were most needy in order to become part of the big, ugly machine. Don’t get me wrong, the machine can be big and ugly. But I believed then and I believe even more strongly now that we cannot surrender the functioning of our justice system to men. We need women of substance, women with backbone, women with righteous anger. We need them to go after the child killers and the rapists and the stalkers and the abusers. As women, we must be present at the prosecutor’s table, on the bench, and on the ballot.”


She fans her face with her hand, and someone sitting at her table passes her a glass of ice water.


“God, it’s bad in here. I’m going to cut it short so we can all escape. Thank you so much for recognizing the work prosecutors do. Thank you.”


Everyone claps, and the president comes back, gives Sandra a hug, and reminds the audience to check the organization’s Web site for upcoming events, job opportunities, and the mentorship program. People gather around Sandra at her table. I better just get this over with. I wait in a not-insignificant line of well-wishers, and a couple other reporters, who either congratulate, question, or take a photo with the honoree. Close-up, Sandra Michaels is wearing a little too much makeup. Her nails are French manicured and a tasteful emerald band encircles the ring finger of her right hand.


“My name is Rebekah Roberts,” I say, when it is my turn. “I’m a reporter with the Trib, and I wondered if you have any response to what your ex-husband is saying about child support.”


I speak quickly, assuming she read the article I’m referring to. The way you articulate a question as a reporter is very important. You often only have one chance before whomever you’re talking to moves on to another reporter, hangs up, shouts you off the lawn, or, in this case, potentially chases you out of the room.


Sandra Michaels flinches, and the president of the NYWLC, who is standing beside her, gasps.


“Who let you in? You should be ashamed of yourself.”


Sandra lifts her chin and shakes her head slowly: tsk tsk.


“It’s hard to believe this is the best use of your time,” she says, almost cordial in her condescension.


“I know … I’m just …”


“Oh, please don’t even say you’re just doing your job,” says the young woman in line behind me.


I look at my notebook. All around me, women murmur their assent.


“Sandra paved the way for female prosecutors in the city. And this is what you want to write a story about? It’s so anti-feminist!”


“As you would have known had you talked to a single source other than my former husband for your story,” says Michaels, “the period of time during which I did not send child support checks to Tom was a period of time when my son was living with me, and Tom was hospitalized for depression. Feel free to call the Marymount Psychiatric Center in Roslyn for confirmation. And feel free to request the rest of the public documents on the situation, which tell the story quite clearly.”


I don’t bother protesting that I had nothing to do with the original story. All I want is out of there.


“Got it,” I say, stepping back. “Thanks. Sorry.”


I beeline out of the hotel, half expecting to be pelted with scones, and jog across Fifty-ninth Street to the sidewalk at the top of Central Park. The horseshit smell is practically visible, hovering at nose level as the carriages wait for tourists to spend thirty-five dollars for a fifteen-minute memory. I call the city desk and am routed to Marisa, who used to run with me but switched to rewrite after she got pregnant.


“This story is so gross,” she says.


“Oh, it’s worse than that,” I say. “It’s not even true.”


I fill her in, she tells me to hold, and after about four minutes she comes back on to tell me I’m done for the day.


“Aren’t you glad you majored in journalism?” asks Marisa. “We’re really doing God’s work.” 


Most of the people I know that work at the Trib have a love-hate relationship with the paper. They complain and talk shit and make jokes about the managing editor, Albert Morgan, “going for a Pulitzer” when there’s a spread or a series on something borderline ridiculous—like a map of the venues where Shia LeBeouf has been arrested. But they also talk shit about The New York Times, and the ridiculous stories they do about rich people decorating their TriBeCa lofts with driftwood from Hurricane Sandy, or the home fermentation “craze” in Williamsburg. Trib reporters take pride in the fact that we cover the murders and trials and corruption and union disputes that The Times ignores. Still, we’d all jump if The Times—or just about any other news organization—came calling.


