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  RE-HOMED




  Concerned by a parent’s behavior toward his adopted daughter, recently demoted NYPD Detective Christine Levy uncovers a murder that leads to the disappearance of a teenage girl and a manhunt for her physically abusive father.




   




  Once again teamed with homicide detective Frank Flynn, their investigation leads the detectives into the dark and reckless world of re-homing; a shadowy but legal practice where children are simply given away with the stroke of a pen.




  RE-HOMED




  P.S. 122 – Henry Street




  Lower East Side, Manhattan




  Thursday, 8:25 a.m.




   




  THE SCHOOL BELL range inside the three-story, red brick building.




  NYPD Detective Christine Levy stood to one side of the wide concrete steps leading up to the front entrance of P.S. 122. She watched as a line of school-age children swarmed down Henry Street from both directions.




  Mother Nature, having decided the last few days of March would go out like a lion, blasted the early morning air with a cold, damp wind. Though winter’s snow had finally melted away, it left the curbs and storm drains clogged with last year’s leaves, litter, and debris. The kids were once again bundled in brightly colored winter coats as they skipped and ran and yelled at the tops of their lungs, lugging overstuffed backpacks strapped to their backs or hung off one shoulder, some dragging them along the wet sidewalk, as if they were too heavy to carry.




  Cars in the outermost lane stopped impatiently behind a school bus with its lights flashing. A line of vehicles were pulled to the curb, dropping even more children off. Horns honked, parents shouted out last-minute reminders and goodbyes, “call me when you get home,” and the kids laughed, shouted, “sure, Mom. Whatever,” and pushed their way toward the steps and up into the school.




  “They’re like a swarm of locust,” Levy said to the middle-aged woman standing beside her.




  A gust of wind barreled down the block. Levy tugged at the faux fur collar of her black Burberry trench coat, pulling it tighter around her throat. Her leather gloves weren’t up to the task of keeping her fingers warm.




  “We like to think of it as controlled chaos,” Gabriella Perez, a school aide, countered with a sweet smile.




  Levy had met the woman a few days earlier, when she’d reported in to the school principal after her transfer to the School Safety Division Task Force had become official.




  After ten years on the NYPD, the last three as a decorated detective in Internal Affairs, Levy had a stellar record and reputation, with many citations and awards to her credit. But earlier in the year, during an investigation she’d conducted into rape charges against a corrupt police sergeant, her past came to light. Prior to joining the NYPD, Christine had made her living in the adult entertainment business—from age eighteen to twenty-two she’d been a porn star.




  She’d appeared in dozens of movies, had top billing in a handful of them, all done under the stage name Candie Cane. That she’d performed sex acts in front of a camera, for a paycheck, though embarrassing to the police department’s top brass, it wasn’t enough for them to fire her. Her porn career had been legal, before she was a cop, and with totally legitimate—if admittedly sleazy companies.




  On that score, their hands were tied. Except…




  She hadn’t disclosed any of it on her employment application. It never came up in her pre-hire background checks. Had she still been a rookie on probation, things might have been different, but thanks to her union rep, her very expensive employment attorney, and ten years of meritorious service, she kept her job.




  Still, One Police Plaza needed to save face. They demanded, and she didn’t fight, a two-week suspension without pay and reassignment out of Internal Affairs as punishment for falsifying her application.




  She’d agreed to that, she reminded herself again, but the School Safety Division. Really?




  Levy returned Mrs. Perez’s smile. The school aide had been assigned to show Levy around.




  The Hispanic woman, a widow, had worked for the school district for twenty years. At first it was so she could keep an eye on her own kids, but with the last one off to college the year before, she decided to stay on. She liked being around the children, she’d said with a shrug.




  “As a single mother with none of my own at home anymore, what else am I to do with my time?”




  Levy nodded, empathizing with the older woman. Working women. It’s what we do.




  The sound of the final bell interrupted her musing, followed by the frenzied rush of kids, now late, scampering up the stairs, and…




  A sharp cry of pain.




  Levy turned in the direction of the sound.




  Down the street a man marched a young girl along the sidewalk. He had one hand tightly gripping her arm, the other spanking her hard. Each slap lifted the child off the ground.




  “You see what you’ve done, you little brat? ’Cause of your dawdling, you’re late again.”




  Levy approached them. “Hey, take it easy.”




  The man slowed his step but didn’t relinquish his grip on the girl’s arm. Tears tracked down her cheeks. Her eyes filled to the brim.




