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ONE


“Back from the dead, are you, Ms. Cooper?” the judge bellowed from the bench as I let the courtroom door close behind me.


I forced a smile and walked to the front row, taking a seat next to Helen Wyler, one of the young lawyers in the Sex Crimes Prosecution Unit.


“What’s the matter?” Judge Corliss asked. “Cat got your tongue?”


There were only twenty people in the large room. There was the law secretary assigned to Corliss, who was sitting beside him, scribbling notes in her log; the clerk, who was at his desk to the left, pretending to fumble with the day’s calendar; the stenographer, who had rested his hands at his side when Corliss started to yell; a defense attorney sitting at counsel table, looking over his shoulder and laughing at me; and the defendant himself—on trial for first-degree rape—fixated on the pretty face of the young law secretary who was working with the judge. The others, except for the jury and my colleague, Helen, had probably been corralled by the defense attorney to pretend to be family members interested in the outcome of the trial.


I raised my hands to my sides, palms up, and just shrugged at Corliss.


“Looks like I lose my bet, Alexandra,” the judge said, standing up on his raised platform and pulling back his black gown—hands on his hips—expecting everyone would admire his fit torso and his bespoke shirt with monogrammed cuffs. “You’re going to cost me fifty bucks.”


“I’m so sorry, Alex,” Helen said, leaning closer to me as she whispered. “I didn’t want to bother you on your first day back in the office, but Corliss is totally trying to steamroll over me and I don’t have the experience to stand up to him.”


“Pay attention to me,” Corliss said to me. “Not your sidekick. Ms. Wyler will get it right one of these days, with or without your help.”


Now the defendant’s entourage was engaged, too, trying to figure out who I was and why the judge was spending time and energy on me.


“Fifty large, Alexandra. I bet three of the other judges in the lunchroom you’d never set foot in this building again.”


I poked Helen in the side so that she would get to her feet and address Corliss from her proper place, within the well of the courtroom.


She stood and pushed through the low wooden gate, taking her place at counsel table.


“May I have ten minutes with Ms. Cooper?” she asked.


The defendant—a serial rapist who specialized in attacking teenagers—put his head in his hands and groaned.


“You can have ten, Ms. Wyler,” Corliss said, “so long as I get fifteen.”


“The witness room is empty, Your Honor,” Helen said. “We’ll just go in there.”


“I’m first,” Corliss said. He motioned to me with his forefinger, telling me to approach him so we could have a private conversation. “And you’ll stay right where you are, Ms. Wyler.”


I ignored his summons and walked to the prosecution table, which was stacked high with trial folders and papers. Helen stepped back briskly, as though moving away from an out-of-control car coming in her direction.


“Why the silent treatment, Alexandra?” Corliss asked.


I turned to the stenographer, who had recorded the testimony at several of my trials. “Lenny, let’s go on the record, please.”


“Who’s giving the orders in here? Somebody make you a judge while I wasn’t looking?” Corliss asked. “Lenny, why don’t you go help yourself to a cup of coffee?”


When Lenny stood up to leave the room, I turned my back to the bench and started to retrace my steps.


“Whoa, whoa!” Corliss said. “Let’s slow this down, Alexandra.”


Raymond Santiago looked up, leaning over past his lawyer to check out the minor commotion. His right hand moved instinctively to his groin, where he seemed to like to keep it most of the time, when he wasn’t stalking his victims. What Santiago’s lawyer referred to as his client’s hypersexuality was likely to be on constant display for the jury.


I swiveled again. “I’m happy to talk to you, Your Honor,” I said. “I want everything we say to be on the record. That’s why I didn’t answer when you first called out to me.”


“Stick around, Lenny,” Judge Corliss said, motioning to the stenographer to sit. “Ms. Cooper wants on the record, we’ll give her on the record. Like I was saying, she’s just back from—”


“I wasn’t dead, Your Honor,” I said, smiling at him. “Sorry to disappoint, but I wasn’t even on life support.”


The Honorable Bud Corliss liked to bully young assistants like Helen Wyler. He would shut down the stenographer and launch verbal arrows at the prosecutors, each one tipped with a poisonous comment about his or her skills. Sometimes, if his target was an attractive young woman, he’d add a remark about her anatomy. Then, if she chose to complain to a superior about the comment, there were no traces of Corliss’s bad behavior in the transcript.


“I guess you really dodged a bullet, in the most literal sense,” he said, sitting in his high-back leather chair and adjusting his gold cuff links. “I mean, the night your late lamented boss was shot in the head just a few feet away from you—dodging that bullet.”


This was a conversation I didn’t want to have in front of strangers—no less a perp charged with seventeen counts of rape and aggravated sexual assault.


“Strike that word ‘lamented,’ ” Corliss said to Lenny, editing his own remarks. “Not everybody got broken up about the forced retirement of Paul Battaglia after a few too many terms in office, did they, Alexandra?”


“The district attorney mentored me, Your Honor,” I said. “He put me in charge of the Special Victims Bureau a dozen years ago. I had nothing but respect for the man.”


“Let me ask you something,” he said, leaning forward and putting both elbows on his blotter. “I have a few questions about what happened that—”


“Judge Corliss, this is neither the time nor place,” I said. “You’ve got jurors waiting for the testimony to resume, my colleague is anxious to complete the People’s case by the end of the week, and the defendant—well …”


“What about him?”