I kill the rest of the afternoon in the air conditioning of the Barnes & Noble at Union Square, then head to the Village for the Center’s cocktail party. The bronze plaque on the door of the brick townhouse just off Washington Square Park reads: THE UNDERHILL CLUB, est. 1913. In the foyer there is an easel holding a poster that bears the Center’s name and the phrase WELCOME FELLOWS! Two easels in one day. Printed around the greeting are the names of news organizations that, presumably, my fellow fellows work for: NPR, the Guardian, ProPublica, Frontline, Mother Jones, The Marshall Project. A piece of paper with an arrow printed on it directs me upstairs. There are probably twenty-five people in the room—that perfectly awkward size between intimate and anonymous. Iris’s borrowed heels knock against the old wooden floor as I make my way to the bar: a card table set with bottles of wine, plastic glasses, and bowls of mixed nuts. I pour myself a glass of the chardonnay—it’s too hot to even consider red wine—and scan the room for a familiar face. Valerie, the woman who gave me the fellowship and helped me place it with American Voice, appears deep in conversation with two women and a man. It’s funny: I can walk up to a cranky stranger and bug them about why they’re waiting in line for a pastry, or whether they’d be willing to share a memory of their just-murdered next-door neighbor, but the idea of starting a conversation with one of the people in this room terrifies me. If Iris were here, she’d drag me to Valerie. Don’t be lame, she’d say. Just because they have fancier jobs than you doesn’t mean they’re better than you. I take a wide swallow of the lukewarm chardonnay and head over.


“The problem isn’t space,” says the older of the two women talking to Valerie. “It’s not even will. Young editors have visions of Pulitzers, too. If they can get somebody else—somebody like the Center—to pay for the reporting, they’ll run a big investigation. The problem is the readership. They don’t fucking care! We exposed what agribusiness was doing to the California water supply five years ago! There were literally thousands of people who had no water all over the Central Valley—even back then. We’re talking people—working people, people who own their homes—who ate exclusively microwave dinners so they didn’t have to do dishes. But no one gave a shit. They held one hearing—one—in Sacramento. A couple CEOs got questioned, said they’d do better. It was utter bullshit. The only people who made the effort to come to the capitol and show support were four families who had been showering at a gym five miles from their home for literally two years. No one else cared enough to even, like, hold a fucking sign outside the hearing.”


“That was at The Chronicle, right?” says the man. He’s a little older than I am, possibly Filipino. He’s wearing khakis and a seafoam polo shirt. “Didn’t you guys win an IRE medal for that?”


“Sure. But do you know how many clicks the story got? Like, fifty. Seriously, the science page did better that week.” She hikes up the soft briefcase she is carrying on one shoulder. “I mean, if people don’t care, what the fuck are we doing? My sister says I should go into PR. I’ve got two kids about to take on huge student loan debt because I’ve been banging my head against a wall for fifty grand a year.”


Valerie and the younger woman look mildly uncomfortable. Each nods and sneaks a look around them, which is good for me.


“Rebekah! So glad you could make it,” says Valerie. “Kate, Domanick, Amanda, this is Rebekah Roberts. She wrote the piece for American Voice about the aftermath of the Roseville massacre.”


“Great piece!” says Domanick. “I remember thinking when it happened that we were never really going to know what was going on. I learned a lot. And the writing was really beautiful.”


“Thanks,” I say, unable to suppress a smile. “You just made my day.”


“Domanick was a fellow, what? Two years ago?”


“Four.”


“Four! John Jay College had collected a ton of great data on people who confessed to a crime but were exonerated by DNA. Really groundbreaking stuff, but they needed personal stories to drive it home. We hooked them up with Domanick.”


“And I am forever grateful,” says Domanick. “I was freelancing doctor profiles for a medical newsletter out of Pennsylvania to make rent. All of a sudden I got the cover story in The Atlantic.”


“Not all of a sudden,” says Valerie. “It took you, what, nine months of reporting?”


“At least.”


“I remember it,” I say. “We read it in school, in my investigative reporting class.”


“Yeah? Well, that makes me feel good—and old.” Everyone laughs. “It got a good response. I don’t know about the clicks. I try not to pay attention, honestly.”


“I learned a lot,” I say. “I mean, it’s hard to imagine why somebody would say they committed a crime—especially something like murder—when they didn’t. But you made it come alive. How it felt to be in that room. You know, scared and tired and just wanting to go home. I remember one guy you profiled said he actually knew the kid who had done the shooting. He said a bunch of people saw it, right? And he was like, they’ll figure it out eventually so, yeah, sure, I did it.”


“Marco King,” says Domanick, nodding. “He was seventeen. Did twenty-six years inside.”


“That’s what you get for trusting the system,” says the younger woman.


“Amanda, I’ve been meaning to introduce you and Rebekah,” says Valerie. “You’re both in Brooklyn. Amanda does the Homicide Blog.”


