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About the Book


From the bestselling author of BETRAYED and CORRUPTED, DAMAGED is the fourth legal thriller in Lisa Scottoline’s electrifying Rosato & Di Nunzio series.


One boy. One lawyer. One chance for justice.


Shy, dyslexic and small for his age, ten-year-old Patrick O’Brien is a natural target at school. But when Patrick is accused of attacking a school aide, the tables are turned, and the aide promptly sues the boy, his family, and the school district.


Patrick’s grandfather turns to the lawyers of Rosato & DiNunzio for help and Mary DiNunzio is soon on the case. But there is more to the story than meets the eye and Patrick may be more troubled than he seems.


With twists at every turn and secrets about the family coming to light, Mary DiNunzio might have found the case that can make her a true protector, or break her heart . . .




This book is dedicated to Franca,
a great friend, a great lawyer, and a great heroine, in her own right.
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If you want to go faster, go alone.


If you want to go farther, go together.


— African proverb










CHAPTER ONE


Mary DiNunzio hurried down the pavement, late to work because she’d had to stop by their new caterer and try crabmeat dumplings with Asian pears. Her stomach grumbled, unaccustomed to shellfish for breakfast, much less pears of any ethnicity. Her wedding was only two weeks away, and their first caterer had gone bankrupt, keeping their deposit and requiring her to pick a new menu. She had approved the mediocre crabmeat dumplings, proof that her standards for her wedding had started at Everything Must Be Perfect, declined to Good Enough, and ended at Whatever, I Do.


It was early October in Philly, unjustifiably humid, and everyone sweated as they hustled to work. Businesspeople flowed around her, plugged into earbuds and reading their phone screens, but Mary didn’t need an electronic device to be distracted, she had her regrets. She’d made some stupid decisions in her life, but by far the stupidest was not using a wedding planner. She earned enough money to hire one, but she’d thought she could do it herself. She’d figured it wasn’t rocket science and she had a law degree, which should count for more than the ability to sue the first caterer for free.


Mary didn’t know what she’d been thinking. She was a partner at Rosato & DiNunzio, so she was already working too hard to take a honeymoon, plus it was a second job to manage her wacky family in full-blown premarital frenzy. Her fiancé, Anthony, was away, leaving her to deal with her soon-to-be mother-in-law Elvira, or El Virus. Meanwhile, tonight was the final fitting for her dress and tomorrow night was her hair-and-makeup trial. She was beginning to think of her entire wedding as a trial, a notion she hated despite the fact that she was a trial lawyer. Maybe she needed a new job, too.


Mary kicked herself as she walked along, a skill not easily performed by anyone but a Guilt Professional. She had no idea why she always thought she should do everything herself. She only ended up stressed-out, every time. She was forever trying to prove something, but she didn’t know what or to whom. She felt like she’d been in a constant state of performance since the day she was born, and she didn’t know when the show would be over. Maybe when she was married. Or dead.


She reached her office building, went through the revolving door, and crossed the air-conditioned lobby, smiling for the security guard. The elevator was standing open and empty, so she climbed inside, pushed the UP button, and put on her game face. She was running fifteen minutes late for her first client, which only added to her burden of guilt, since she hated to be late for anything or anyone. Mary’s friends knew that if she was fifteen minutes late, she must have been abducted.


She checked her appearance in the stainless-steel doors, like a corporate mirror. Her reflection was blurry, but she could see the worry lines in her forehead, and her dark blonde hair was swept back into a low ponytail because she didn’t have time to blow it dry. Her contacts were glued to her eyes since she’d spent the night emailing wedding guests who hadn’t RSVP’d. She had on a fitted navy dress and she was even wearing pantyhose, which qualified as dressed up at Rosato & DiNunzio.


Mary watched impatiently as the floor numbers changed. Her legal practice was general, which meant she handled a variety of cases, mostly state-court matters for low damages, and her client base came from the middle-class families and small businesses of South Philly, where she’d grown up. She wasn’t one of those lawyers who got their self-esteem from handling big, federal-court cases for Fortune 500 clients. Not that she got her self-esteem from within. Mary was the Neighborhood Girl Who Made Good, so she got her self-esteem from being universally beloved, which was why she was never, ever late. Until now.


“Hi, Marshall!” Mary called out to the receptionist, as soon as the elevator doors opened. She glanced around the waiting room, which was empty, and hurried to the reception desk. Marshall Trow was more the firm’s Earth Goddess than its receptionist, dressing the part in her flowing boho dress, long brown braid, and pretty, wholesome features, devoid of makeup. Marshall’s demeanor was straight-up Namaste, which was probably a job requirement for working for lawyers.


“Good morning.” Marshall smiled as Mary approached.


“Where’s O’Brien? Is he here already? Did you get my text?”


“Yes, and don’t worry. I put him in conference room C with fresh coffee and muffins.”


“Thank you so much.” Mary breathed a relieved sigh.


“I chatted with him briefly. He found you from our website, you know. He’s an older man, maybe in his seventies. He seems very nice. Quiet.”


“Good. I don’t even know what the case is about. He didn’t want to talk about it over the phone.”


Marshall lifted an eyebrow. “Then you don’t know who your opposing counsel is?”


“No, who?” Mary was just about to leave the desk, but stopped.


“Nick Machiavelli.”


“Machiavelli! The Dark Prince of South Philly.” Mary felt her competitive juices flowing. “I always wanted a case against him.”


“Machiavelli can’t be his real name, can it? That has to be fake.”


“Yes, it’s his real name, I know him from high school. His family claims to be direct descendants of the real Machiavelli. That’s the part that’s fake. His father owns a body shop.” Mary thought back. “I went to Goretti, a girl’s school, and he went to Neumann, our brother school. We didn’t have classes with the boys, but I remember him from the dances. He was so slick, a BS artist, even then.”


“Is he a good lawyer?” Marshall handed Mary a few phone messages and a stack of morning mail.


“Honestly, yes.” Mary had watched Machiavelli build a booming practice the same way she had, drawing from South Philly. The stories about his legal prowess were legendary, though they were exaggerated by his public relations firm. In high school, he had been voted Class President, Prom King, and Most Likely to Succeed because he was cunning, handsome, and basically, Machiavellian.


“Good luck.”


“Thanks.” Mary took off down the hallway, with one stop to make before her office. Her gut churned, but it could have been the dumplings. The real Niccolo Machiavelli had thought it was better to be feared than loved, and his alleged descendant followed suit. Nick Machiavelli was feared, not loved, and on the other hand, Mary was loved, but not feared. She always knew that one day they would meet in a battle, and that when they did, it would be a fight between good and evil, with billable hours.


Mary reached her best friend Judy’s office, where she ducked inside and set down a foam container of leftover dumplings amid the happy clutter on the desk. Judy Carrier was one of those people who could eat constantly and never gain weight, like a mythical beast or maybe a girl unicorn.


