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For T.


For all the beautiful ways you’ve


changed my situation.





INTRODUCTION



My name is Carrie Goldberg and I’m a victims’ rights lawyer. Some people call me a “passionate advocate” or a “social justice warrior.” I’d rather be called a ruthless motherfucker. I operate my firm, C.A. Goldberg, PLLC, with one fundamental rule: if one of my clients has been harmed, somebody must pay. It’s as simple as that.


My clients—I represent everyone from successful businesspeople to struggling students—have endured unimaginable offenses. They’ve been assaulted, stalked, threatened, raped, and extorted. Their sexual privacy has been invaded, their reputations destroyed, and their lives put in danger. As a result of these crimes, some of my clients have lost their jobs or been forced to leave school, their entire lives and careers upended.


One of my first clients was a seventeen-year-old girl coerced into performing sex acts by a man she’d met online. She was so distraught I worried she might harm herself. Another client was being impersonated online by a vindictive boyfriend who posted multiple Craigslist ads with my client’s phone number and work address promoting her as a sex worker and inviting men over for sex. Yet another client was doxed by an angry mob of trolls who bombarded her with death threats so vicious she fled her home in fear.


Before coming to see me, most of my clients have tried to help themselves. If they are students, they’ve gone to their school officials; if they are being harassed online, they’ve appealed to webmasters and platform administrators. Many have gone to the police—not once but repeatedly. One client sought help more than fifty times before he came to me. I meet people when they are desperate, traumatized, even suicidal, which is exactly what these offenders want. The attacks are meant to crush your soul. I know because it’s happened to me.


_______


I met my psycho ex on the dating site OkCupid. At the time, I was in my midthirties, newly divorced, and living in New York, working as the lead lawyer at the Guardianship Project at the Vera Institute of Justice. My job entailed advocating for mostly indigent, elderly, or mentally disabled adults unable to advocate for themselves and without suitable family to care for them. Courts had deemed our clients legally incapacitated and designated the Vera Institute their court-appointed guardian. I had the sobering responsibility of making decisions about every aspect of my clients’ lives—from money and caretakers to housing and birth control. I didn’t realize at the time how much I longed for someone to take care of me.


When my ex first messaged me, I was immediately intrigued. He was charming, smart, and creative. He’d graduated from the prestigious Wharton business school, he said, and had sometimes commuted there by helicopter. We texted and direct messaged for hours a day, talking about everything: past relationships, his missing turtle, fashion. Our connection was fun, playful, and deeply serious. When we finally met face-to-face, we became instantly inseparable. He chauffeured me around in his Mercedes SUV, bought me jewelry, and commissioned artwork for me—all within the first month. It was romantic and intoxicating. I trusted him with all my secrets. I felt protected and adored.


But then, a few weeks after we started dating, things began to change. He started checking up on me, texting me obsessively whenever I worked late: “Why aren’t you home? Where are you? Who are you with?” Anytime I tried to hang out with friends or talk on the phone with family, he threw a fit. More than once I woke up in the middle of the night and found him sitting straight up, staring at me. He was insanely jealous and would fly into violent rages over imaginary cheating scenarios he refused to believe weren’t true.


One night a friend invited me to a fund-raiser for her new play. The event was held in the basement of a community theater on the Lower East Side where I had no cell reception. Walking out, I checked my phone and saw more than two dozen missed calls from my ex and a string of frantic text messages demanding I respond. He called me a bitch, accused me of cheating on him, proclaimed we were “done,” then insisted I call. He wrote: “Think you can betray me like this? I will fuckin END you.” I was terrified.


I’d like to say I ended things right then. But it took a few months and more frightening incidents before I was finally able to summon the courage to leave the relationship for good. As soon as it was over, my ex started to attack in earnest. He flooded my phone and email with hundreds of threatening messages. He told me he was going to post intimate pictures of me online. He filed a false police report claiming I’d assaulted him. He even contacted my friends, family, and colleagues on Facebook, spreading lies about my having a sexually transmitted infection and being addicted to drugs. He said he hired three HIV-positive men to rape me. He told me this was “war.”


For almost a year, my life was consumed by this battle. I filed a police report, obtained an order of protection, and begged a judge to restrain my ex from posting naked pictures and videos of me online. I spent $30,000 in legal fees and countless hours defending myself against my ex’s false accusations before the charges were eventually dropped. I moved out of the co-op I loved and into an apartment with a doorman. Even then, I didn’t feel safe. Walking down the street, out of the corner of my eye I would catch a glimpse of someone who looked vaguely like my ex and freeze. I thought there was no way I could ever escape his attacks and recover my life.


I was at my lowest point, in December 2013, when a friend invited me to go with her to Ireland, where she’d rented a vacation house. I jumped at the chance to get away. One afternoon we took a ferry to the Aran Islands. During a treacherous storm, I climbed a steep cliff overlooking Galway Bay. As the rain blew sideways, fogging up my glasses, I started replaying moments of what had been the most difficult months of my life. I realized that through it all, the worst part was feeling completely alone. Neither the lawyers nor the judges nor the cops I’d turned to for assistance had ever made me feel protected. Instead, I’d been repeatedly told that there was nothing they could do. Then, standing on that cliff, I had an epiphany: as horrible as my experience had been, I couldn’t possibly be the only one.


There had to be other people out there who had suffered the same kind of attack. It occurred to me that they were probably searching for the same kind of support I had longed for in my darkest days: a skilled fighter who could navigate both the law and the changing digital landscape; someone who understood the threat of privacy violations and knew what to do when a psycho was spinning out of control. In that moment, drenched in the pouring rain, I decided I was going to advocate for victims the way I wish somebody had fought for me. I would become the lawyer I’d needed when I was most desperate.


When I got home, I gave my two weeks’ notice at work. My last day at the Vera Institute was January 23, 2014. I opened my own law firm the next day.