“That’s you?” I say.


“That’s me,” she says.


I’ve heard of the Homicide Blog—the Trib did a short piece on it last year. Basically, they track every single homicide in New York City. I think there were around 350 murders last year, but they don’t all make the paper. And a lot of the ones that do only make the blotter, often without a name. Just: victim. Amanda’s blog makes a new page for every person killed. She maps the deaths, too. And updates the pages if there’s an arrest.


Amanda does not look like a gritty homicide reporter. She’s wearing what is essentially a muumuu, and, if I had to guess, I’d say she is pregnant.


“I’m a big fan,” I say.


“Thanks.” She smiles and I see she’s got something stuck in between her two front teeth. Part of a nut shell, probably. 


“Where are you now?” asks Kate.


“I’m at the Tribune,” I say.


“Oh, yeah? Chicago’s a great news town. I was at the Sun-Times in the nineties. Couldn’t take the fucking cold, though. Damn.”


“Not Chicago. The New York Tribune.”


“The Trib?” Kate doesn’t even attempt to hide her disdain. “Really? Tell me you didn’t work on that bullshit from Sandra Michaels’ ex.”


I shake my head.


“Fucking bullshit,” she continues, raising her voice. “Did you guys see it?”


Head shakes all around. Now all three of them are looking to get out of this conversation.


“You read the profile in New York, right?” Kate doesn’t wait for a response. “Sandra Michaels has the best record of convicting violent domestic offenders in the city. She’s going to be the next Brooklyn DA. Anyway, the fucking Trib digs up her ex-husband—who she divorced fifteen years ago and who I happen to know hasn’t been employed since—to talk shit on her.”


I decide not to mention the Palm Court luncheon.


“Sounds awful,” says Valerie. She puts her hand on my shoulder. “I think we need to get this started. Are you all coming to the panels tomorrow?” The Center is hosting a conference on criminal justice reporting.


“Of course,” says Kate. “I’m moderating the environmental crime panel.” 


“I have to work,” I say. “I’m really sorry.”


“We’ll miss you,” she says. “Keep in touch. I’d love to fund something else from you. We’ve gotten really great feedback on the American Voice article. That peek behind the curtain of the Hasidic world was really powerful.”


“Thank you,” I say. “I’ll definitely be in touch.”


“I was telling these guys that we just got funding to dig into wrongful convictions. Thanks, in part, to Domanick. So let me know if you’ve got anything there.”


“Definitely.”


Valerie walks away. Kate follows her without saying good-bye.


“Great meeting you ladies,” says Domanick. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Amanda?”


Amanda nods.


“Good luck, Rebekah,” he says, handing me his card. “Let me know if I can ever help you with anything.”


“I will,” I say. “Thanks.”


Domanick heads to the bar, where he immediately starts chatting with another group of people.


“Kate’s an asshole,” says Amanda. “She’s the perfect example of people stuck in the old media model. I mean, come on. What did you think when you got into public service reporting, that you were gonna be able to pay for your kids to go to Yale? Please.”


I smile, then lean in and whisper, “You’ve got a little something in your teeth.”


Her hand goes up to cover her mouth. 


“Oh, Christ,” she says. “Thanks for telling me.”


“I’d want to know.”


“Exactly.” She pulls out her phone and grins at the screen, picks the nut shell out with her fingernail. “All good?”


“Gone.”


“I hate these things. I wouldn’t have come except that Valerie’s been really supportive of the blog. She recommended us to a couple other organizations that give grants, and without those we would be under.”


“How many people work for you?”


“It’s just me,” she says.


“You do all that yourself?”


“Well, my husband helps with the back end. But basically, I never leave the house. And when this one comes I will officially never leave.” She puts her hand on her belly.


“When are you due?”


“September.”


“Is it your first?”


“Ha! I wish. No, I’m kidding. This’ll be my third.”


“Whoa.”


“I know. I’m insane. But I was an only child. My husband’s from a big family and I always really wanted that.”


“How old are the other two?”


“Two and four. The oldest one starts preschool next month, thank God. Having three at home at the same time might actually kill me.” She laughs. “That would be hilarious. You could take over the blog and write about me! Amanda Button, insane person, was found dead in her home. Police suspect her children are at fault, but can’t find the murder weapon.”


I laugh, too, partly because Amanda’s laugh is so funny. It’s this grumbling cackle that sounds like a cross between Dr. Evil and Bette Davis. I like this girl.