“Good morning!” Judy looked up from her laptop with a broad grin. She had a space between her two front teeth that she made look adorable. Her cheery face was as round as the sun, framed by punky blonde hair, with large blue eyes and a turned-up nose. Judy was the firm’s legal genius, though she dressed artsy, like today she had on a boxy hot pink T-shirt with yellow shorts and orange Crocs covered by stuck-on multicolored daisies.


“Please tell me that you’re not going to court dressed like that.”


“I’m not, but I think I look cute.” Judy reached for the container. “What did you bring me? Spring rolls? Spanakopita?”


“Guess what, I have a new case—against Nick Machiavelli.”


“Ha! That name cracks me up every time I hear it. What a fraud.”


Judy’s blue eyes lit up as she opened the lid of the container. “Yummy.”


“I’m finally going up against him.”


“You’ll kick his ass.” Judy opened the drawer that contained her secret stash of plastic forks.


“Don’t underestimate him.”


“I’m not, but you’re better.” Judy got a fork and shut the drawer. “What kind of case is it?”


“I don’t know yet. The client’s in the conference room.”


“Meanwhile, I thought you were going vegetarian.” Judy frowned at the dumplings. “This smells like crabmeat. Crabmeat isn’t vegetarian.”


“It’s vegetarian enough,” Mary said on her way out. “I gotta go.”


“There’s no such thing as vegetarian enough!”


Mary hurried to her office, dumped her purse, mail, and messenger bag inside, grabbed her laptop, and hustled to conference room C.




CHAPTER TWO


“Good morning, I’m Mary DiNunzio.” Mary closed the door as O’Brien tucked his napkin in the pocket of his worn khakis, which he had on with a boxy navy sports jacket that hung on his long, bony frame. His blue-striped tie lay against his chest, and Mary noticed as she approached him that his oxford shirt had a fraying collar. Edward’s hooded eyes were an aged hazel green behind wire-rimmed glasses, with visible bifocal windows. His face was long and lined, and his crow’s-feet deep. Folds bracketed his mouth, and age-spots dotted his temples and forehead. His complexion was ruddy, though Mary could smell the minty tang of a fresh shave.


“Edward O’Brien,” O’Brien said, walking over, his bald head tilting partway down. He was probably six-foot-two, but he hunched over in a way that made him seem like a much older man than he was, which was probably in his seventies.


“Please accept my apologies for being late.” Mary shook his slim hand.


“Not at all. And call me Edward.”


“Great. Please, sit down.” Mary sat down with her laptop and gestured him into the seat, catty-corner to her left.


“Thanks.” Edward sank into the fabric swivel seat, bending his long legs slowly at the knee.


“So how can I help you, Edward?”


“This is a free consultation, correct? That’s what it said on the website.” Edward frowned, his forehead lined deeply.


“Yes, completely free.” Mary opened her laptop and hit the RECORD button discreetly, so he wouldn’t be self-conscious. “I hope you don’t mind if I record the session.”


“It’s fine. I’m here because of my grandson, Patrick. I’ll begin at the beginning.”


“Please do.” Mary liked his reserved, gentlemanly manner. His teeth were even but tea-stained, which she found oddly charming.


“Patrick is ten, and he’s in the fifth grade at Grayson Elementary School in the city. We live in Juniata.” Edward pursed his lips, which turned down at the corners. “He’s got special needs. He’s dyslexic, and I think I need a lawyer to help with his school. I should have dealt with it before.”


“Okay, understood.” Mary got her bearings, now that she knew this was a special education case. Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, a federal law, students with learning disabilities were entitled to an education that met their needs at no cost. She’d been developing an expertise in special ed cases and had represented many children with dyslexia, a language-based learning disability. There were differences in symptoms and degrees of dyslexia along the spectrum, but most dyslexic children couldn’t decode, or put a sound to the symbol on the page, and therefore couldn’t phonetically figure out the word because the symbols on the page had no meaning.


“He can’t read at all. He thinks I don’t know, but I do.”


“Not at all, even at ten?” Mary didn’t hide the dismay in her tone. Sadly, it wasn’t unheard of in Philly’s public schools.


“No, and his spelling and letters are terrible.”


Mary nodded, knowing that most dyslexic children had spelling problems as well as handwriting problems, or dysgraphia, since handwriting skills came from the same area of the brain as language acquisition.


“I read to him sometimes, and he likes that, and I guess I kind of gave up trying to teach him to read. I thought he’d pick it up at school.”


“Have they identified his learning disability at school?”


“Yes. In second grade.”


“Does he have an IEP?” Mary asked, because under the law, schools were required to evaluate a child and formulate an individualized education program, or an IEP, to set forth the services and support he was supposed to receive and to help him achieve in his areas of need.


“Yes, but it isn’t helping. I have it with me.” Edward patted a battered mailing envelope in front of him, but Mary needed some background.


“Before we get too far, where are Patrick’s parents?”


“They passed. Patrick is my daughter Suzanne’s only child, and she passed away four years ago in December. On the twelfth, right before Christmas.” Edward’s face darkened. “I have no other children and my wife, Patty, passed away a decade ago.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Thank you. My daughter Suzanne was killed by a drunk driver.” Edward puckered his lower lip, wrinkling deeply around his mouth. “I retired when that happened. I’m raising Patrick. I was an accountant, self-employed.”


“Again, I’m so sorry, and Patrick is lucky to have you.” Mary admired him. “How old was Patrick when his mother passed?”


“Six, a few months into first grade at Grayson Elementary. He took it very hard.”


“I’m sure.” Mary felt for him and Patrick. Special education cases could be emotional because they involved an entire family, and nothing was more important to a family than its children. Mary felt that special ed practice was the intersection of love and law, so it was tailor-made for her. This work had made her both the happiest, and the saddest, she’d ever been as a lawyer.


“Finally, he’s doing great at home. It’s school that’s the problem. The kids know he can’t read and they tease him. It’s been that way for a long time but this year, it’s getting worse.”


Mary had seen it before, though dyslexia could be treated with intensive interventions, the earlier the better. “How’s his self-esteem?”


“Not good, he thinks he’s stupid.” Edward frowned. “I tell him he’s not but he doesn’t believe me.”


“That’s not uncommon with dyslexic children. The first thing anyone learns at school is reading, so when a child can’t do something that seems so easy for the other kids, they feel dumb, inferior, broken. It goes right to the core. I’ve had an expert tell me that reading isn’t just about reading, it’s the single most important thing that creates or destroys a child’s psyche.” Mary made a mental note to go back to the subject. “Are you Patrick’s legal guardian?”


“It’s not like I went to court to get a judge to say so, but we’re blood. That makes him mine, in my book.”