When I started my practice, I had little money, no staff, and zero idea of how to run a business. All I had was the fight. But that was enough. At first, I took any case I could find and often worked for free. I couldn’t bring myself to say no to people who were in pain the way I’d been, and I wanted to learn how to fight on their behalf. I read everything I could about revenge porn, sextortion, rape, domestic violence, internet law, and First Amendment rights, and I studied state and federal criminal codes. I figured out how to get information removed from the internet, began establishing relationships with people at the major social media companies and search engines, and started working with other survivors, advocates, and lawmakers.


Soon I had more work than I could handle on my own. I hired an intern and then a receptionist. In five years, I grew my firm to a staff of thirteen, including six lawyers. In 2018, I was anointed by Law Firm 500 the fastest-growing law firm in the country.


_______


My clients, many of whom I consider friends, are fierce and fearless warriors. No two are alike. I represent actors and activists, suburban moms, struggling artists, recent immigrants, celebutantes, the superrich—as in own- their- own- jet rich—and folks getting by on food stamps. But while my clients are special and unique, the offenders are not. They are as boring and predictable as they are dangerous.


I’ve spent years studying how the offenders who target my clients operate. I’ve catalogued their grooming and manipulation techniques, their strategies, methods, and intent. There are patterns and similarities in their behaviors that are hard to miss once you know what to look for. My staff and I have even developed a shorthand to describe the shitheads we see most often: psychos, who obsessively stalk, threaten, and intimidate their prey; assholes, who exploit or mistreat victims out of willful ignorance or arrogance or for their own financial gain; trolls, who terrorize victims under the cloak of internet anonymity; and pervs, who get off on overpowering victims into sex acts against their will. Frighteningly, these offenders are all around us, masquerading as regular people, just waiting to attack.


Psychos, pervs, assholes, and trolls hunt for targets on dating apps and social media. They lurk in bars and on college campuses. They teach in our schools, minister in our churches, and hold powerful positions in government, media, and tech. Some of the worst offenders victimize their own spouses and partners. These are the monsters my clients and I battle every day.


Of course, predators, stalkers, and abusers are nothing new. What’s different now is that many of these offenders have harnessed the power and reach of the internet to facilitate their crimes. Armed with nothing but a laptop, and shielded by anonymity, a single bad actor can wreak unmitigated chaos and ruin the lives of countless victims. They stop only when we fight back.


_______


In the first five years of its existence, my firm has secured more than one hundred orders of protection and removed more than 30,000 nonconsensual images and videos from the web. We’ve obtained millions of dollars in financial recoveries for our clients and had more than a dozen offenders arrested and thrown in jail. Working side by side with my clients, I’ve successfully sued major corporations and the mammoth New York City Department of Education.


Along with other advocates, we’ve also pushed for legislative change. Since day one, I’ve been getting in lawmakers’ faces, email blasting, and sending letters and tweets about policy changes we need to implement to keep the public safe. I’ve helped craft more than a dozen states’ revenge-porn laws and spoken at the White House, to Congress, and at think tanks and symposiums across the country.


My firm has made a difference in hundreds of clients’ lives, and impacted countless others who’ve been protected by laws we’ve helped put in place. But I have not been fighting alone. Many of my clients have become powerful warriors in the wake of their attacks. Working with one of my youngest, a sweet girl who was assaulted near her middle school, we sued her entire city. Fighting back is a transformative act.


I’m proud of these victories. But this book is about more than my journey and the harrowing experiences of my clients who’ve agreed to let me share their stories here. This book is a call to arms.


As you will see in these pages, crimes of violence and violation—and the offenders who commit them—are not distinct and unrelated. They are all around us, connected like points on a web. Offenders are everywhere. What makes them so terrifying is that many of these unhinged men—and they are almost always men—are compelled by the same impulses that trigger other offenders to drive cars into groups of protesters and fire assault rifles into churches, synagogues, and schools. They are driven by rage and a thirst to strip victims of their agency and control. These offenders want to dominate, manipulate, and punish their victims. I refuse to let them win. And all of us have the power to fight back. We don’t have to be victims. We can be the army to take these motherfuckers down.





CHAPTER 1



SLEEPING WITH THE ENEMY


Francesca Rossi stepped up to a microphone in a room on the eleventh floor of the US District Court in lower Manhattan. She placed a sheaf of papers—the carefully crafted victim impact statement we’d been working on for weeks—on the podium in front of her, and brushed a stray hair from her face. Glancing up at federal judge Kevin Castel, Francesca began in a clear and steady voice: “I stand here before you today grateful to be alive.”


It was a windy morning in late December 2017. For more than a year, I’d been Francesca’s lawyer. I’d spent countless hours working on her case, fielding calls, inventorying evidence, arguing with prosecutors, demanding meetings, and helping her keep sane and safe through a storm of vicious attacks. Finally, we’d arrived at the culmination of all our hard work: the sentencing hearing of the man who’d tried to destroy Francesca’s life. “I feared for my life every day,” Francesca continued, addressing the judge. “I’m not convinced that he still won’t try to kill me.”


Francesca wore a simple dark blazer to court that day. When we’d met at my office a few hours earlier, she’d slipped off her jacket to show me the T-shirt she wore underneath. On the front was a simple command, “Believe Women.” Grinning, she turned around to show me the back, emblazoned with a picture of a dagger and the words “Or else.” I loved that Francesca had armed herself like a warrior. But I knew she was a fighter from the first day we met.


Francesca, a social worker, had come to my Brooklyn office almost a year and a half earlier, in the spring of 2016, asking for advice. She was in her early thirties, dressed in leather boots and a motorcycle jacket, with a confident gaze and a deep, raspy voice. Settling into a chair in my conference room, she said she wanted to know what to do about “Paul,” a guy she’d had a fling with years ago who now appeared to be using a half-naked photo of Francesca as his Facebook profile picture, without her consent. “I don’t even remember sending him those pictures,” she said, dismayed. The relationship had ended amicably, she added. “I don’t know why he would do this.”


Neither did I.