“Mr. Santiago probably needs to get some medical attention for that itch in his groin he keeps scratching throughout our conversation,” I said. “This might be a good time to give him a short restroom break and throw him some calamine lotion before I have Ms. Wyler add in a count of masturbating in a public place.”


“Good to know you haven’t lost your sense of humor, Alexandra,” Corliss said as Santiago’s inexperienced court-appointed lawyer struggled to find grounds for an objection. “Ten-minute break, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s clear the courtroom.”


Court officers handcuffed the prisoner and took him out to the holding pen that serviced the thirteenth-floor trial rooms. His hangers-on—impervious to my comments—wandered out into the large corridor that ran the entire length of the enormous building.


I sat at counsel table with Helen Wyler. “What do you need?”


“I’ve made a terrible mistake, Alex,” she said. “I don’t think I’ll get my first two victims back here if Corliss declares a mistrial.”


“What have you done?” I asked.


“The fifteen-year-old who testified Friday—the one who was raped on the rooftop at Taft Houses?” Helen said.


“Yes, I remember.” I knew the case well. Helen had indicted it before my leave had started almost three months earlier—after an incident that was unrelated to the murder of the district attorney.


“On cross this morning, she admitted texting me six or seven times before the trial began,” Helen said, slouching lower in her chair.


“Did she?”


“Yeah. Yeah, she did.”


“But you didn’t turn the texts over to the defense?”


I could see Corliss out of the corners of my eyes, pacing back and forth, trying to catch a fragment of our conversation.


“The texts weren’t significant to the case facts, Alex,” Helen said to me, stopping to bite her lip. “Graciela was just asking if she had to see Santiago in the courtroom and about how terrified she was to be within twenty feet of him. That kind of stuff.”


The perp had grabbed the girl as she got off an elevator to go to her home in the projects, holding a knife to her neck to force her to the roof, where he raped her repeatedly for almost two hours.


“That kind of stuff, as you call it,” I said, as calmly as I could, “is still Rosario Material. The defense is entitled to every one of those texts, Helen. You know that as well as I do.”


“They got away from me,” she said. “They were coming in at all hours of the night and somehow they just got away from me.”


“So you didn’t print them out?” I asked. “You didn’t save them?”


“Graciela’s emails, yes. The defense has them all. Her texts—well, I just forgot.”


The New York Court of Appeals had mandated the disclosure of all of a prosecution witness’s prior recorded statements in a ruling in the Rosario case, many decades ago. Each new form of social media ratcheted up the number of ways a nervous witness could communicate.


“Corliss knows?” I asked.


“Yes, because of her answers on cross,” Helen said. “He’s threatening to strike all of Graciela’s testimony. Maybe even declare a mistrial. I’m screwed if he does that. She’ll never go through this again.”


“How much time has he given you?”


“Until tomorrow morning,” Helen said, avoiding eye contact with me and lifting her head to stare at the light fixtures on the ceiling. “But that won’t help because they don’t exist. I deleted them.”


“Have you tried TARU?” I asked, putting my hand on hers, which was on top of a pile of her notes. “They’re wizards.”


The NYPD’s Technical Assistance Response Unit was a small, elite force of detectives responsible for all investigative tech support and the most complex computer forensics.


Helen shook her head. “I was too embarrassed to tell the SVU detectives last night. I just assumed it was a lost cause once I hit Delete. I’ve never worked a matter with TARU.”


“Focus on your case,” I said, standing up. “Where’s your phone?”


“Top desk drawer.”


“It won’t be there when you get downstairs, but you’ll have it back tonight,” I said. “These TARU guys can retrieve stuff that’s gone off into the Twilight Zone. Nothing ever gets fatally lost in the ether. Tell Corliss you’ll have what he wants by morning.”


“Shouldn’t I ask for an adjournment?”


“Call your next witness, Helen,” I said. “Raymond Santiago has preyed on young girls for the last time. Just don’t let Corliss beat you down along the way.”


I stepped away from her and waved to Corliss. “Thanks for giving me the time.”


“Now I get my fifteen with you,” he said, tucking his thumbs into the front of his leather belt, the sides of his robe pushed back, and striding down the three steps from his bench to walk to his robing room. “C’mon, Alexandra.”


Helen Wyler was on her feet, apologizing to me for putting me in the judge’s scope.


“It’s okay. But don’t you ever do what I’m about to do,” I said. “The man’s a pig. Don’t let him bully you into being alone with him.”


“But you—”


“I had my first felony trial in front of Corliss a dozen years ago,” I said. “My entire team were guys—really good guys. You’ve met them all. My knees used to wobble when he demanded that I come into his robing room to discuss a plea deal or a procedural issue. So my pals swore that if I ever walked out with any of the judge’s dandruff on my suit, they’d know I’d been too close to him and they’d take him down.”


Helen laughed.


“Thanks for your concern,” I said, “but at this stage in our relationship, Corliss doesn’t have any real interest in me—and he certainly lacks the balls to take me on.”


I followed him into the small cubicle behind the courtroom. There was a wooden chair and desk and two more chairs for visitors. Bud Corliss was staring out the window, looking down at the traffic on Centre Street.