“That’s not the case legally, but we can deal with that another time. What about Patrick’s father? How did he die?”


“He broke up with Suzanne when she got pregnant. She met him up at Penn State. She was in the honors program but when she got pregnant, she dropped out. Suzanne could have been an accountant, too. ” Edward shook his head. “Anyway, we heard he died in a motorcycle accident, two years later.”


“And when Suzanne dropped out, did she come home?”


“Yes, and I was happy to have her. Patrick was born, and Suzanne devoted herself to him. Since she passed, I’m all Patrick has now. I’m his only family.”


“I see.” Mary’s heart went out to them both, but she had to get back on track. “When did you notice his reading problems?”


“Suzanne did, in kindergarten.” Edward ran his fingers over his bald head. “Then after she passed, I would try to get him to read with me, and we’d get books from the library. He didn’t know the words, not even the little ones like ‘the.’ He couldn’t remember them either. But he’s smart.”


“I’m sure he is.” Mary knew dyslexic children had high IQs, but their reading disability thwarted their progress in school. They often had retrieval issues, too, so they forgot names and the like.


“He does better when there’s pictures, that’s why he likes comic books. He draws a lot, too. He’s very good at art.”


“So back to the IEP. May I see it?”


“Sure.” Edward opened the manila envelope and extracted a wrinkled packet, then slid it across the table.


“Bear with me.” Mary skimmed the first section of the IEP, and the first thing she looked at was Present Levels, which told her where a student was in reading, writing, math, and behaviors. Patrick was only on a first-grade level in both reading and math, even though he was in fifth grade. The IEP showed that Patrick had been evaluated in first grade but not since then. Mary looked up. “Is this all you have? There should have been another evaluation. They’re required to reevaluate him every three years.”


“I didn’t know that. I guess they didn’t.”


Mary turned the page, noting that Patrick had scored higher than average on his IQ tests, but because he couldn’t read, he had scored poorly on his achievement testing, which a district psychologist had administered, and the IRA, the curriculum-based assessment test that the teachers administered. She looked up again. “Is he in a special ed classroom or a regular classroom?”


“Regular.”


“Are they pulling him out for help with his reading?”


“No, not that I know of.”


“How about any small-group instruction? Does he get that?”


“No, I don’t think so.”


“So what are they doing for him?”


“Nothing that I know of.”


“So they identified him as eligible for services, but they’re not programming for him or giving him any services.” Mary wished she could say she was surprised, but she wasn’t. “They’re supposed to be giving him interventions, and he can learn to read if they do, I’ve seen it. I’ve seen wonderful progress with dyslexic children.”


Edward brightened. “What kind of interventions?”


“A dyslexic child needs to be drilled every day for his brain to connect sound and symbol, then language. There are many great research-based programs, and they work.”


“He hates school, more and more.”


Mary had seen this before, with dyslexic children. Early on, they might use pictures to make it look like they were reading, but by fourth grade, when pictures were gone and the words took over, the fact that they couldn’t read became more evident. They couldn’t read aloud and avoided group projects. The axiom was that children learn to read, then read to learn, but that was a heartbreak for dyslexics.


“Patrick gets nervous, and when he gets really nervous, lately, he throws up. He did it in school a couple times, already this year. They sent a note home, then they called me. The teachers don’t want to deal with it anymore. But it’s not his fault, it’s his nerves.” Edward pressed his glasses up higher on his long nose. “The kids make fun of him, call him names. Up-Chucky. Vomit Boy. Duke of Puke. They make throw-up noises when he comes into the classroom.”


Mary felt for the boy. “First, have you taken him to a pediatrician?”


“Yes, but she said there’s nothing medically wrong.”


“It could be from anxiety. Have they evaluated him to determine if anything else is going on?”


“Not that I know of.” Edward blinked, uncertainly.


“They should have done a social-emotional assessment, like the BASC test, which will pick up how he’s feeling. It’s a questionnaire that asks the child a series of question and it tells the psychologist if he’s anxious, depressed, or shutting down. The evaluation determines what his programming should be. If they don’t do the evaluation, they don’t know what services or counseling he needs.”


“The teasing only makes him more nervous, and his teacher sends him to the guidance counselor. They say they send him there to calm down, but I think it’s because they don’t want him to throw up in the classroom. They said it’s normal, they call it something.”


“It’s called a ‘cooling-off room,’” Mary said, supplying him with the term of art.


“But he sits there for hours, like a punishment.”


“The school can’t punish him for behaviors associated with his disability. For example, a child with ADHD will have a problem completing assignments on time. The teacher can’t say to the child, ‘you have to stay in for recess or you can’t go on a class trip.’ They can’t punish him for the manifestation of a disorder that he can’t help. It’s illegal and it’s just plain”—Mary searched for the words, then found them—“cruel.”


“But wait, Mary.” Edward leaned over with a new urgency. “The worst of it is Patrick got hit in the face by a teacher’s aide, Mr. Robertson.”


“My God, what happened?” Mary asked, appalled. She had heard horror stories, but this was the worst. Teacher’s aide was a misnomer; aides weren’t teachers, they could be a bus matron or a cafeteria worker. They couldn’t teach, nor were they trained to work with children with behaviors.


“Patrick threw up and Robertson made him clean it up. Patrick got some on the desk, so Robertson punched him in the face and told him to ‘cut the crap.’ ”


“That’s an assault!” Mary said, angry. “Robertson should have been arrested on the spot.”


“Patrick didn’t tell anybody what happened, and Robertson told Patrick that if he told, he’d beat him up.” Edward frowned, deeper. “Patrick was so scared, he didn’t say anything. When he came home that day, I asked him about the bruise on his cheek, it was swollen. He told me that he fell against the desk. I gave him Advil, I put ice on it. I believed him because he does fall, he can be clumsy.”


“Were there any witnesses to the assault?”


“No.”


“Any surveillance cameras that you know of?”


“No, only in the halls.” Edward shook his head. “The next day Patrick was really afraid to go to school. He begged me not to make him, so I didn’t. By Friday, I started to think something was really wrong, and over the weekend, he finally admitted it to me.”


“Poor kid.” Mary felt a pang. “Did you call the police?”


“No, I called the school and I told them what Patrick said, and they said they would look into it. So then the school called back and said that Robertson had quit. They denied knowing anything about Patrick getting punched. They said they were going to investigate the matter.” Edward dug into the manila envelope again and pulled out a packet of papers. He grew more upset, his lined skin mottled with pink. “Then the next thing I know, yesterday, I’m being served with a lawsuit.”


“Who would be suing you?” Mary asked, incredulous.


“Robertson hired a lawyer named Machiavelli, if you can believe that, and they’re suing me and the school district, claiming that Patrick attacked Robertson with a scissors.”


“What?” Mary felt her blood begin to boil.