By the time I met Francesca, I’d worked on dozens of cases involving the nonconsensual distribution of sexual images and videos, also known as revenge porn. But the scenario Francesca was describing didn’t fit the pattern I’d come to expect. Most instances of revenge porn happen shortly after, or during, a betrayal (real or imagined) or breakup. Typically a guy (it’s almost always a guy) feels bad (as in jealous or humiliated), but instead of handling his emotions like a normal adult, he goes full asshole and posts his partner’s private pictures on social media or a revenge porn website, and urges followers to harass his target because she’s a “lying whore” or a “stupid cunt” or she “had it coming.” It’s vindictive and impulsive behavior, but it doesn’t just happen out of the blue—and definitely not years after a relationship has ended. I suspected someone else was using Paul’s name to create a phony account.


“Are you dating anyone now?” I asked.


Francesca nodded but said her boyfriend had been totally supportive when she’d found the images of herself online. “It’s definitely not him,” she insisted.


Francesca wanted to know her options. I explained that sometimes in these types of cases we send a cease and desist letter to the offender, or we petition for an order of protection. Other times we negotiate our own brand of NDAs. (In our office the acronym often stands for “non-dissemination agreement.”) But in Francesca’s case I didn’t think any of those options made sense. At her request I had done a little digging and discovered that Paul owned a home in Queens with his sister, had never missed a payment on his Honda Civic, and had worked the same job for half a decade. Most of the revenge porning exes I see can’t hold down steady jobs. They are impulsive and unstable in every aspect of their lives. I was sure Paul was not the offender.


Plus, as I pointed out to Francesca, the Facebook account in Paul’s name had apparently been created with the sole purpose of posting an intimate picture of Francesca and sending friend requests to her contacts. Dudes who use social media just to be assholes never use their real names on the fake accounts. “I doubt it’s Paul,” I said again as I walked Francesca to the elevator. “But definitely let us know if anything else happens.”


Almost four months passed before I heard from Francesca again. She’d been calm and self-possessed during our initial consultation. The next time she called she was frantic. “I’m being sued!” she said.


Earlier that day, Francesca had received an email that purported to be from a process server, with a legal complaint attached. Written under a law firm’s logo, the suit, seemingly brought by the wife of a former boyfriend, accused Francesca of sleeping with the plaintiff’s husband and spreading a sexually transmitted infection to them both. I asked Francesca to forward me the email, but I knew before I even clicked open the attached PDF that the lawsuit was a fake. In New York, process servers don’t deliver lawsuits by email. Sure enough, when I called the lawyer listed on the document, she had never heard of the case.


I sat at my desk staring at the bogus lawsuit, wondering who might have sent it. I called across the office to my fresh-out-of-law-school associate, Adam Massey. “Hey,” I said, “can you take a look at something?” I’d hired Adam as an intern not long after I’d opened my firm, in 2014. He’d impressed me by knowing more about revenge porn laws than most state lawmakers. He’d even written a paper about the topic while he was still in law school. Adam is brilliant and tech-savvy. It took him only a few minutes of digging around in the back end of the PDF to find the name of the person who had last edited the document: Juan Thompson.


We googled the name. At the top of the search results was a string of stories about a journalist who, earlier that year, had been fired from his job as a staff reporter at The Intercept. The editor-in-chief of The Intercept had posted a letter on the publication’s website in February 2016, a few months before Francesca had first come to see me, informing readers that an internal investigation had uncovered that Thompson had engaged in “a pattern of deception.” Thompson had been making up sources and fabricating quotes in an elaborate ruse to embellish his stories. Most notably, in his coverage of the 2015 massacre of nine African American parishioners who were killed while meeting for Bible study at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina. Thompson claimed to have gained an exclusive interview with Scott Roof, the supposed cousin of the twenty-one-year-old shooter, Dylann Roof. According to Thompson, Scott described Dylann as upset that a woman he was interested in was dating a black man. The story was picked up by multiple news outlets then subsequently retracted when Intercept editors could find no evidence that Scott Roof existed. Thompson also created multiple fake email accounts to impersonate people and deceive his editors, the letter said.


I’d also found a video of a guy named Juan Thompson on the admissions website of my alma mater, Vassar. He was handsome, with a broad smile. But he oozed a slick charm that put my Spidey sense on high alert. “This guy’s a con artist,” I said to Adam. I picked up the phone and called Francesca on her landline at work. “Does the name Juan Thompson mean anything to you?” I asked.


“He’s my boyfriend,” Francesca replied. “Why?”


I took a breath and said in a calm yet insistent tone, “You need to come to my office as soon as possible. I think we have some answers. Don’t discuss this with anybody,” I added. “Especially not Juan.”


A few hours later, Adam, Francesca, and I were seated at the oval table in my conference room. Francesca clasped her hands in her lap and looked at us expectantly. I nodded at Adam and he slid across the table a printout of the phony lawsuit, with Thompson listed as the editor. “If this is your boyfriend,” I said to Francesca, “he’s impersonated a process server, a lawyer, and a plaintiff. He’s created this fake lawsuit, obviously to torment you. This is very sadistic behavior.” Francesca’s face grew pale. Later she’d tell me that it felt as though the ground had fallen out from beneath her feet.


_______


For hours, Francesca sat in my conference room trying to make sense of the news. Haltingly, she recalled for Adam and me a string of bizarre incidents from the previous year, like the dozens of harassing emails and texts she suddenly started receiving right around the same time she learned of the Facebook profile featuring her semi-naked image. There were multiple messages from a string of ex-boyfriends or their current partners accusing her of having herpes. Some messages contained personal details and suggested she was being watched. One time, a woman claiming to be the current girlfriend of a guy Francesca once dated texted a naked picture of Francesca and warned her to “stay away.” Another time Francesca received a text on her work cell phone—a number only a handful of people knew—that appeared to be from “Jerome,” a guy she’d dated briefly a year earlier. Francesca had stopped seeing Jerome when she found out he had a criminal past. The text said he was coming to see her and knew where she lived. Jerome sent so many messages that Francesca grew alarmed and called the police.