“You’ve had a rough autumn,” he said, his back to me. “First the kidnapping, and then the shock of witnessing Battaglia’s murder.”


“It was a pretty miserable couple of months, but I’m back on my feet, Judge,” I said. “And I didn’t mean to be rude when I came into your courtroom, but I just wasn’t ready to throw this all out in front of Santiago and his crew.”


I was being polite now, more for Helen Wyler’s sake—and the salvation of her case—than my own.


“You ready for the grind?”


“You know I love it. My friends and family have been great, and my shrink is amazingly solid. Nobody seemed to like me when I was whining and needy, so I might as well do the one thing I know how to do.”


Bud Corliss turned around to face me, half sitting on the radiator cover below the windowsill. “You think they got the right guys? I mean, Battaglia’s killers?”


“I do.” I had been involved in that investigation up to my eyeballs.


“There were so many rumors floating around,” Corliss said.


“Most of them were groundless and stupid, but you know how that goes,” I said. “Some of them even had me as a conspirator in his murder.”


“Then there’s all the gossip about you running to take his place.”


“That’s just what it is, Judge. Gossip,” I said, laughing with him. “You’ve known me a long time. Do you think I have the temperament for politics?”


“You’d be easier on the eyes than that mean old bastard you worked for,” Corliss said, tiptoeing toward the line that he had crossed so many times before, as he looked me up and down, from the ankles to the crown of my head. “And your perfume smells a lot better than his foul, cheap cigars.”


I took a step toward the door. “I’ll miss the cigars, actually. That smell wafting my way always gave me ninety seconds’ warning that Battaglia was coming to my office to needle me about something.”


“There was also talk about you and that detective—Mike Chapman—eloping to the Vineyard together.”


“Eloping?” I said, reaching for the door handle. “That’s one I hadn’t heard. Way too many rumors for me in one day. Be good to Helen Wyler, Judge. She’s well on her way to becoming an outstanding trial lawyer.”


“About rumors, Alex,” Corliss said, walking toward me and pressing his hand against the door to keep it closed, “you’re going to hear something about Janet and me, and I’d just like to be sure you’re in my corner.”


I didn’t know what he was talking about, and my expression gave that away.


“So word hasn’t reached you yet?” he asked.


Bud Corliss was better known for his infidelities than for the legal reasoning in his opinions. His wife, Janet, had inherited a substantial sum of money from her father and added to it with a successful career as an interior designer sought after by Manhattan socialites and bicoastal movie stars.


“Which word would that be?”


Corliss had carried on a two-year affair with one of the women in my office that had prompted Battaglia to move her to the Appeals Division, to avoid the conflict of trying cases in front of her lover. The DA had used just about every favor owed to him to keep the entanglement off Page Six of the New York Post.


“Janet’s unstable. I’ve tried to get help—”


“Look, Judge,” I said, “this conversation is making me terrifically uncomfortable. I’d like you to take your hand off the door so I can quietly go on my way.”


“A drink, then? One night this week?”


“That’s not in the cards,” I said, shaking my head. “Not happening. I don’t know Janet well, but I’m not stepping in the middle of whatever you’ve got going on.”


Bud Corliss removed his hand from the door. “This stays between us, Alex, because I might need your help, your advice.”


“I’m listening.”


“Janet told her best friend something,” Corliss said. “She was desperate, I guess, and you know what these times are like.”


“Her best friend writes speeches for the senator, doesn’t she?” I asked.


“Yes, and that’s the friend who’s encouraging her to go public.”


“What—with the fact that you’ve been unfaithful again?” I said. “I’d hardly call it breaking news.”


Bud Corliss had both hands on his hips. I could see the gold cuff links and Patek Philippe watch that Janet had given to him, catching the sunlight that beamed through the dirty window of the robing room.


“That’s all in her imagination, Alex,” he said. “Janet has cried ‘wolf’ so many times that even her friends don’t believe her.”


I turned the knob and tugged on the heavy oak door. “When you’re ready for my help—and to tell me the truth—give me a call.”


“I’ll make it quick, then,” Corliss said, his jaw tightening as he spoke the words. “Janet’s claiming I hit her.”


I spun around to face him, with barely a foot separating us.


“You hit your wife, Judge? And you’re coming to me for help?”


“You know the reasons women claim this kind of thing,” he said. “You know how people exaggerate when a marriage seems headed for the rocks.”


“Did you hit her?” I asked, pushing against the door with my shoulder and backing into the dark, narrow hallway that led to the public corridor. “Because that’s really all I need to know. And if the answer is yes, Bud, then you’d better get yourself a lawyer and not a prosecutorial stooge to try to hide behind.”


“You’re talking to me like I’m a common criminal, Alex,” the judge said, holding his arms out to his sides in apparent disbelief. “Harvard College, graduate degree from Oxford, Columbia Law School—law review, in fact. I left a partnership at Dewey to come on the bench. I’m not some street thug you can threaten with a prosecution.”


“Wife beaters come in every shape and size, Judge,” I said. “Too bad you live in Bronx County, because it’s out of my jurisdiction. Is that where you threw the punch?”


“I didn’t punch—”


But I wasn’t in the mood for mealymouthed excuses, so I cut off Corliss at his first hint of a denial. “After three months away, there’d be nothing like a domestic violence case to whet my appetite for a guilty verdict.”