“It’s a complete fabrication.” Edward handed Mary the suit papers. “Here, take a look. But I know my grandson, and he did not attack anybody with a scissors. He’s not aggressive. He doesn’t have it in him. It’s not possible.”


“Bear with me while I read this.” Mary skimmed the cover letter on Machiavelli’s letterhead, then she turned to the facts and read aloud: “. . . the Defendant Patrick seized a scissors from the teacher’s desk and lunged at Plaintiff with the weapon, attempting to do him grievous bodily harm.”


Edward scoffed in disgust. “That’s false.”


“Has Patrick ever been disciplined in school, for fighting or violence?”


“No, not once.”


“What about when the other kids tease him?”


“No, never. He just cries or gets sick. He won’t hit back, he’s little.”


“Does he tell the teacher?”


“No, he hides it, like with Robertson. He doesn’t want trouble.”


“Poor kid.” Mary flipped the pages to the causes of action, where it set forth claims against the O’Briens for battery, assault, and intentional infliction of emotional distress. Again, she read aloud, “. . . Plaintiff was so frightened by the assault and battery by Defendant Patrick that Plaintiff has been unable to return to his position and was compelled to terminate his employment and seek psychiatric counseling . . .”


Edward groaned. “Can he win on that?”


“Doubtful. He has proof problems with the assault and battery claims, and to qualify as intentional infliction, an action has to be extreme and outrageous. I doubt a court would find it met by a little boy lunging at an adult male, even with a school scissors.”


“God, I hope not.” Edward frowned. “Why are they doing this, then? Is it a money grab?”


“Yes, but you’re not the deep pocket here, the school district is. Wait ’til they find out it’s not so easy to sue the district, they have immunity.” Mary returned her attention to the Complaint and flipped to the causes of action against the school district, which were for Negligence and Breach of Contract. She read aloud: “Defendant School District has a duty to keep the Plaintiff safe from harm while performing his jobs on school grounds and also has a duty to train Plaintiff on how to deal safely with violent and emotionally disturbed ‘special education’ students at the school. Defendant School District breached each such duty to Plaintiff and Defendant School District was grossly negligent in compelling the Plaintiff to deal with a violent, emotionally disturbed ‘special education’ student on his own, untrained and unsupervised.”


Edward shook his head. “Robertson punches my grandson, then turns around and sues us and the school?”


“It’s hard to believe.” Mary wondered if Machiavelli knew that Robertson was lying, but she wouldn’t put it past him. To Machiavelli, the end justified the meanness.


“Robertson’s asking for half a million dollars in damages, claiming he can’t return to work, and he’ll have psychiatric and medical expenses.”


Mary fumed. “But wait, if Patrick really attacked Robertson, why didn’t Robertson report it to the police? Or the school?”


“I don’t know.”


“I bet I do. Robertson didn’t think of it right away. It’s some story he thought up later, to drum up a lawsuit. Robertson will have to think of some reason to explain it, but it argues in our favor.”


“Good point.” Edward nodded. “The school called me this morning after they got the Complaint and they said Patrick broke a school rule, using a weapon like a scissors, and he had to stay home on an at-home suspension pending their investigation. They said if he did it, he’s getting sent to disciplinary school.”


“Oh no.” Mary knew that if a child was found with a weapon in a Philadelphia public school, he could get transferred to a disciplinary school, after a hearing. The problem was that disciplinary schools contained kids with more serious anger issues.


“Mary, so what do I do now?”


Mary collected her thoughts. “There are two different legal matters here, and we have to run them on parallel tracks. One is the civil tort case, which is the Complaint just filed against you, and the other is the special education case. Both have to be dealt with. First, we have to respond to the Complaint. I would like to call Machiavelli right now and tell him we won’t be offering him anything in settlement.”


“I agree.” Edward nodded. “I’ll be damned if I’ll pay a penny, it’s extortion.”


“Second is Patrick’s special education case. He needs to be in a school where they can program for his dyslexia and his anxiety, where he feels safe and nurtured, and can get remediation. The district is threatening to expel him, but I’m not sure I’d want him back at Grayson anyway. I know an excellent private school, Fairmount Prep in the Art Museum area.”


“Private school?” Edward grimaced. “I have some savings and a trust set up for Patrick’s expenses, but I had expected it to last his lifetime. We live frugally.”


“Don’t worry. You don’t have to pay for private school, the school district does.”


“Really?” Edward’s sparse gray eyebrows flew upward, the first bright note in their meeting.


“Yes.” Mary felt happy to give him some good news. “Legally, if the school did not program appropriately for a child, they owe that child compensatory education, that is, funding for tutoring, educational services, and materials. But if the school district cannot educate him where he is, then they have to place him in a private school where he can be educated. In other words, they reimburse you for the private schooling. We don’t have to wait to enroll him, it’s already October. If you have the money for this semester’s tuition, we can notify Grayson that we’re placing him in private school, then we place him, sue the district, and go to a hearing for reimbursement. If we win, you don’t have to pay my fees, either. The school district does.”


“Great!” Edward smiled, and the deep lines in his forehead smoothed briefly. “Do you work on a retainer basis?”


“No, but my fee is $300 an hour.” Mary hated the size of her fee, but as a partner, she was making herself get over it, especially since Edward could get reimbursed if she won.


“Okay, you’re hired.” Edward smiled again.


“Terrific. I’ll send you a representation agreement.” Mary patted his hand. “Don’t worry. We can do this. We’ll help him.” She rose. “Let’s get started. I’ll go call the lawyer and be right back. I’d like you to call the doctor and see if you can take Patrick today, to get a look at that bruise on his face. See if the doc can determine how it happened and when. Tell him the situation.”


“Ok. I’ll go get Patrick in school now, because they are keeping him in the office until I can get back.” Edward reached in his jacket pocket for his cell phone, and Mary picked up the Complaint. She left the conference room and headed for her office, mentally rearranging her calendar. She had other cases to work, but none of them involved a little boy being used as a punching bag, so this got top priority.


It wasn’t about Machiavelli anymore, it was about Patrick.




CHAPTER THREE


Mary got back to her office, closed the door behind her, and called Machiavelli, whose number she knew because it was plastered on every bus in the city, namely 1-800-DRK-PRNC.


“The Machiavelli Organization,” said the receptionist, picking up Mary’s call.


“This is Mary DiNunzio, is he in?”


“Please hold, Ms. DiNunzio.”


“Thank you.” Mary held her cell phone to her ear, trying to calm down. It wouldn’t serve Edward or Patrick’s interests if she was angry before she even started the phone call. She reminded herself that as an attorney, she worked in a representative capacity, for someone else. If she were representing herself right now, she might’ve fired a bullet through the telephone line.