“How do you take care of two kids and do the blog? There’s, like, almost a murder every day, right?”


“Just about. I do a lot when they’re asleep. I’m kind of an insomniac. My husband works from home, too, so we trade off. He does freelance web design and software stuff.”


“You do everything from home?”


She nods. “I’ve got a police scanner so I get alerted when there’s a body. Then I start trolling social media for keywords in that neighborhood. Now that people know about the blog they tweet at me and send me Facebook messages. But what about you? What are you working on?”


“Nothing, really,” I say. Amanda doesn’t seem like the judgmental type. “I’m kind of looking for something.”


“Well, if you’re interested in pitching Valerie’s wrongful conviction project, I get letters all the time from prisoners who say they’re innocent. I don’t have time to go through them, but there might be something there.

















CHAPTER THREE





Two days after the cocktail party, I take the F train to a neighborhood called Ditmas Park, which is south of where I live in Gowanus and north of Borough Park. Amanda and her brood live on the second floor of an enormous old house that was probably once elegant, but is now covered entirely in roofing shingles. An exterior staircase indicates the home has been partitioned into apartments. It’s the biggest house on the block—and all the houses are suburban-style big—but hands down the ugliest.


There are four buzzers by the front door. I press the button marked “Button!” After about thirty seconds, Amanda opens the door, carrying a little boy on her hip.


“Welcome to the madhouse,” she says.


“Who’s this?” I ask. I’m not exactly a kid person, but it seems rude to ignore him.


“This is Liam,” she says. “His brother is asleep and he’s supposed to be asleep, too. Isn’t he?” 


Liam rests his head on his mommy’s shoulder. Big eyes blink at me.


“Come on up. It’s messy but we’ve got the AC cranking.”


I follow her up the wide carpeted staircase to a landing with one door at either end.


“They split the house into apartments in the eighties, I think,” says Amanda, pushing open one of the doors. The main room is enormous—someone must have knocked down a wall at some point. A bank of windows faces the backyard, and the space appears to function as a combination kitchen-office-playroom-living room-dining room. The floor is half-covered in foam tiles with a letter of the alphabet on each and strewn with toys. On one side is a playpen, a stationary tricycle, an easel, a plastic table and chairs set, and a tub full of more toys. On the other side is a flimsy IKEA desk with three computer monitors in a semicircle.


“This is mission control,” says Amanda. “The bedrooms are tiny and there’s only one bathroom, but this room makes it doable. I mean, it’s insane. But doable. Do you want something to drink?” She opens the refrigerator. “I actually made lemonade last night. Do you want some?”


“I’d love some,” I say. Liam has closed his eyes. “Looks like he’s out.”


Amanda looks down at him. “Sweet,” she whispers. “Okay, give me a minute to see if I can put him down.” 


“I’m not in a hurry. Do what you gotta do.”


Amanda smiles and disappears down the hall, waddling in bare feet, one baby in her belly, one on her hip. Before I got here, Iris and I had brunch. When I leave, I might take a nap. Tonight we’re headed to Prospect Park for a free reggae concert. We’ll take a blanket and a cooler and maybe stop at a bar on our way home. That’s a Saturday in my life. But for a mom like Amanda, the work never ends. Even leisure life is work. I’m not going to lie: it doesn’t look fun.


The dining room table is a circle with four chairs, two of which have booster seats strapped to them. I sweep a couple Cheerios off one that doesn’t and drop them in a trash can near the stove, then sit down. As I do, one of the dark computer screens comes to life. Amanda is getting an alert. I get up to look and see her coming back from the bedrooms.


“Your computer just lit up.”


“Oh, yeah? There was a stabbing in Brownsville last night. Female. She wasn’t dead when the cops found her, but she might be now.”


Amanda sits down at her station and moves the mouse around, presses a few keys. “Yeah, looks like. Getting RIP tweets from the neighborhood.” She points at the middle screen, which shows a map of Brooklyn, and every few seconds a red flag pops up. “I can search for hashtags, like RIP, in the neighborhood where the cops find the body. Then whenever anybody who’s got their locator on tweets with that hashtag it maps it. Look.” She clicks on one flag and a window opens with a tweet from BayBeGurl89: too young too soon. I’ll always love you @Jasmeen190. #RIP #lovekills #prayersplease


“Love kills,” says Amanda. “I bet it turns out to be her boyfriend. Or an ex.” Amanda clicks into the profile of Jasmeen190, aka Jaz. Her profile picture shows her as a young dark-skinned black woman with neon pink and black cornrows and a silver stud in the space above her lips where Cindy Crawford has a mole. Her personal description reads: sing from the heart.