TWO


I opened the door to my office and smiled at the unexpected sight of Mike Chapman sitting in my chair with his feet propped up on my desk.


“What a nice surprise,” I said. “If you’re here to check on me, Detective, you might be pleased to know that I’m back in the saddle again and loaded for bear. Felony bear.”


I started toward the desk to circle round and plant a kiss on top of Mike’s head of long, dark hair, but he put up his hand to stop me. There was a time when we had to keep our personal relationship under wraps in order to continue working cases together, but since my kidnapping earlier in the year, there were no more secrets from any of our colleagues.


“You’ve got a visitor, Coop,” Mike said. “Save the Romeo-Juliet bit for after hours.”


I turned my head and saw a young woman sitting on the corner of the couch closest to the office door. Her face was expressionless, without the trace of a smile nor the tears or tension of distress.


“Hello,” I said. “I’m Alexandra Cooper.”


She nodded her head, avoiding eye contact with me. She probably knew, from Mike, who I was.


“This is Lucy Jenner, Coop.”


Mike was staring at her, as though waiting for her to react to something.


“Hi, Lucy,” I said. “Good to meet you.”


It was never good for anyone to meet me in my professional capacity as a Special Victims prosecutor. Something bad had happened to put each visitor within my orbit.


Lucy was silent.


“Maybe we ought to make Lucy comfortable in the waiting area,” I said to Mike. “My paralegal can get her a soda and something to eat while you fill me in.”


“I wouldn’t recommend that,” Mike said. “My peeps tell me Lucy makes Usain Bolt look like he’s dragging his feet on the way to the finish line. She’s lightning fast.”


“I’ve got nowhere to hide any longer,” Lucy said. “I’ve stopped running.”


There was no point in my pushing buttons yet.


“You two are way out ahead of me on this,” I said. “Want to let me know why you’re here?”


I had run the Special Victims Bureau for more than a decade, handling and overseeing sexual assault cases, domestic violence matters, child abuse, and murders related to those crimes. Mike Chapman was a first grade detective assigned to Manhattan North’s elite Homicide Squad. Sometimes our work overlapped, but this meeting was completely unanticipated.


“I told you about Ms. Cooper,” Mike said to Lucy, removing his feet from my blotter and offering me my chair.


I shook my head. If I sat on this side of my desk, I’d be closer to my visitor—with no official-looking piece of government furniture to separate us.


Lucy Jenner tried to size me up by staring at me, as if that would give her an indication of whether what Mike had told her fit with my physical appearance, for whatever that was worth.


I turned the wooden chair that normally faced my desk in Lucy’s direction and sat down on it. “I guess whatever Detective Chapman said to you about me or my job didn’t put you at ease coming here. Maybe I can help with that.”


“Whatever.”


“I’m a prosecutor, Lucy. I handle cases that are—”


“I know what you do.”


“Then would you mind if I ask you some questions?”


She shrugged her shoulders. “Everybody else does. Go ahead. Maybe I’ll answer yours.”


Not even a full day after returning to work and already my professional life was settling back into a familiar rhythm.


I turned to Mike. “What’s the endgame here?”


People didn’t go to their doctors, leave out the most important symptoms, and see whether the guy was smart enough to guess the illness just by having the patient in the room. Why did so many witnesses come into my office and refuse to open up to me, expecting me to play “What’s the Crime?” with them?


“You’re going to tell us,” Mike said. “That’s why we’re here.”


“Have you two been working on something together?” I asked.


“For about two hours,” Mike said. “Brooklyn South Homicide called me this morning. The lieutenant asked me to go over there to meet Lucy. Bring her to you. Let you figure out what to do.”


I turned to square off with Lucy. “That’s a start.”


“He said he’d call and bring you up to speed,” Mike said. “I’m just doing the delivery.”


“Laura wasn’t at her desk when I came down from court,” I said, referring to my secretary. “I have no idea if there are messages.”


“And the Brooklyn squad was in a frenzy about a headless body of a runner found in Prospect Park, so maybe the Loo just got hung up.”


“Good excuse,” I said. “I assume you have some role in a murder investigation, Lucy, if that’s what took you to the Brooklyn South Homicide Squad. Why don’t we start by talking about that?”


“Yes, I was a witness,” she said. “That was ten years ago, when I was fourteen.”


Lucy Jenner. Twenty-four years old. I was actually getting facts to work with.


“But the killer was only caught recently? I mean, just now?”


“No, ma’am. He was arrested back then.”


I looked around at Mike. “Did you ever consider fast-forwarding so I have some idea of what I’m dealing with?”


“Lucy wouldn’t say anything at all to the detectives in Brooklyn,” he said. “And I hit a brick wall, too, trying to get started for you. She insisted on talking to a woman.”


“I can honor that request,” I said. “But when you walked into the police station this morning, you wouldn’t even tell anyone why you were there?”


“That’s not true,” Lucy said. “That’s not what happened. I got arrested last night. That’s how come I wound up with the cops. I didn’t walk into the station. I didn’t want anything to do with the police.”


I softened my tone. “Why were you arrested?”


Lucy didn’t answer.


“Would you rather speak to me without Detective Chapman in the room?”