She glanced around her office, getting her bearings. It was boxy, the same size as the other lawyers, since Rosato & DiNunzio kept it real. Sunshine streamed from the window behind her, casting a glowing shaft of light on her uncluttered pine desk, neat bookshelves containing bound treatises and black practice notebooks, and green copies of the Federal and State Rules of Civil and Criminal Procedure, since she preferred the hard copies to looking up the rules online. The office was furnished simply but in a way that suited her, with bar admissions certificates and diplomas lining one wall, and hanging opposite them her prized possession, a handmade quilt in pastel hues, stitched in a traditional Amish wedding-ring pattern.


Mary’s eyes traveled over the lovely quilt, taking in its antique scraps of cloth and tiny batted stitching. It was funny to think that she had bought the quilt long before she had thought about getting remarried. She had been widowed so young, and it had taken her years to get used to the idea of falling in love again and re-committing to someone, but a college professor named Anthony Rotunno had come along, and after some ups and downs, he had won her over.


Her gaze fell to her engagement ring, a beautiful diamond solitaire that Anthony had had to save for, and she turned her hand this way and that, watching its sparkly facets cast prisms on the wall, like miniature rainbows. She remembered that the point of the engagement ring, the caterer, the hair-and-makeup trial, the save-the-date cards, and all the other tasks wasn’t the wedding, but the marriage. True love, forever. The thought gave her a moment of peace and happiness, until the phone clicked in her hand.


“Hello?” Mary said, confused, but the call had failed. Suddenly, her laptop came to life with a FaceTime call from an unknown number. The only person she’d ever FaceTimed with was Anthony, so she pressed ACCEPT on reflex.


Machiavelli’s massive face appeared on her laptop screen. “DiNunzio, come stai?”


Mary took a minute to process what was happening. Machiavelli’s face was only inches away from her, which made her feel oddly invaded, and he was the last person she’d ever want to FaceTime with. He was handsome in a vaguely disturbing way, like Satan. He wore his black hair slicked back, like a throwback Dracula, and his eyes were narrow slits, with dark brown irises that were the exact color of baking chocolate, and Mary would know. She was a total chocoholic, and when she was out of chocolate, she had been known to nibble in desperation on baking chocolate, a cruel trick because it looked normal on the outside but tasted horrible, so it was an apt analogy. Machiavelli’s nose was straight and aquiline, but Mary was pretty sure that he had had a nose job, and maybe even a chin implant because his jawline was unusually pugnacious, like Mussolini. All in all, the man was a disgrace to Italian-Americans, lawyers, and men in general, and she could barely set her hatred aside to talk to him.


“Why didn’t you answer my phone call?” Mary asked him. “I don’t want to FaceTime with you.”


“I want to FaceTime with you! Ha!” Machiavelli laughed, throwing back his serpentine head. “How have you been? I haven’t seen you since high school.”


“I’m fine,” Mary answered simply.


“Aren’t you going to ask me how I am?”


“I already know. You press-release constantly. If you fart, you make sure the entire legal community knows.”


“Mary, Mary, Mary. That sense of humor! That gorgeous face! I miss you!” Machiavelli burst into laughter again, which Mary knew was completely manipulative, designed to make her lower her guard.


“You don’t miss me. We don’t even know each other.”


“But, Mary, I like you.”


“How can you like me if you don’t even know me?” Mary suppressed an eye-roll.


“Why are you being so hard on me when you already broke my heart?”


“What are you talking about?”


“I heard you’re getting married!” Machiavelli mock-frowned. “Boo-hoo. How can you do that to me? And really, Anthony Rotunno? You can do better than that nerd. Plus you make ten times what he does. You really want a man you have to support the rest of your life?”


“That’s enough of that.” Mary swallowed hard, hiding her emotions. Machiavelli was better than he knew at putting his finger on a soft spot. The disparity between her income and Anthony’s had been a problem in their relationship, if only because Anthony felt so bad about it. But there was no way Machiavelli could have known that, oddly.


“If you were my wife, I wouldn’t let you support me. I wouldn’t even let you buy me lunch. A woman like you deserves to be treated better than that—”


“I’m calling you about a case. I have neither the time nor the inclination to discuss my personal life.”


“Oh, strictly business. Boring. Zzzz.” Machiavelli rolled his eyes. “I heard you made partner, too. Somebody’s crushing it.”


“Evidently, you’re representing Steven Robertson, who’s suing—”


“Mary, tell me the truth. You can’t stand Rosato, can you? The woman has an ego the size of City Hall. You’re twice the lawyer she is, you just don’t know it.”


“As I was saying, you filed a completely frivolous complaint against my client, Edward O’Brien, and the school district—”


“How long did Rosato make you wait for that partnership? Six years, seven? Criminal! I know that you bill more than she does.”


“That’s not true,” Mary shot back, though it was.


“Come on. You and I have the same client base. I poach clients from you daily.”


“The hell you do!” Mary took the bait, against her own better judgment.


“You know I do. You only have the clients I let you have. I play catch-and-release with those mom-and-pop stores in the neighborhood. I throw back the little ones to keep you alive.”


“Oh shut up, Nick.” Mary sounded like a teenager, and it was all his fault. Or hers. She felt her face redden.


“That’s why I FaceTimed you, Mary! To see you blush! That used to happen to you at the dances, too! Remember? Do you still get those blotches on your neck when you’re nervous? Open your shirt! Let me see!” Machiavelli laughed again.


“Listen, you filed a completely meritless lawsuit against my client. I have your demand letter, and you can stick it.”


“Oooh! Ouch! Talk dirty to me, Mary DiNunzio!”


“You know that none of those allegations is true.” Mary considered telling him that Robertson had punched Patrick in the face, but she didn’t want to show her hand. With any other lawyer, she could have been direct, hashed out the facts on the phone, and probably agreed to disagree, but Machiavelli wasn’t any other lawyer. She’d heard he was ruthless in pursuit of whatever he wanted and she would have to outmaneuver him to beat him. In fact, she already had a strategy in mind.


“Aw, don’t be that way.” Machiavelli stopped laughing abruptly, eyeing her. “I’m sorry. I was being rude. That was sexist of me. Or maybe sexy of me. Either way, I’m sorry. Do you accept my apology?”


“Now, to get back to the case—”


“Are you really going through with that wedding? I’m still single. We’re perfect for each other. We’ve been circling each other since high school. Why don’t you give me a shot?”


“I’m hanging up if we don’t talk about the case—”


“You can be the Dark Princess to my Dark Prince! Can you imagine the two of us together? We’d be the ultimate power couple. Today it’s South Philly, tomorrow the world. Ha!”


“That’s it, I’m hanging up.” Mary reached for the button.


“No, don’t, wait. I’ll be good. You want me to let your client out of the case?”