At the time, the torrent of strange messages made Francesca feel like she was going crazy. Meanwhile, Thompson seemed to thrive on his girlfriend’s distress. He would spend hours helping Francesca process the strange attacks, and guiding her to deconstruct the “mistakes” she’d made in her past relationships. Discussing the harassment became central to their relationship. Again and again, Thompson would point out how lucky Francesca was to have broken the cycle by being with him.


“I was so paranoid I even went into therapy to try and figure out what I’d done in my past to attract these horrible men. . . .” Francesca said, trailing off. “Oh my God,” she said suddenly, her voice pinched in despair. “I can’t believe it was him.”


_______


The more Francesca revealed about Thompson, the more convinced I became that his behavior fit the pattern of some of the most dangerous criminals we see at my firm. Thompson exhibited the telltale signs of offenders we call “psycho stalkers.” He was deceptive, manipulative, and ruthless in his attacks. But more of a giveaway than anything else, Thompson, like every psycho I’ve ever encountered, was a master of charm and charisma. That’s how he’d swept Francesca off her feet.


All my clients who’ve been targeted by psychos describe the early days of their relationships in the same breathless way: as a whirlwind romance that progressed at lightning speed and felt like nothing they’d ever experienced before. One client described her relationship as an “insta-marriage”; another marveled at the way her psycho ex “wifed” her from day one. Another said, “It was so intense, right away it felt like me and him against the world.” Francesca’s story is not much different.


The pair first connected in late 2014, on the dating site OkCupid, the same site where I’d met my psycho ex. After some easy banter online, they agreed to meet for dinner. Thompson was charismatic, with a sharp intellect. He told Francesca about his work as a reporter. He shared that he’d recently covered the protests that had erupted in Ferguson, Missouri, in the wake of the police shooting of unarmed African American teen Michael Brown. Brown’s death had ignited the #BlackLivesMatter movement and Thompson had been reporting on it from the start. Francesca was impressed. She describes her politics as “pretty radical,” and everything she cared about—race, gender, social justice—Thompson was passionate about, too.


Five months into the relationship, Thompson surprised Francesca with a romantic trip to Rome. They rode bikes on cobblestone streets and lay in their hotel bed talking late into the night. He started calling her his “muse.” With that single word, repeated over and over, he conferred upon Francesca the power of a goddess, reflecting back to her everything she wanted to be. By the time they came home, she was convinced this was the man she was going to have kids with, grow old with. Francesca said she’d been in relationships before, but nothing felt like this.


Thompson was following the psycho playbook to a T. He’d captivated Francesca with his stellar conversation and flattered her with fantasy. He’d muse aloud about the wonderful life they’d have together changing the world, and write her over-the-top love letters claiming his undying devotion. “I feel at this very moment that I have nothing to declare more proudly than my love for you,” he insisted in an email.


He also engaged in a signature psycho tactic I call “strategic over-sharing.” He’d tell Francesca tragic stories of his difficult childhood, urging her to open up as well. Normally guarded, Francesca found herself telling Thompson all her secrets; she confided in him about her insecurities and deepest fears. Little did she know he was hoarding this information like an arsenal of weapons to ultimately use against her.


Thompson moved in with Francesca in January 2016, a few weeks after he was fired from his job. Thompson, who is African American, insisted he’d been let go because of racism. Francesca knew Thompson was one of the only reporters of color at The Intercept, and the explanation jibed with her worldview that racism and bigotry are everywhere. She was outraged on his behalf.


In my conference room seven months later, Francesca read the multiple press reports about Thompson’s firing that Adam had printed out. Thompson’s deceptive practices and made-up quotes had been a mini scandal in the journalism world. “I never googled why he’d lost his job,” Francesca said. “It didn’t occur to me that he was lying.”


But Thompson’s bad behavior with Francesca went much further than secrets and lies. As Francesca reflected on the history of their relationship, it occurred to her that sometime after he moved in, Thompson had likely hacked into her devices. It appeared that he had been monitoring her texts and emails, spying on her social media accounts, and reading her digital diary. That would explain the string of weird and harassing messages. It also explained why, on multiple occasions, Thompson had dropped into conversation the names of men from Francesca’s past that she’d never told him about. He claimed to be doing a story about one guy; he told her another was a salesperson who helped him buy a phone. At the time, these seemed only like more weird coincidences in a year when everything in her life seemed off.


Francesca was clearly shaken. “What do I do now?” she asked.


I needed to be reassuring and firm. “I think you know what to do,” I answered. “He’s stalking you. This is incredibly dangerous.”


Francesca nodded slowly and took a breath: “I have to end this relationship now.”


_______


There’s a misconception I often encounter whenever I mention the word “stalker.” People imagine victims are stalked by deranged strangers or people they barely know. In fact, the most common stalking scenarios I see with my clients are within the context of intimate relationships. Stalking is a pernicious and largely unacknowledged form of partner abuse. Even in instances in which the stalker is an ex-boyfriend or ex-husband, often the stalking began well before the couple broke up. Stalkers monitor their victims’ movements, actions, and private communications. They’ll install keylogging software on your computer and spyware on your phone. They’ll know where you are, what you’re doing, and anyone you’ve been communicating with. They’ll use this information to threaten and control you. Stalking can go on for months, even years, after the relationship ends. According to the National Center for Victims of Crime, 11 percent of victims have been stalked for five years or more.


Stalking is one of the most effective ways for an offender to intimidate, terrorize, and manipulate a victim. And these offenders are often violent. More than 80 percent of women stalked by a current or former partner have also been physically assaulted by that same man, according to the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence.


For months Thompson had been surveilling Francesca, learning everything he could about his girlfriend, stockpiling intimate details of her life. He’d used this intel to bring chaos and confusion into Francesca’s world. He was just getting started.