“He’s been nice to me so far,” she said. “He can stay.”


“He’s been nice to me, too,” I said, smiling at her. “For a very long time.”


Lucy’s expression didn’t change.


So I asked again. “Why did the police arrest you?”


“Because I stole things. Clean clothes to wear and food and stuff.”


“Yesterday? You were caught stealing things yesterday?”


“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Five years ago. Last time I was in New York.”


“When you were eighteen?” I said sympathetically, thinking how sad it was that she had to steal just to get basic necessities, especially at such a young age. “That’s crazy.”


She looked up at me and cocked her head, as though she was trying to tell if I meant what I had said, or if I was going to inflict more damage on her.


“Lucy was driving her father’s car last night,” Mike said. “Taillight was busted, so uniformed pulled her over. They did a name check and the old warrant—a Manhattan warrant—dropped from five years back.”


“And they brought her in instead of giving her an appearance ticket?” I asked.


“Cuffs, fingerprints, mug shot—the whole nine yards. The original charge was a felony.”


“Grand larceny,” I said, smiling at her. “So you stole a lot of clothes and a good bit of food.”


“I didn’t know a soul in the city, ma’am. Except the man—the man who hurt me—and he wouldn’t give me anything.”


“Do you mind if I go back and write down some information about you?” I asked. “Get some details to put this all in perspective?”


I wanted to get to the part about the man who hurt her.


“Are you keeping me locked up?” Lucy said.


“I think the detectives suggested you come to my office so I could get the Manhattan arrest warrant cleared, then get you out and on your way. They had no jurisdiction to do that in Brooklyn.”


“Then ask me what you want.”


I went to my desk and got a clean notepad from the top of the pile. Mike handed me a pen.


“Lucy Jenner,” I said, sitting down again. “Twenty-four years old. What’s your address in Brooklyn?”


“I don’t have an address.”


“Well, then. Your father’s home.”


“He’s dead,” she said, looking down at a spot on the floor. “My father died last spring.”


“I’m so sorry.”


“You couldn’t know unless I told you,” she said. “I hardly knew him. I only came back a few days ago, when my half brother told me I could have the car and some money he left me.”


“Were you raised by your mother?”


“When she was alive,” Lucy said. “Till before the murder case, when she got real sick. Before the murders happened and before the trial. Then I went off to live with her sister.”


“Where? Where were you born?”


“Chicago.”


“Would you tell us something about your family?”


She leaned her head back on the couch. “Like what?”


I needed to connect the young woman sitting in front of me—eyewitness to murders, teenage thief, and now orphaned adult who seemed rootless and ill at ease—to a background that would give context to what brought her into my office.


“A bit about your parents—who they were and what they did—and who you can be with now.”


“Be with?”


“I want the judge to dismiss this warrant from six years ago, okay? I want to do that as soon as possible, and in order for that to happen, I have to be able to answer questions the judge will have, so he knows that your life has changed from that time.”


“It’s changed all right,” Lucy said. “And it’ll get worse before it ever gets better.”


“Mike and I can try to fix that,” I said. “Can you tell me about your mother?”


I was hoping some memory would emerge to bring a smile to her face.


“She was a teacher,” Lucy said. “She taught math in an elementary school in our neighborhood. But she was sick for as long as I can remember. So sick that she had to quit working by the time I was eight or nine.”


“That’s hard.”


“She was white. I know you didn’t ask me that, but people say I look a lot like my mother, except for being just a little bit darker.”


Lucy’s skin was a very pale shade of brown—tawny and warm. She had a beautiful face—almost heart-shaped—with fine bones, framed by jet-black hair that hung to her shoulders.


“Did your father live with you?”


She sat up straighter now. “He never married my mother, and he left by the time I was three years old. He moved home to Brooklyn, and back in with the wife he’d been separated from when he started dating my mother.”


I let her keep talking.


“My half brother is four years older than I am. Our dad and his mother were from Barbados.”


I was hoping that Lucy could give the judge her brother’s name as next of kin. That would add an element of stability to my application to dismiss the warrant. “Are you staying with your brother while you’re here? Is that an address we can use?”


“Not advisable, Ms. Cooper,” Mike said. “Rodney Jenner lives in a real flophouse, according to the cops who brought Lucy in.”


“My brother doesn’t want me there anyway,” she said. “Not with his girlfriend and his two babies.”


“Where, then? Where have you been living?”


She squinted, like she was trying to think of an answer.


“Try the back seat of a twelve-year-old Toyota with a burnt-out taillight,” Mike said. “Casa Toyota. Short on closet space, but then so are most apartments in this city.”


Lucy didn’t seem the least bit upset by that description.


“That won’t work,” I said. “We can do better for you, I’m sure. Do you plan to go back to Chicago soon?”


Her shoulders hunched up—her expression still blank—as though a shrug answered everything.


“Can you go back, Lucy?” I knew that was a different question than would she.


“Yeah. My aunt Hannah has room for me. Hannah Dart. She lives in Winnetka—one of those fancy Chicago suburbs. It’s my cousins who don’t have much use for me.”


“It would help if you give me all her contact information,” I said. “We can use your aunt’s name in court as long as I can call her first to get her to agree.”


I moved my chair a few inches closer to Lucy, our knees almost touching.