Mary’s ears pricked up. “Yes. The allegations are false and they won’t survive a motion to dismiss. You don’t have enough to prove assault or battery, and even if the facts in the Complaint were taken as true, they don’t rise to the level of intentional infliction.”


“Beg to differ, darling. I absolutely will survive a motion to dismiss. The counts for assault and battery raise a question of fact that has to go to the jury.”


“Wrong,” Mary shot back, sure of the law. “It doesn’t go to the jury if it’s just your client’s word against mine. Evidence in equipoise does not get to the jury. It takes more than that.”


“True.” Machiavelli lifted an eyebrow, his mouth suddenly an unsmiling line. “But what makes you so sure the evidence is in equipoise? How do you know I don’t have enough to prove assault?”


“Because it didn’t happen.”


“It’s the aide’s word against the little psycho’s. The Duke of Puke. Who would you believe? A teacher’s aide with a spotless record or Up-Chucky?”


Mary felt her temper bubble up on Patrick’s behalf, or maybe on behalf of bullied kids everywhere, including her. “Don’t you think it’s completely juvenile to nickname everything? The Dark Prince? The Duke of Puke? Do you realize you’re functioning on a fifth-grade level?”


“Mary, you can’t fight human nature. Everybody has a dark side. People like to laugh at other people. Besides, nicknames are fun. Most of South Philly has a nickname. Your dad’s friend, Tony ‘Two Feet’ Pensiera? Everybody calls him ‘Feet,’ so even his nickname has a nickname—”


“Whoa, buddy,” Mary interrupted. “Leave my family out of this. Don’t even go there.”


“You want me to wipe that smile off my face?”


“Yes, and while you’re at it, can we drop the Machiavelli bit? Do you really expect people to believe that you’re related to the real Machiavelli?”


“I’m not only related to the real Machiavelli, I am the real Machiavelli.” Machiavelli smiled, but Mary thought she saw it falter, so she dug in.


“Don’t start believing your own press releases, Nick. And I wish you luck convincing anybody that my skinny little fifth-grader attacked your big strong teacher’s aide.”


“Oh really?” Machiavelli snorted. “I don’t know what grandpa is telling you, but he’s wrong. You’re defending the demon seed. That kid’s a school-shooter in the making. I can prove it.”


“That’s not true,” Mary said, though a warning note in Machiavelli’s tone worried her.


“I’ll give you some free discovery, since you and me go back.” Machiavelli shuffled some papers on his desk, and in the next moment, held up a sheet of white paper, showing only the blank side. “Do you want to know what I have in my hand?”


“A hacky trick? We both know it’s your client’s word against my client’s word. There are no witnesses, no cameras, and no videos. Your assault story is bull, and the emotional distress claim doesn’t rise to the level on any planet we know of.”


“Oh, honey,” Machiavelli said, his tone turning singsong. “I can convince a jury that your little freak tried to stab my client, so I have intentional infliction, too. I’m going to put that brat on trial and break him in two. If you want to prevent that, you’d better tell grandpa to settle. From what I hear, the old man has the coin. They say he lives like a miser, and he’s got it stowed away.”


Mary felt her gut tense. She didn’t know where Machiavelli got his information about Edward’s finances, but she suspected it was accurate. She shuddered to think of Patrick on trial, a kid with an anxiety disorder being cross-examined. She could try to fight it, but any judge would rule against her. She decided that there was no point to being on the call any longer. She reached for the hang-up button again. “I have to go—”


“Check it.” Machiavelli turned the sheet of paper around, showing the front. “Ta-da!”


Mary hid her surprise as the white paper filled her laptop screen. It was a drawing in Sharpie, fairly detailed, of a little boy stabbing a large man in the chest. Red blood squirted from the cartoon wound in all directions, and the little boy’s face had a bizarre smile. She hit the button on the laptop and took a screenshot before Machiavelli moved the drawing away.


Suddenly Machiavelli’s face reappeared, his dark eyes glittering in satisfaction, and he set the drawing aside with a grin. “What an artiste! Am I right or what?”


“So what?” Mary asked, with bravado. “There’s no proof those drawings are his.”


“Believe me, that’s your little client’s artwork. I have a complete series of his wacko drawings. Collect them all! You don’t have to be a shrink to know that he’s a child of the corn. Does he see dead people, too?”


“Very funny.” Mary felt her heart sink, but couldn’t let it show on her expression, and Machiavelli eased back in his chair, gloating.


“Mary, we both know the probative value of evidence like that. I think the jury will be much more inclined to believe that little Poopyface was running with scissors, since he’s obviously been planning it for some time.”


“There’s no identification for the drawings, so they won’t come into evidence.”


“I’ll put them in front of little Poindexter on the stand. I’ll have him authenticate them. I’ll ask him if he drew them. He won’t lie, not about this. From what I hear, he’s very proud of his drawings. He wants to be a comic book artist someday.” Machiavelli chuckled. “Except that he can’t read. Oops!”


Mary felt her fists clench. She knew that Machiavelli was low, but she hadn’t thought he was low enough to make fun of a disabled child. He was no better than the bullies in the schoolyard, then it occurred to her that maybe schoolyard bullies grew up to be lawyers.


Machiavelli was still smiling. “So the evidence will come in. I’ll put him on the stand after my favorite psychiatric experts, who will testify that the kid is a danger to the school, the community, and Western civilization.” Machiavelli folded his arms. “Now. You want to consider meeting my settlement demand? A hundred grand would do it, but you must act now. Supply limited!”


“I’ll see you in court,” Mary said, hitting the button to end the call, shaken. She remained motionless a moment, her chest tight. Her neck felt aflame, and she knew there were blotches underneath her shirt, blossoming like poisoned roses. She eyed the Amish quilt, but her moment of Zen had vanished into thin air. Dust motes whirled around in the shaft of sunlight, disturbed by unseen currents.


Mary hit a button to print the drawing and collected her thoughts. The drawings were what lawyers call “bad facts,” but she still doubted that Patrick had attacked Robertson. That said, she wondered if there was other evidence she didn’t know about.


Mary rose, reminding herself that it took more than one punch to knock her down.




CHAPTER FOUR


Mary grabbed Patrick’s drawing from the printer, left her office, and was heading back to the conference room when she was flagged down in the hallway by Anne Murphy, one of the other lawyers. Anne was the office fashionista, having been a catalog model before she went to law school, and she had long red hair, bright green eyes, and a dazzling smile. She was naturally slim, and today she had on a white pique dress, which proved that everybody but Mary could wear white and not look like a Beluga whale.


“Mary!” Anne said with an excited, if glossy, smile, grabbing her arm with a manicured hand. “Tonight is the night! We get to see our dresses! I can’t wait!”


“But we saw them already, it’s only the final fitting.” Mary tried to switch mental gears. Edward was waiting for her in the conference room.