“Sad,” I say.


“Yup,” says Amanda, clicking around. She opens a window on the computer screen to her left. “I entered a dummy post last night when I heard the scanner call. Female and Brownsville. I’m gonna message this baby girl eighty-nine and ask her if she has a photo of Jasmeen I can use. And see if she can hook me up with family for a full name and DOB. See if they’re taking donations. I can post a link to that.”


“Should I get out of your hair?”


“No, no. It’s nice to have company. Jonathan’s out of town all weekend doing an on-site with a client in North Carolina. Bastard!” She giggles. “I haven’t left the city in years! That cocktail party was the first time I’d been in Manhattan since there was snow. Literally. Okay. Let me just send a couple quick messages….” She types and clicks and then swivels around in her chair. 


“Lemonade?”


“Sure,” I say. “Thanks.”


She pops up and goes to the refrigerator, which is covered with children’s drawings, wedding announcements, and coupons from CVS. She grabs a Tupperware pitcher from the top shelf and rights two glasses that appear to be part of a set from McDonald’s from their upside-down perch in the dish rack on the counter.


“Hope you don’t mind the Hulk,” she says.


“Not at all,” I say. “I love the Hulk.”


“So,” she says. “The letters. I realized after I mentioned them to you that I really have no idea if they’re even worth looking at. I started getting them a couple months after the blog went live. At first I was going through them, but then they just piled up. Everybody says they’re innocent, obviously. But a lot of the cases are from the eighties and nineties, which was ground zero for murders in the city. There were more than two thousand murders in 1991. That’s what, six times as many as last year? And it’s not like there were six times as many cops or prosecutors. It makes sense that they might have botched some of the cases. DNA technology didn’t really exist. And all that stuff Domanick wrote about with false confessions. Not to mention how unreliable eyewitness testimony is….”


“The Central Park Five case was around then, right?”


“Exactly! Those poor kids were totally railroaded. I was in elementary school in 1989. My mom used to run in Prospect Park and my dad made her stop after that. We lived in Park Slope, which was nicer than Harlem or Crown Heights, but there was still, like, broken glass from crack pipes all over the sidewalks. I remember I wasn’t allowed to wear open-toed shoes at all until high school when things started getting a little better. My dad was convinced I’d step on glass or a needle and get AIDS.


“The tabloids had everybody scared, too. They made it seem even worse than it was. Now, everybody’s all over the killer cops, but back then it was all about the scary black men terrorizing the city. Men and boys. Teen super-predators, shit like that. Did you know Donald Trump actually took out a full-page ad to declare that the Central Park Five should get the death penalty? I’m serious! And they were more than happy to take his money.” She pauses. “Sorry, I’m rambling.”


“It’s okay,” I say. “I didn’t grow up here, so there’s a lot I don’t know.”


“Where are you from?”


“Florida.”


“Oh, yeah? What part?”


“Orlando.”


“Near Disney World?”


“Yeah,” I say. “My grandpa worked there for years. In the corporate offices.”


“Did you get discounts?”


I nod. “I worked in the park the summer right after high school. At one of the stores that sold Mickey hats and stuff. It was hell. Hell. That’s sort of when I decided I wouldn’t have kids.”


“I should have worked at Disney World!” shouts Amanda, laughing that enormous laugh. Then she covers her mouth. “Shit. I really hope I didn’t wake them.” She shakes her head, smiling.


“Are you sure this isn’t something you want to work on?” I ask.


“Oh my God, no. The whole fucking ‘justice’ process makes me crazy.” She uses her fingers to put air quotes around the word justice. “I’m about the victims. I mean, if somebody got wrongfully convicted, they’re a victim, too, obviously. But mostly I try to give the people who literally can’t speak—the dead people—a voice. Make sure they aren’t completely forgotten. And the people left behind. Have you ever known anybody who was murdered?”


“No one I was close to,” I say.