_______


Although legislation varies from state to state, stalking is generally defined as a course of conduct directed at a specific individual that causes the person to feel intimidated, or in fear for their life. The crime is illegal in all fifty states. But it took a high-profile tragedy for lawmakers to pay attention and get these laws on the books. In the summer of 1989, Rebecca Schaeffer was a twenty-one-year-old actress with a promising career ahead of her. She’d just completed her second season starring in the CBS sitcom My Sister Sam, and was up for a role in director Francis Ford Coppola’s latest movie, The Godfather: Part III. Schaeffer, who had big brown eyes and a mane of wild curls that she sometimes wore in a side pony, lived in an apartment in a two-story adobe home on a tree-lined street in West Hollywood.


Meanwhile, hundreds of miles away, in Tucson, Arizona, nineteen-year-old high school dropout Robert John Bardo was nurturing his growing obsession with the actress. For years, Bardo had been stalking Schaeffer. He’d sent her fan mail and had traveled to the set to try to meet her in person only to get turned away by a security guard. He even paid an Arizona private investigator $300 for Schaeffer’s home address. On the morning of July 18, Bardo showed up at Schaeffer’s door. By Bardo’s account, the two exchanged a few words and he left. But he returned a few minutes later.


Schaeffer opened her door. She’d been expecting a courier delivering the script for her audition with Coppola the next day. Instead, she found Bardo wielding a .357 Magnum. He fired a single shot and struck Schaeffer in the chest. She died on her doorstep.


Years later, former deputy district attorney of Los Angeles County Marcia Clark, who prosecuted Bardo, called Schaeffer’s murder at the hands of a deranged stalker the “epitome of tragedy.” Bardo was sentenced to life in prison, with no chance of parole.


At the time of Schaeffer’s murder, stalking was not considered a crime. Even if a man hunted you down, threatened to hurt you, and knew where you lived, there was nothing the police could do. At a Senate Judiciary Committee hearing in 1992, three years after Schaeffer’s murder, stalking victim Jane McAllister recounted how a man she barely knew started following and telephoning her repeatedly. He showed up at her house and left her bizarre notes. One time while she was out walking, he tailed her in his truck and yelled obscenities at her. He threatened to wait for her to die, she said, so he could dig up her body and “have her.” McAllister testified: “The police were not insensitive, but they were stymied. The man violated almost every area of my life, but had broken no law . . . there was nothing they could do until an assault occurred. I changed my routine, I lived in constant fear of an attack . . . It was clear that this man, who was apparently crazy, was not going to let up and that the authorities were powerless to stop him. Though he was free to move about, I was living in a state of siege.”


Schaeffer’s murder changed everything. Her story made national headlines. Stalking victims were invited on daytime TV and radio talk shows. California was the first state to enact anti-stalking legislation in 1990. By 1996, forty-nine states and the District of Columbia had adopted laws making stalking a crime.


Stalkers are terrifying. But when stalking happens within the context of an intimate relationship, the danger is especially acute. Studies indicate a high correlation between partner stalking and physical violence or even homicide. In fact, according to a 2010 study supported by the National Institute of Justice, a history of stalking has been reported in more than three-quarters of actual or attempted murders of female partners.


Intimate partner stalking often exists as part of a constellation of misogynist and violent behavior. And that aggression can extend, in concentric circles, beyond the victim to include her family, friends, coworkers, and even complete strangers. Many of the deadliest mass shootings in America were committed by men with documented histories of domestic violence, stalking, or deep antipathy toward women, including Omar Mateen, who murdered forty-nine and wounded fifty-three at an Orlando nightclub in 2016; Devin P. Kelley, who, in 2017, entered a church in Sutherland Springs, Texas, and massacred twenty-six people, most of them children; and Nikolas Cruz, who opened fire in Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, in 2018, killing seventeen students, teachers, and staff. After the shooting, it was reported that nineteen-year-old Cruz had a history of stalking a female student at the school.


Writing about the relationship between intimate partner violence and mass murder, Soraya Chemaly, director of the Women’s Media Center Speech Project and author of the brilliant Rage Becomes Her: The Power of Women’s Anger, noted in the Village Voice in 2017: “A domestic violence felony conviction is the strongest predictor of male-perpetrated violent crime. Men who feel free to hurt the people they know develop a sense of entitlement to hurt those they don’t.”


As we’d soon find out, Thompson, who dedicated months to stalking and tormenting Francesca, whom he claimed to love, had no reservations about inflicting pain on anyone else.


_______


It’s not easy for a victim to exit a relationship with a psycho. These guys thrive on intense engagement with their targets. If a psycho feels his partner pulling away, he’ll do anything to make her stay.


The first time I tried to end things with my psycho ex, after he’d blown up at me for not returning his calls, he showed up at my apartment and started banging on my door. He refused to leave until I called 9-1-1 and was gone by the time the cops arrived. But when I left for work the next morning, he was waiting outside my building, crying. He followed me to my office and sent me roses and chocolate-covered strawberries. He convinced me I owed him the opportunity to talk things out. My biggest mistake was saying okay.


We spent an entire weekend holed up in my apartment, where he proceeded to break me down with some jiu-jitsu-level mind games. He called me “disloyal” for calling the cops and accused me of cheating. He insisted the relationship was crashing and burning all because of me. He talked circles around me, blaming, shaming, and making me feel guilty for what I’d done to him. Within hours, I was tearfully begging for forgiveness and promising to do better.


This is typical psycho behavior. These guys are master manipulators, skilled at gaslighting and distorting the truth. It’s the number one reason I advise all my clients under psycho attack to make a clean break when they are trying to get away. “If you are ready to end the relationship,” I told Francesca that day in my conference room, “please remember you don’t owe him an explanation, or a face-to-face meeting. He will only use that opportunity to try to rope you back in.”


She nodded in agreement.