“Would you tell us about the murders you witnessed?” I asked. “Mike’s better at handling homicides than any ten detectives I’ve ever met.”


“The murders aren’t the problem,” Lucy said. “They were solved. That bastard’s still in jail.”


“The cops took Lucy from the precinct,” Mike said, “up to the Homicide Squad because when they ran her name check in the system, it came up on the old Homicide investigation—the one she was a witness in.”


“But those murders must have something to do with whatever your issues are, Lucy,” I said. “Won’t you please take us that far?”


“Lucy wouldn’t give the lieutenant the time of day,” Mike said. “He told me that she saw some old photograph hanging on the wall in the station house and kind of freaked out.”


“That’s not a crime, is it?” she said, slumping down and crossing her arms. “Freaking out?”


“A photograph of what?” I asked. “A mug shot? The perp who committed the murders?”


Lucy almost managed a laugh. “Not a mug shot, Ms. Cooper. Not even close.”


I needed to find a way in, to penetrate her icy veneer. “Will you talk to me about the man who hurt you? Tell me what he did?”


“There’s no point in that, ma’am. No one ever believed me when I spoke up.”


“Try one more time, please,” I said. “It’s my job to believe people who’ve been hurt.”


“Then how come you’ve been away from your job for three months?” she asked. “Did you stop believing?”


“Sorry, Coop,” Mike said. “I’m the one who told Lucy that you’re just back to work.”


I didn’t take my eyes off her face as I steadied myself to speak to her. I didn’t often reveal my personal story to witnesses in my office. “Because I got hurt, too. I know what it is to be scared to death, to have someone treat me so badly I didn’t know how I’d ever recover from it.”


Lucy met my stare head-on. “I bet you got believed, didn’t you?”


She nailed me on that one.


“Yes. Yes, I did,” I said. “And that helped me a lot.”


She smirked at me, and I ignored it.


“Why don’t you tell me what you witnessed all those years ago?” I said. “Can’t we start with that?”


“I’m sick of telling that story.”


“Well, Mike and I have never heard it.”


She kicked her left foot back and forth, as regularly as a pendulum, while she considered answering me.


“Did the case involve anyone in your family?”


“No, ma’am. Nothing like that.”


“Was it here, in Brooklyn?” I asked, thinking about the photograph on the wall in the station house that had spooked her.


She shook her head.


“Chicago, then?”


“Nope. First time I ran away from my aunt’s house,” Lucy said. “Iowa City.”


“Whoa. That’s hours from Chicago,” I said. “And you were only fourteen years old. How did you get there?”


“I took a bus. Three hours is all.”


“Alone? Did you run away alone?”


“No way. I was with my friend Austin.”


“Your boyfriend?” I asked.


“That’s not what I said, was it?” Lucy asked. “He was just a good friend, from my old ’hood. He was sixteen, so I trusted what he told me. We took the bus to go meet up with his cousin Buster, who lived in Iowa City.”


“How did that go?”


“It was fine at first. Buster’s mother was happy to see Austin, and she liked me because I helped with the dishes and the laundry.”


“I’m glad she liked you,” I said. “But your aunt must have been upset.”


“She upsets easy. Always will,” Lucy said. “Everything was okay—Buster’s mother kept my aunt in touch and all that. It was summertime, so she couldn’t fuss about me missing school, and the three of us used to hang out in the park. Hickory Hill Park. We didn’t do anything wild. Just listened to music and met up with friends of Buster’s.”


“So it’s not either one of them—Austin or Buster—who hurt you?”


Lucy shook her head from side to side. “They were my friends.”


Her luminous hazel eyes looked as though they were filling with tears.


“What happened, Lucy? Can you tell us that?”


She bit her lip, showing emotion for the first time since we had started talking.


“They’re both dead because of me,” she said.


I reached out to put a hand on the knee of her jeans.


“That can’t be the reason.”


“It is,” Lucy said, jerking her leg to the side and raising her voice. “It’s because of me they were murdered.”


“What did you do, Lucy?”


“I look white, Ms. Cooper. That’s what I did,” she said. “There was this madman—really a madman—who was going around the country with his AK-47. He was shooting at people, killing people he didn’t even know.”


“Austin and Buster?” I asked. “This guy shot them?”


Lucy nodded as tears rolled slowly from her eyes to the tip of her chin.


“He shot them because what he saw was two black guys hanging out with a white girl,” Lucy said, talking so fast now she had to pause to catch her breath. “In Hickory Hill Park, on a ball field, at six o’clock at night, without so much as saying a word to us.”


“A sniper, right?”


“Yes,” Lucy murmured.


“Killing black men in a public park,” I said.


“I told you that.”


A madman going around the country, she had also said. “And the same guy killed a man in Salt Lake City for the same reason, didn’t he? For jogging with a white woman.”


She nodded.


“In Liberty Park, right?”


“Yeah,” Lucy said.


“And an interracial couple playing tennis in Grant Park in Portland, Oregon,” I said, pulling from memory the facts of a landmark federal case, tried by two prosecutors using a novel legal theory.


“You know Lucy’s case?” Mike asked.


I held out my left arm in his direction to silence him. I had her talking now and I didn’t want her to stop.


But Mike’s comment triggered Lucy to realize I remembered her trial. “You know about it?”