“Mary, the proper fit is everything.” Anne looked at Mary like she was nuts. “We all needed tailoring, and they have to get it perfect. Don’t forget to bring the shoes you’re going to wear and the right bra.”


“What’s the right bra?”


“Anything but the one you’re wearing.”


“Thanks.” Mary turned toward the conference room. “Plus I might be late tonight, I have a new case. You two go without me.”


“But this is your dress we’re talking about! You can’t be late!” Anne’s lipsticked lips parted, in girl shock.


“We’ll talk later,” Mary called over her shoulder, then she reached the conference-room door and opened it to find Edward looking at her expectantly, cell phone in hand.


“The pediatrician said she’d see Patrick right away.”


“Well done.” Mary crossed to the conference-room table with the drawing. “I told opposing counsel we weren’t settling.”


“Things are really moving quickly.” Edward’s gray eyebrows flew upward, as before.


“Yes, and I did learn something I need to share with you.” Mary sat down and placed the drawing on the table in front of Edward. “Did Patrick draw this, do you know?”


“My God!” Edward recoiled.


“Do you think he drew it?”


“It looks like it. Where did you get this?”


“From opposing counsel. Are you sure Patrick drew it? That’s the threshold question.”


“I have to admit, it does look like it’s his but I had no idea he could draw something so . . . violent.”


“Have you ever seen him draw anything like this before?”


“No, not at all. He does his drawing in his room. He hasn’t shown it to me in a long time.” Edward kept shaking his head at the drawing.


“Is there any doubt in your mind that he drew it? Could it have been another little kid?” Mary was no expert, but a lot of kiddie artwork looked alike to her.


“No, he did it.” Edward lifted his gaze to her, his aged eyes stricken. “I don’t know what to say about this.”


“Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out.” Mary kept her tone reassuring. “In the drawing, does the man being stabbed look like Robertson?”


“I don’t know. I never met Robertson.”


“Hold on a second.” Mary turned to her laptop and logged on to the website for the Philadelphia School District, then drilled down to find Grayson Elementary School. She hit a button for FACULTY AND STAFF, then navigated to teacher’s aides, where she found a thumbnail photo of Steven Robertson. He wore wire-rimmed glasses and he looked about thirty-five years old, with a dense thatch of dark hair, round brown eyes, and a round and fleshy face, with a wide nose and brushy mustache.


Edward looked over, squinting. “Is that him? My eyes aren’t so good.”


“That’s him.” Mary clicked on VIEW and enlarged the page. “Did you ever see him before?”


“No.”


“That doesn’t look like the man that Patrick is drawing. For one thing, he has a mustache. So that’s good news.” Mary slid the laptop aside. “Is there any other male figure in Patrick’s life?”


“No.”


“What about your friends?”


“Not really.” Edward thought a minute. “I only have one friend. My stockbroker, Dave Kather, and he’s more like a business acquaintance. He comes by sometimes or we meet for lunch. I like to keep an eye on my investments and we talk about the market and such.”


“Does Patrick know Dave?”


“Sure, but they’re not ever alone or anything like that.”


Mary was getting the picture of an insular family life. “What about in the neighborhood? Is there any man he knows, a next-door neighbor? The UPS guy?”


“No. I don’t get much from UPS.”


“How about the father of any of his friends?”


“He doesn’t have any friends.”


Mary felt terrible for Patrick, though the gruesome drawing made her wonder if he was more troubled than she’d originally believed. “Does he have any male teachers?”


“No.”


“Has Patrick ever complained to you about Robertson or anybody else at school? Saying that he wanted to hurt them?”


“No, not really.”


Another question popped into Mary’s mind, and it gave her pause, but she asked it anyway. “What’s your relationship to Patrick like? Does he ever get this angry at you? Do you fight?”


“No, not really.”


Mary blinked. “Edward, it would be normal for you to fight. I wouldn’t think less of you, and it’s okay to admit. I adore my parents, but we fight sometimes.”


“No, we don’t fight.” Edward shook his head, his mouth setting firmly. “I never raise my voice, I don’t have to. He’s a gentle, nervous boy. He’s very obedient. He’s fearful, if anything. Why are you asking me that?” Edward’s hooded eyes flared. “Are you thinking that it’s a picture of me that he drew? You think Patrick wants to stab me?”


“I didn’t think it, but I do have to ask.” Mary hated ruining the rapport they had built so far. “Edward, as a technical matter, my client is Patrick. I always have to put his interests paramount, even as against your own. Do you understand that?”


“Yes, but I never, ever raise a hand to him. I love him. He’s all I have, I’m all he has.”


“Okay.” Mary picked up the drawing, trying to move past the touchy subject. “So you didn’t know that he had such violent drawings?”


“No, not at all.” Edward’s tone turned unmistakably defensive.


“He used to draw trucks and cars and animals. He liked jungle animals. Tigers. But now he draws a lot of superheroes, and he imagines he’s a superhero. He used to show me his drawings when he was younger. I hung them on the refrigerator.” Edward smiled briefly. “He liked that. It made him proud of himself, and he’s a very good artist.”


Mary found herself wishing Patrick wasn’t such a good artist. “You say his father left before he was born?”


“Yes.”


“Does Patrick ask about his father?”


“No, not anymore. He used to when he was little, but not anymore.”


“What did he ask?”


Edward shrugged. “Only a few questions, like what was his name and what did he do. And why did he leave. He asked his mother.”


“What did she answer, do you know?”


“She told him the truth.” Edward frowned. “Are you thinking that the man in the picture could be his father?”


“Possibly. We’re going to have to get Patrick a psychological evaluation, not for the lawsuit, but for his own sake. If he’s feeling angry, we need to know that, don’t you agree?”


“Yes, of course.”


“Does Patrick take art in school?”


“Yes.”


“Is his art teacher male or female?”


“A female, I think. Yes, she is. Ms. Gilam.” Edward ran his hand over his bald head, and Mary could see his fingers were trembling slightly, so she wanted to wrap this up.


“And he never told you that he wanted to hurt anybody at school, or anyone at all?”


“No.” Edward shook his head. “It’s just not like him. He never said anything like that to me. This drawing, it’s completely out of character.”


“And you’ve never sent him to a psychiatrist or anything like that?”


“I never thought I had any reason to, before.”


“Okay, we can deal with this.” Mary tried to get back on an even keel. “If the pediatrician will take Patrick now, let’s get going.”


“Are you coming with us?” Edward rose, slowly.


“No, I’ve got to get busy.”




CHAPTER FIVE


Mary drove north out of Center City, heading for the police station. The Hunting Park neighborhood was older, congested, and raggedy, owing to the mix of commercial traffic interspersed with the residential areas. Heavy-duty trucks and tractor-trailers muscled her car out of the way, and she passed auto body shops, empty lots mounded with crushed and abandoned vehicles, then a vast open lot topped by ugly concertina wire, with cyclone fencing that held a sign, CITY OF PHILADELPHIA FLEET MANAGEMENT SHOP. The streets widened the farther north she went, opening up to a blue sky that would’ve been pretty but for the heavy wires and cables strung across the streets, overhead.