“You’ll have more control over the situation if you send him an email telling him it’s over,” I continued. “And don’t engage in any back-and-forth. We’ll arrange for a police escort for you to go to your apartment and get some things. Our immediate priority is your safety. I promise you, we’ll figure out the rest.”


Francesca left my office that afternoon with a plan to stay at a friend’s house and instructions to call me the second anything happened. Sure enough, within hours of the breakup, Thompson started spiraling out of control.


At first he flooded Francesca with emails, declaring his eternal love and telling her a bunch of lies. He insisted he’d been framed by somebody who hated interracial couples. He contacted Francesca’s mom, telling her the same thing. He composed fake emails from phony accounts masquerading as various “friends,” imploring Francesca to give him a second chance. At the same time, he was also conspiring to get Francesca fired from her job. He emailed her boss and accused Francesca of sleeping with and buying drugs from her vulnerable clients. He sent pictures of guns to the human resources department, insisting the weapons belonged to Francesca, and sent similar accusations to the professional social work board under which Francesca is licensed, triggering an investigation that could have jeopardized her career.


Thompson targeted Francesca’s friends and family, too. He sent an email to her mother with an image of a bull’s-eye target superimposed on a photo of Francesca’s face. He also wrote to Francesca’s aunt threatening to release pornographic videos of her niece online. Francesca’s friends received emails referring to her as a “slutty cunt.” In all, Francesca counted forty-seven different people who received suspicious and harassing emails in the months after she broke up with Thompson, including her ninety- two- year- old grandmother.


For weeks while Francesca was fielding concerned calls from her family and friends, Thompson continued his direct assault on her, using burner phones and anonymous email accounts. “This bullet’s for you slut,” he wrote in one message. “Your life will be destroyed.” Another time, she received an elaborate email supposedly from his brother telling her that Thompson had been shot and was in the hospital, on life support, close to death. When she didn’t respond, Thompson posted a video on YouTube filled with lies about Francesca’s sex life, which he then commented on, disguised as other people.


As his attacks escalated, I was in touch with Francesca almost every day, by phone, email, or text, offering support and reminding her that this storm would pass. I remember giving a talk at the National Network to End Domestic Violence in San Francisco and sneaking in a couple of encouraging texts to Francesca from the podium, during the Q&A. Adam and I helped Francesca obtain a temporary order of protection and showed her how to create a stalking log—a timeline of Thompson’s bad behavior, which was vital as we built her case.


Meanwhile, I was doing everything in my power to have Thompson arrested. Most local police are neither trained nor equipped to handle digital forensics, especially if the perpetrator is skilled at masking his identity online, using fake accounts and burner phones. Francesca had gone to her local police to file complaints about Thompson’s harassment and threats on ten separate occasions and was told repeatedly there was nothing law enforcement could do without some solid proof.


If we couldn’t depend on assistance from local police, I knew our best chance at justice was to get the country’s top crime fighters involved. The day Francesca broke up with Thompson, I called Mona Sedky, a senior trial attorney at the Department of Justice’s Computer Crime and Intellectual Property Section (CCIPS), and requested she open a case against Thompson. It was well past business hours, and I was sitting in my office, in the dark, so distracted I’d neglected to turn on the lights.


“Juan Thompson, Juan Thompson, Juan Thompson,” I repeated into the phone. “Remember his name.” I was working on a different case with Mona at the time and admired her deeply. This was not how I normally spoke to her. But I was desperate. “If you guys don’t open a case now, you will read Juan Thompson’s name in the paper. It may be next month, next year, or five years from now. But it will be for some awful reason. He’s going to do something terrible. Remember that you could have stopped him now.” For weeks, I persisted with more phone calls and emails until finally CCIPS opened an investigation into Thompson’s abuse.


By then, Thompson had left New York and moved back to his hometown, St. Louis, Missouri. From there, he continued his assaults. He sent messages to Francesca claiming to have sex tapes that he threatened to expose, causing Francesca to fear that he had secretly recorded her. He created imposter accounts to harass and defame her on OkCupid, Tumblr, YouTube, Venmo, Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. He portrayed her as an anti-Semite, a pedophile, and a racist, and accused her of spreading STIs. On 8chan, an online message board notorious for attracting users who advocate violence against women, Thompson posted Francesca’s photo and home and work addresses and urged 8chan users to harass her. He claimed Francesca was best friends with Zoë Quinn, the woman at the center of Gamergate and a favorite target of 8chan trolls. I call this tactic “harassment by proxy.” With a few clicks on his keyboard, Thompson recruited hundreds of foot soldiers to join in his attack.


It’s hard to believe that Thompson, who was actively under investigation, could not be stopped. But the same technology he was using to carry out his attacks also enabled him to disguise his identity, creating endless roadblocks for the investigators trying to collect the evidence they needed to arrest him. Thompson used virtual private networks (VPNs) to mask his computer’s IP address, a TOR browser to conceal his internet activity, and Tutanota, a Germany-based encrypted email server. Nothing except for the bogus lawsuit and one of the impersonating voicemails left on Francesca’s office phone were traceable to Thompson. We had FBI investigators and the power of the Department of Justice on our side, and yet Thompson was still walking free, able to commit his crimes with impunity. In fact, his behavior was getting worse.


In October 2016, Thompson began a new wave of attacks. This time his goal was clearly to get Francesca arrested, or worse. He contacted a Brooklyn police station, claiming Francesca was planning to “shoot up” the precinct. He also emailed a news station implicating Francesca in a death threat against the New York City chief of police and reported that Francesca had a stockpile of guns. Thompson also sent an anonymous tip to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, claiming Francesca had child porn on her phone. On five separate occasions, police officers showed up at Francesca’s home or work to investigate her. Francesca would put them in contact with me and I’d explain to the cops that Francesca was a victim and not a suspect. The police would eventually leave without charging her. But I wasn’t sure how long her luck would hold out. When my psycho ex used this tactic with me, I ended up in jail.