“I know of it,” I said, trying to keep her calm. “From casebooks and newspapers. The same guy even tried to kill a man in a park in Manhattan. Fort Tryon, up near the Cloisters museum.”


Mike nodded.


“Every prosecutor in the country learned about it,” I said. “It’s historic.”


Lucy wiped the tears off her right cheek with her fingers and stretched back her head so that she could look up at the ceiling, avoiding eye contact with me.


“The sniper was a murderous white supremacist, Lucy,” I said. “It’s not because of you that Austin and Buster were killed.”


“I was sitting on the bench, so close to Austin that pieces of metal shattered and flew into my neck—from the bullets,” she said, rubbing the left side of her neck.


Shrapnel, I thought to myself. I remembered that from the media coverage, too. The teenage girl who was almost another casualty of the bigoted killer.


“So he’s the man who hurt you,” I said, jamming the pieces of the puzzle together faster than I should have done.


“I told you no. I already said it wasn’t him.”


“Sorry. I just assumed—”


“I don’t even remember the pain from the shooting,” she said. “Nothing can bring back Austin and Buster, but at least that racist asshole will never see the light of day again.”


I was sitting bolt upright now, focused on Lucy but trying to figure out what we could do for her as the past seemed to be conflating with her present state of rootlessness.


“Look, Lucy,” I said, “we can’t make any of that go away, but we can certainly try to improve your situation. Dismiss your warrant, find you housing, get you counseling. We can do all of that.”


“I want him to leave the room,” Lucy said, pointing at Mike as her manner changed completely.


Her entire mood had shifted and her anger seemed suddenly palpable.


Mike laughed and ran his fingers through his thick hair. “An hour ago I was your best friend, kid. Now you’re booting me out of here?”


Lucy was stone-faced.


“Why don’t you check with Laura?” I asked him. “See if there are any messages I need to know about. And go to Helen Wyler’s office and get her cell phone out of her top desk drawer. Call TARU and tell them I need an overnight download of every text she’s had from her complaining witness in the last three weeks.”


“Two to zip in favor of my exit, and you’re giving me grunt work to do as well,” Mike said, pushing back from my desk and walking to the door. “See you later.”


I waited until the door closed tightly behind him.


“Is this better for you, Lucy?” I asked.


“Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know yet.”


“Is there something you want to tell me?” I said. “Just me?”


“What are you going to do with the information, if I give it to you?”


“I can’t give you an honest answer yet. That’s just because I don’t have a clue what you have to say.”


“I told people before,” Lucy said. “I told them five years ago, the first time I came to New York, but nobody did anything about it. Now it’s probably too late.”


“Try me, Lucy,” I said. “The lieutenant who met you in Brooklyn earlier today obviously thought it was something I might be able to help you with. Why not try me?”


She looked toward the closed door, and I was afraid she was going to get up and walk out.


“I’m sick of reading these stories in the papers every day, all these women talking about shit that happened to them twenty years ago,” Lucy said. “Nobody even doubts them the way people turned their backs on me.”


This conversation was picking up intensity as Lucy got to the reveal. It wasn’t about the post-traumatic stress of witnessing the murders of her friends or about cleaning up the warrant that had been held over her head for five years. Somewhere in this nightmare of a life story, there was a sexual assault that hadn’t been credited when Lucy tried to report it.


“Well, it’s my turn now,” she said, stabbing the center of her chest with her forefinger, over and over again. “Me, too, Ms. Cooper. Me, too.”




THREE


“How far did you get with Lucy after I left the room?” Mike asked.


“She shut me down pretty quick,” I said. “I think she’s testing me, to see if I’m really going to do the right thing.”


“How so?”


“She said she was hungry and tired and felt dirty and had nothing more to say to me until I kept my word.”


“Your word? Lucy’s challenging that?” Mike said.


“She wants her old case dismissed, and I said I could do that.”


“Where is she now?”


“Maxine is glued to her,” I said.


My paralegal had worked with me for three years since graduating from college. She was as good as any prosecutor at evaluating cases and she had a heart of gold that made her a favorite of the survivors who passed through our offices.


“I set them up in the conference room with strict orders to Max not to let Lucy out of her sight. Laura ordered in sandwiches and drinks, then walked over to Broadway to buy some clean underwear and a couple of outfits at the Odd Lots discount store.”


“What’s next for Lucy?”


“A hot shower in the executive ladies’ room, a change of clothes, and a nap.”


“Then you’ll have another go at her,” Mike said.


“Over and over, till I get the story,” I said. “How’d you do with Helen’s phone?”


“The tech guys are on it. No big deal. They’ll pull up those texts later today and have the phone back to her before midnight.”


“Good. I’ll let Helen know,” I said. “Meanwhile, get on the phone to Brooklyn South Homicide and have someone take close-ups of all the photographs on the wall that Lucy might have seen. Email them to me and let’s see if she can pinpoint the one that set her off.”


“You think—?”


“I think maybe the reason she turned on you is that once she decided to tell me about the man who assaulted her—instead of telling any of the detectives at the squad—chances are it’s because she saw a photo of someone she recognized. Maybe one of the cops on the case,” I said. “It’s not very hard to connect those dots. Likely the guy she freaked out about had a badge and you’ve got a badge. Could be as simple as that.”