“Good,” she says. “I don’t wish it on anyone. When I was fourteen, my aunt’s husband came home and shot her and then himself. They lived a couple blocks from us. She was a lot younger than my dad, and he’d practically raised her after his mom died from cancer. It destroyed him. My parents got divorced a couple years later. He just gave up on everything. He started drinking too much, lost his job. I was really pissed at him for a long time. I mean, I loved her, too. So did my mom. But you can’t predict how a violent death like that is going to affect someone. Some people can take it. But, I mean, some people can take war, too. When somebody you love is murdered, it’s like a bomb goes off in your life. If you survive intact you’re lucky. And the thing is, there are neighborhoods in this city where bombs like that are going off every night. The same families are getting hit over and over. The cops come in and maybe the reporters come in, and they ask questions so they can do their jobs, and then they’re gone. Can you imagine if your brother, or your best friend, was shot to death and didn’t even get his picture in the paper? For you, for everybody around you, it’s front-page news. It’s bigger than 9/11. But for the rest of the world, it’s like nothing even happened. That disconnect fucks with people. What I do is mark the deaths. All of them. The rest of it, ‘justice,’ that’s somebody else’s job.”




*





Amanda puts eight packets from various prisoners across New York State into a paper shopping bag from Trader Joe’s and tells me she’d love to help if I find anything interesting. I walk a few blocks south to Cortelyou Road, order an iced coffee at a café with a sidewalk patio, and start opening the envelopes. Some are more than an inch thick, with photocopies of motions and statements and judgments, sentencing reports, witness lists, disciplinary records, medical histories. Some even include crime-scene photos. Each begins with a letter, addressed to Amanda. Dear Ms. Button. The handwriting breaks my heart: careful, neat and even as a grade school cursive test. I almost feel embarrassed for the men writing, imagining them hunched over in a cell with a pen, trying to imbue each letter with the sincerity of their plea. Thinking, if this f is upright, she will believe me and I will go free.


Michael Malone, writing from Otisville Correctional Facility, was convicted of rape and burglary in 1997: The victim had bite marks on her and a doctor said they matched my teeth. He includes an article from Mother Jones with the headline: “Everything You Think You Know About Forensics Is Wrong: How Prosecutors Sold Bite Mark, Bullet Casing and Fingerprint Analysis as Real Science.” Timothy Whiting, an inmate at Attica, says he has been serving time since 1989 for a bank robbery in Queens where a guard was shot and killed: Two of my friends testified I was in Manhattan that day, but the prosecutor said they were lying because we grew up together. Timothy’s packet has statements from his friends, a photograph of his daughter (she was eighteen months old when he went upstate) and grandson, and a photocopy of a certificate that congratulates him for completing an associate’s degree through Genesee Community College. Elmira inmate Kenneth Deeds, convicted of hit-and-run homicide in 1990, says that his lawyer was incompetent: The witness who swore it was me told the cops she saw a tall man running away. I’m 5' 6" and my lawyer didn’t ask her a single question at trial. Deeds includes the witness’s original signed statement to police, as well as a photograph of him standing next to a wall height chart. 


DeShawn Perkins, a prisoner at Coxsackie State Prison in Greene County has written in blue ink.




Dear Ms. Button,


My name is DeShawn Perkins. Every time I can get to a computer, I read your blog. I think you are doing a very good thing. My mama died by murder when I was little but nobody cared. I’m glad to see some things are different now.


I got in a lot of trouble when I was a teenager. I stole and I lied. But I didn’t do the crime I was convicted of. I’m not a murderer. Malcolm and Sabrina Davis took me in when I was 6 years old and they were my family.


I was with my girlfriend, LaToya Marshall, that night of the murders, but the cops didn’t believe her when she told them. And the detective tricked me into confessing.


Since I’ve been inside I’ve learned a lot. I got a high school diploma and I work in the kitchen. I know life isn’t fair. But somebody else killed my family and I’m paying for his crime.


Thank you. God bless.


DeShawn





Along with the letter, DeShawn included the original incident report on the murders, his signed confession, and a statement from a woman named Henrietta Eubanks. I don’t see anything about physical evidence, but there are some administrative-looking documents identifying DeShawn’s lawyers—for the trial and his appeal—and a sentencing report. Sandra Michaels was the original prosecutor. The confession and the witness statements are both just a few lines long. The confession was signed and witnessed by Detective Pete Olivetti on July 6, 1992, at 2:15 P.M. Henrietta Eubanks’ statement was signed and witnessed on July 5, 1992, at 8:45 P.M., by Officer Saul Katz.
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