_______


It happened a few weeks after I’d ended the relationship for good. I’d gone to the police to report that my ex was threatening and stalking me and that he’d tried to break into my apartment. Almost a month later, he was arrested, and I was called to the police station to identify him. “He’s out of control,” the precinct detective said, leading me to a tiny room with a one-way mirror covered by a venetian blind. “I don’t know what you were doing with a guy like that.”


I didn’t bother to respond.


The detective raised the blinds. I gasped when I saw my ex glaring back at me. “He can’t see you,” the detective reassured me. “We just need an affirmative ID.”


“That’s him,” I said, desperately wanting to get out of there. As I gathered my things to leave, another detective entered the room holding a manila folder. Matter-of-factly he explained that my ex had made his own police report, accusing me of assault. Then he told me: “You’re under arrest.”


I was so stunned I could barely speak as the detective cuffed my hands behind my back and guided me through the precinct to get my fingerprints taken. When we passed by the men’s holding tank, I caught a glimpse of my ex clutching the bars of the cell.


Officers confiscated my phone, wallet, and bag. I had no pockets in my dress, so I put my ID inside my bra. They took me to a holding cell in the basement, where I met my cellmate, Becka. She had a wide, friendly smile and long orange ombré hair, and was dressed in jean shorts and a loose crop top. Becka had been arrested for shoplifting. “I didn’t even want that purse,” she said, shaking her head. “I already have a Coach purse! I don’t know why I did it.”


This wasn’t Becka’s first time in detention, and she took it upon herself to school me on the basics. She pulled a ten-dollar bill out of her pocket and hollered to the officer sitting watch at the end of the hall to get her some quarters and some snacks from the vending machine. “Salty ones,” she said. She offered me some potato chips and told me I should eat before I got moved to central booking because all they have there is nasty-ass bologna sandwiches. Then she gave me a few quarters for the pay phone. I thanked her and added them to my bra. Becka was surprised to hear a lawyer could be arrested. I started telling her about my job, but she dozed off midconversation. Becka was the highlight of my time behind bars. The rest of the experience was like a bad movie.


Later that afternoon, I was questioned again, this time by a pair of investigators who introduced themselves as NYPD Intelligence. They wanted to know more about the allegations my ex had made. He’d told them I was part of a sex-for-favors scheme that involved my sleeping with judges in exchange for favorable outcomes for my cases. I explained that I worked for a nonprofit dealing with incapacitated elderly people, hardly the setting for a sex-and-corruption scandal.


Satisfied, the investigators said I could be transported from the precinct. I was put in a van, along with a handful of other detainees, and driven four blocks to Kings County central booking. I was ushered from line to line—for a mug shot, pat-down, fingerprints, and more questions—before I was taken to the female holding cell with half a dozen other women. On the way, we passed the locked-up men. My ex was already there and apparently had told his cellmates about me. They hollered my name when I walked past. “Carrie! He still loves you!” one of them yelled.


Central booking is in downtown Brooklyn, two blocks from where I worked every day at the Vera Institute of Justice, and not far from my apartment. But I felt like I was on another planet. The holding cell was worse than anything I’d ever seen on TV, with a concrete floor, single pay phone, handful of blue gym mats, and a stainless steel toilet without a seat. Right there in the middle of everything.


Night court closes at one a.m. If you do not get summoned to see a judge for your arraignment before then, you have to spend the night in jail. I spent almost seven hours in that holding cell before my name was finally called, a little after midnight.


I was chained to a group of other detainees and led through a maze of underground corridors that let out into a fluorescent-lit courtroom. The court clerk read the charges against me—menacing in the third degree, harassment, and attempted assault. The prosecutor argued for me to be detained. A lawyer I had never met but who was seemingly representing me argued I was a “first-time offender” and should be released on my own recognizance. My lawyer prevailed. I was uncuffed and allowed to walk out the main doors. It took months—and tens of thousands of dollars in legal fees—before I finally got the bogus charges against me dropped.


I didn’t tell Francesca any of this. She was frightened enough already. Her greatest fear was that Thompson might follow through on his worst threats, and she confided in me that she’d left copies of evidence that Thompson had been harassing her with several of her friends. “That way,” Francesca explained, “they can tell the police who murdered me if my body is ever found.”


_______


Nine months after Francesca ended their relationship, Thompson still hadn’t been arrested. With each new stunt—like the time he created an anti-Semitic Instagram account in Francesca’s name, or the time he emailed me that he was being hunted by African terrorists who wanted to harm him and Francesca—we would call Mona and forward the evidence to our field agent. We were at an impasse. Thompson was so skilled at using anonymizing software it was almost impossible to trace the communication to him.


And then, in late February Thompson elevated his attacks to a terrifying new level. From his home in St. Louis, he opened his laptop and googled the email address for a Jewish community center in La Jolla, San Diego, where Francesca had once lived. It was only weeks after the inauguration of Donald Trump. Across the country, there had been a rash of anti-Semitic bomb threats and vandalism, and criticism that Trump had not done enough to condemn the attacks. Tension was high. Thompson began to type. Someone had planted a bomb at the center, he wrote. The bomber “hates Jewish people,” he added, and wants “to kill as many Jews asap [sic].” He included in his threat the name of the alleged bomber: Francesca Rossi.


In a separate email to a Jewish school in Manhattan, Thompson threatened a “Jewish Newtown,” invoking the 2012 massacre in which twenty first graders and six adults were gunned down in an elementary school in Newtown, Connecticut. In total, Thompson made at least twelve different bomb threats to JCCs around the country, implicating Francesca in all of them. Buildings were evacuated, and thousands of people were terrorized, including dozens of small children. They were all collateral damage in Thompson’s mission to destroy Francesca’s life.


By then I’d helped Francesca develop a script for dealing with the local police when they showed up to investigate one of Thompson’s fake reports—she would direct them to our contact at the DOJ, who would explain that Francesca was the victim, not the perpetrator. But bomb threats trigger a different type of response. In many jurisdictions, reports of serious threats are answered by paramilitary-style SWAT teams, who arrive on the scene with guns drawn.