Mary turned the corner that held the city’s Highway Services Garage, a grim building of corrugated metal with a flat roof that emitted wiggly waves of heat in the sun. Up ahead she spotted the police station next to a massive lumberyard with more cyclone fencing and concertina wire, and because she knew she wouldn’t be able to park in the police parking lot, she grabbed a parking space behind a pallet of building supplies, wrapped with dirty plastic. She parked, grabbed her bag, and climbed out of the car, stepping into air that felt even more humid than before, which she hadn’t thought was possible. She flashed forward to her wedding day, when she would be married in pea soup and her hair would explode, especially since it looked like she might have to cancel her hair trial.


The police station was a grimy and utilitarian redbrick box flanked by two boxy smaller buildings, behind a set of broad concrete steps. Standing in front of it was an American flag, and tiny metal lettering over its door read, 25TH PRECINCT. The parking lot encircled the building in a U-shape, full to the brim with white police cruisers with the city’s distinctive blue-and-yellow striping.


She passed a pair of patrolmen in their summer uniforms, short-sleeve, cobalt blue shirts with dark pants. They carried their hats under their crooked arms and smiled at her, and she smiled back, though her gaze strayed to their waists, where thick black utility belts held a holstered revolver, a walkie-talkie with a stiff antenna, a collapsible nightstick of matte-black metal, and handcuffs, jangling like janitors’ keys as they went by.


Mary pushed open the smudged-glass doors and entered the building, not completely surprised by how dirty it smelled inside. She had handled criminal cases and had been in her share of police stations, but she never failed to be dismayed at how filthy they were, especially compared with their sanitized depiction in the movies or television. Not only did fiction get the dirt-level wrong, but the fake police precincts were always atmospherically dark, when in fact the opposite was true. Every police station she’d been in, including this one, was lit by fluorescent lighting so bright it required sunglasses.


The entrance hall was small and covered with grimy gray tile and peeling signs—INTERPRETERS AVAILABLE IN THE FOLLOWING LANGUAGES, PLEASE KEEP FEET OFF WALLS, and PHILADELPHIA POLICE SOCIAL MEDIA, announcing the department’s Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube sites. The left wall was dominated by a bulletproof window that looked into an office lined with tan file cabinets, black plastic in-and-out boxes stacked one on top of the other, and a warren of gray cubicles bearing laptops with official screensavers. At the bottom of the window was a black counter with the metal tray and a little sign that read, touchingly, PEACE in blue capital letters.


Mary went to the window, where a female uniformed officer was just hanging up the phone. “Excuse me,” she said.


“Yes, how may I help you?” the officer asked, her black nametag read CRUZAN.


Mary introduced herself, then said, “I’m here representing a ten-year-old boy who goes to Grayson Elementary and he was assaulted by a teacher’s aide, three weeks ago. I’d like to file a complaint on his behalf.”


“He was assaulted by a staff member?” Officer Cruzan’s brown eyes flared.


“Yes.”


“Did this take place on school grounds?”


“Yes.”


“The procedure is for Grayson to call us. That’s the way it works.”


“I’m sure, but they weren’t told about it, which is the only reason they didn’t call you.” Mary hadn’t expected this to be easy, but she wanted to get the ball rolling. “I’m the child’s lawyer and I’m here to tell you what happened, so that you can open a file and begin investigating.”


Officer Cruzan frowned. “Is the complainant here?”


“My client? No, he’s a ten-year-old boy, and he has anxiety. I think I can do that on his behalf.”


Officer Cruzan thought a moment. “I hear you. You say this happened when?”


“Wednesday, September 16, but I just found out today. I’m assuming that I can file the papers to get a complaint started on his behalf.”


“You mean, in loco parentis?”


“Yes, I’m his lawyer. Otherwise, I’d be happy to take the forms and have him fill them out at home. I’d like to avoid having to bring him in. Coming here would scare him.”


“I don’t know if this is procedure. Hold on, let me go ask my supervisor, please.” Officer Cruzan frowned again.


“Great, please take my card and ID.” Mary dug in her purse, extracted her wallet, and slid out her driver’s license and a business card, passing them under the window.


“Fine, thank you.” Officer Cruzan glanced at Mary’s ID. “Be right back.”


“Thanks.” Mary watched the officer disappear into the office-like warren of cubicles behind the Plexiglas window, then turn right out of the room and disappear. It wasn’t long until Officer Cruzan returned with an African-American officer wearing a white shirt instead of blue, which Mary knew meant he was a higher-up, though she never understood police rankings. His nametag read DIAMOND, and he had gold aviator glasses, a scar on his nose, and a head of salt-and-pepper hair, and he was smiling as he walked to the Plexiglas window.


“The famous Ms. DiNunzio!” he said, resting his hands on the desk on the other side of the window, and Mary tried not to act surprised, but she couldn’t help herself.


“I didn’t know I was famous. Wait, is your mom Rita Diamond?” Mary asked, pulling the name out of nowhere.


“Sure is!” Officer Diamond beamed. “She bought that new stove but the gas line was defective. She never stops singing your praises. You got her a replacement, for nothing!”


“I remember, she was afraid she was going to blow up the block.” Mary smiled, cheered. It was about time some of her good karma followed her around, and she hoped it would work in Patrick’s favor.


“That’s her!” Officer Diamond chuckled. “She always imagines the worst thing that could happen. She goes right to disaster zone, zero to sixty. It was like, five, six years ago, wasn’t it, that you fixed her up? I can’t believe you remember that.”


“She was unforgettable. All mothers are unforgettable.” Mary thought instantly of Patrick, motherless.


“She sees your name in the paper and she says, ‘I knew her when.’ You’re off the reservation today, aren’t you?”


“Ha! Only in Philadelphia does three miles out of Center City qualify as off the reservation.”


“Right!” Officer Diamond laughed, and Mary could see Officer Cruzan edge away with a relieved smile, letting him handle the situation.


“So Officer, as I’m sure Officer Cruzan told you, I’d like to file a complaint on behalf of a little boy without bringing him here and scaring him half to death. How do I accomplish that?”


“You’re in loco parentis, so here’s what we’re going to do, to start out.” Officer Diamond rummaged under the ledge and produced a complaint form, which he slid under the window along with her ID and business card. “You’re going to fill out this 75-48, a general complaint. You know the relevant information, don’t you? Date and time of incident, name of perpetrator, witnesses, if any.”


“Yes, absolutely.” Mary put away her card and ID, then looked over the form, which was straightforward.
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