“A cop?” Mike said, glaring at me with his fists balled up against his waist. “Where are you going with this now, Coop? You’re saying some cop raped a fourteen-year-old kid, just because she’s going all weepy on you? You do believe that’s why she wanted me out of your office, don’t you?”


“Something set her off in the station house, didn’t it? An old photograph, probably cops from that command.”


“Yeah,” Mike said. “I’ll tell you why she got set off. The reality that a warrant was dropping that would keep her in the slammer for a few days. Have you checked her story with the aunt yet? And what do you really know about that case she testified in? Why would the NYPD have been involved?”


“The killer’s name in Lucy’s case is Weldon Baynes. Welly, he called himself, if you want to see what I ‘really’ know about it,” I said, crossing my arms and sitting on the edge of the desk. “He was from Athens, Georgia, before he set out on his odyssey to kill black men, including her companions, Austin and Buster.”


“Where did his overload of hate come from?” Mike asked.


“You’ve known enough bigots. Baynes was probably taught to hate his entire life, I’d guess. I don’t know what the psychobabble was about his history, or I just don’t remember that. All that’s certain, I think, is that he wanted to start a race war—ignite some local fires and hope they’d spread across the country.”


“But always targeting black men with white women?”


“Always. The couple in Fort Tryon Park had just left the Cloisters museum. They were both graduate students in art history at Columbia, not lovers,” I said. “You know how deserted it can be up there on the Heights.”


Mike and I had handled a murder case that involved the Cloisters early in our professional partnership. The museum housed a spectacular collection of medieval art that had been gifted to the city, along with the parkland of Fort Tryon, by John D. Rockefeller, Jr.


“That pair just got lucky?” Mike said. “I wasn’t working Homicide then. Maybe that’s why I’m not calling it up.”


“Those two got very lucky, and that’s an understatement. The sniper took several shots but missed the young man completely and got away clean. He was only linked to the other murders by the bullets, which the FBI compared because of the location—a public park, again—of the attempted murder.”


“So NYPD cops were assigned.”


“From our Hate Crime Task Force, with some experienced Homicide cops thrown in by each of the cities, including us, who partnered with FBI agents. Call Lieutenant Peterson—he’ll tell you who was on the national team from our force,” I said. “Get some names and we’ll try to match them to the photos from the Brooklyn squad room.”


“You think I’m snitching on some detective who’s probably retired to the Outer Banks by now, enjoying his pension and sucking on his second margarita this very minute, when we don’t even know what this kid’s story is? When she’s calling the shots and you’re eager enough to fall for that,” Mike said, running his fingers through his dark hair, rather than pounding his fists on my desk. “Get yourself another rat, Ms. Cooper. Get yourself some misfits from Internal Affairs.”


I walked to my chair and picked up the phone. “I’ll run down Lucy’s story,” I said. “I promise you that. Right now, though, she has the benefit of the doubt.”


“Of course we give her the benefit of the doubt, once she opens up and tells her story,” Mike said, headed for the door. “But you know I’m not going to start attacking men—cops, no less—who haven’t been accused of anything.”


“It’s my job to get that story, and I have to use whatever tools are available to do so,” I said. “Lucy reacted to something she saw in a photograph? Then I need to see that photo, too.”


Mike’s hand was on the knob, his back turned to me.


“And you, Detective Chapman, are a mandated reporter of child abuse under the Family Court Act of the State of New York,” I said. “Walk out my door and you’ll be in very hot water.”


“The only two temperatures you know, Coop. Very hot and boiling,” Mike said, facing me again. “That’s why you’ll never be district attorney. You’ve got no thermostatic control for your attitude adjustment.”


“I’ll never be DA. because it’s a job I don’t want. Going around to all those party clubhouses and making deals or promises that an honest prosecutor shouldn’t make. Rubber chicken dinners and christenings and bar mitzvahs for the kids of high-rolling donors every weekend? I couldn’t stand a life like that,” I said. “That’s why I’ll never be DA.”


I held up my forefinger to my lips. I had dialed information in Illinois to find a number for Lucy’s aunt.


“Don’t try to shush me up by lifting your finger,” he said. “That’s rude.”


“You’re really steaming, aren’t you?” I said, waiting for the directory assistance robot to connect me.


“Nothing like a rush to judgment, is there?”


“Hey, it’s you who brought Lucy Jenner over here to me. So that I could help her, the way I remember it.”


The ringing was interrupted by an outgoing message on an answering machine, asking me to leave the reason for my call. “Hello? Hello. My name is Alexandra Cooper, and I’m trying to reach Hannah Dart. I’m an assistant district attorney in New York City. There’s nothing wrong—nothing at all—but we’re just trying to help find residential placement for your niece, Lucy Jenner.”


Mike had turned his back to me and was shaking his head.


I paused. “Lucy gave me your name as next of kin, and if you could get back to me as soon as possible, and let us know that she is welcome to stay with you for a while, it would allow us to—to—well, to get her on her way.”


I ended the call with a thank-you and left both my office number and my cell.


“What if the aunt says no?” Mike asked.


“Then I get to plead with whoever the judge is about tossing the warrant and letting her out anyway. I think the circumstances of her original victimization will trump some nonsensical petty thefts,” I said. “Are you making that call to Brooklyn for me?”
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