Making fake reports of potentially deadly crimes, aka “swatting,” is the ultimate harassment by proxy, a tactic popularized by gamers, sometimes with deadly results. After a dispute over Call of Duty: WWII, in December 2017, a Los Angeles man made a 9-1-1 call falsely reporting an armed hostage situation at a residence in Wichita, Kansas. Police were dispatched to the home of Andrew Finch, a twenty-eight-year-old father of two. When Finch opened his front door, an officer shot him dead.


On February 28, 2017, two armed FBI agents showed up at Francesca’s apartment. With her heart pounding in her chest, she opened the door. The officers asked her about the bomb threats. “It’s not me,” she said, quickly handing the officers her stalking log—by now thirty-one pages long—chronicling nine months of Thompson’s harassment and threats. “This is the guy you’re looking for.” Thompson had evaded arrest for months. But that was when he was focusing his attacks solely on Francesca, her friends, and her family. Bomb threats and threats to national security prompt the kind of urgent response from law enforcement that a lone woman in crisis does not.


Less than a week later, on March 3, Thompson, then thirty-one, was finally arrested. He was taken into custody in St. Louis and extradited to the Southern District of New York, where he ultimately pleaded guilty to one count of cyberstalking and one count of making hoax bomb threats, both federal crimes. When the police searched Thompson’s home, they confiscated twenty-five digital devices he’d been using in his attacks, including cell phones, tablets, and laptop computers.


_______


Judges weigh several factors when handing down sentences to convicted criminals, including the impact of the crimes on the victims. Francesca and I had worked on her victim impact statement for weeks to make sure that her words captured the anguish of being under attack. Her friends and family weighed in, too. For more than a year, Thompson had devoted his life to tormenting Francesca, but standing at a podium in front of Judge Castel on that brisk December day, the power belonged to her.


In vivid detail Francesca described how Thompson invaded her privacy, tormented her family, attempted to get her fired, called in fake police reports, and upended her life. “Juan devoted an entire year to destroying my life,” she said. “He painted me as an anti-Semite, a racist, a drunk, a drug dealer, a child pornographer, and a gun runner. He did everything he could to instill terror in my life. Computers, phones, and tablets became the apparatus for his abuse.” As Francesca spoke, the handful of reporters assembled in the courthouse leaned forward in their seats, hanging on her every word. “My abuse was not legitimized until an entire community, and the country, was terrorized,” she continued. “I urge you to not let there be a next time, don’t let Juan do this to another woman, another community, or the country.”


Judge Castel thanked Francesca as she made her way back to her seat. “That was the most eloquent presentation I’ve ever heard in my courtroom,” he said. Then he turned his attention to Thompson, who was seated at a long wooden table, flanked by his court-appointed attorneys, dressed in prison khakis and shackled at the ankles. Glancing over, I noticed the way he casually shifted in his chair, lazily rubbing the back of his neck. I got the distinct impression that he thought he was going to be able to talk his way out of this courtroom. And indeed, he tried.


When given an opportunity to address the court, Thompson told the judge he’d recently learned a lot about the scourge of misogyny thanks to the Me Too movement. I had to swallow a groan. “I apologize to Miss Rossi for the harm, pain, and embarrassment I’ve caused her,” Thompson said. “I screwed up royally.”


The judge peered at Thompson over his glasses. “This was not a mistake,” he said flatly. Castel admonished Thompson for his malicious intent, and the terror he inflicted on Francesca and countless others. In court, the prosecution recommended a sentence of forty-eight months for Thompson’s crimes. But Castel, clearly impacted by Francesca’s statement, added an additional year, sentencing Thompson to five years behind bars, the maximum allowed.


Despite everything she’d been through, Francesca was incredibly fortunate. She has a strong network of friends, family, and coworkers who support her, a dozen of whom had accompanied Francesca to court that day. She had a lawyer who knew how to handle a case like hers, and the force of the DOJ behind her. The reality is that too few victims have teams like this to bring their abusers to justice. Instead, they are often met with exasperated eye rolls from friends, family, and even police, who don’t understand the seriousness of these crimes. I can’t tell you how many clients I have who’ve been advised to “block and delete” their abusers, as though that will solve everything. Block-anddelete is a fine strategy if you’re ghosting a sane individual. It’s useless advice when dealing with an obsessed, tech-savvy psycho. There’s no such thing as deleting a stalker. On the internet, a psycho stalker can find you no matter where you try to hide.


Part of the problem is easy to fix. Media reports need to describe these offenses as the serious crimes they are: stalking, partner abuse, terrorism. Instead, too often the prefix “cyber-” gets thrown into the mix, as in “cyberstalking” or “cyberharassment.” I understand the impulse to draw a line between crimes that happen on the internet and those that take place in “real life.” But anyone who’s had his or her life turned upside down by a “cyber” attack will tell you there is no distinction; it’s all real life.


Case in point: a few months after I started working with Francesca, a new client came to my door, an aspiring actor named Matthew. You may have heard of his case; it was all over the news and involved lies, betrayal, and more than a thousand sex-seeking men. Matthew’s case, full of salacious details and badass legal maneuvers, led me deep into battle with a multimillion-dollar internet company and became one of the most important fights of my career.





CHAPTER 2



SWIPE RIGHT FOR STALKING


Start at the beginning,” I said, leaning forward in my chair. “Tell me what’s going on.”


It was an unseasonably warm sixty-four degrees in Brooklyn on the January afternoon when Matthew Herrick, then thirty-two, first came to my office. The city was sweaty and agitated, and the mood in my conference room was no different. Matthew, an actor/waiter/model with an attractive 1990s Seattle-grunge-meets-Tom-Ford look, slouched in his seat and sighed. Often clients come to my office hyped up, convinced I’ll solve everything. But not Matthew. He seemed exhausted, almost to the point of defeat. “Go on,” I said, encouraging him with a smile. “Tell me everything.”
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