  The guy was big, and not just tall; everything about him was industrial size. Wide, thick, and muscular in a way that said he’d spent a lifetime doing physical labor—construction, a longshoreman, a worldwide federation wrestler. His large hands were calluses and weather-raw. One nail was blackened. The others were ragged and short, bitten to the quick. His eyes narrowed as he stared at Levy with an angry, ugly look.




  “Ain’t none of your business how I discipline my daughter.”




  The child looked up at Levy. Fear filled her dark eyes. She was Asian, diminutive in size so it was hard to judge her age, fourteen or fifteen maybe. Her leopard-spotted coat had a fur-lined hook and was appropriate for the weather, though it was dirty, frayed at the sleeves, and a size too small.




  “Daughter, sir?” Levy asked. The man was obviously Caucasian.




  “Yeah, what’s it to ya, you nosy bitch?” He yanked the girl to one side, so they could walk around Levy. “Com’n on, Mary. You’ve gotta get you to class.”




  Levy sidestepped, blocking his path. She held her badge in front of his face now. “Police. I’ll need you to show me some ID.”




  “What? For God’s sakes, I just spanked her.”




  “ID, sir. Now.”




  While the man dug into his paint-spattered jeans pocket, Mrs. Perez stepped up behind Levy. She waved the girl toward her. “Come on over here with me, Min.”




  Min?




  “Let’s let your dad and this nice detective woman talk.”




  The man released his grip on the girl and she moved to stand next to the school aide.




  “Do you know this girl, Mrs. Perez?” Levy asked.




  “I do. This is Min-Seo. A very bright sophomore who joined us a few months ago.”




  “Her name’s Mary,” the man insisted, handing his driver’s license to Levy. His bald, bullet-shaped head grew beet -red with anger. “Stop telling these people your name’s Min-Seo. Your mother told you, you’re Mary now.”




  Levy said, “This man, is he your father, sweetie?”




  The girl kept her eyes cast on the ground and shuffled her feet. It was clear to Levy she didn’t want to answer, but finally in a demure voice she said, “Yes.”




  “You see,” the man said.




  Levy handed him back his license, after memorizing his name and address. “Mr. Harris, you’re free to go. We’ll make sure your daughter gets to class safely from here.”




  Harris stuffed his wallet back in his pocket, more forcefully than was necessary. He stared daggers at Levy, rolled his massive shoulders, and puffed his chest, like he was going to do…something.




  Levy didn’t scare. “We’re done here, Mr. Harris. I suggest you go on your way.”




  “Fine.” He turned, muttering as he walked away. “Interfering cop bitch!”




  “Come on, Min.” Mrs. Perez shooed the girl toward the school steps. “You get on to class. Tell Mrs. Henderson you were with me so she doesn’t mark you tardy.”




  “Yes, Mrs. Perez.” The girl ran full out up the steps and darted into the school, glad to escape the confrontation.




  “Tell me about them,” Levy asked, stopping the school aide from ascending the school steps.




  “I don’t know her well. Min transferred here a few months ago, around Christmas-time, I believe.”




  “Transferred from where?”




  “You’d have to check the school records. I’ve only seen her around, in the halls, coming and going. She’s sweet, but quiet.”




  “And the parents?”




  “Only ever saw him. He walks her to school.”




  “The girl seems a bit old to still be escorted to school by her dad.”




  Gabriella shrugged. “Helicopter parents. Drives the poor darlings crazy. Overprotective and controlling. But I get it. It is New York City after all.”




  Levy had no problem figuring out which group Harris was in.




  “I’m not surprised at what we saw, though,” Gabriella said. “He’s done that before.”




  “And you didn’t report it?”




  “It’s a fine line, Detective. What just happened, that’s not abuse according to Board of Education doctrine. Corporal punishment, they call it.” By the shake of her head it was clear the woman didn’t approve. “I’ve watched to see if it got worse.”




  Levy glanced down Henry Street in the direction Harris had departed. He was out of sight, around the corner.




  “Maybe it has,” Levy said. “Just not here.”




   




  Cherry Street Housing Complex




  Lower East Side, Manhattan




  Thursday, 5:48 p.m.




   




  CHRISTINE LEVY FELT the beads of perspiration form on her brow as she stepped from the stairwell into the ninth floor hallway of the housing complex where the Harrises lived. With her trench coat hung over her arm she pulled at the throat of her black sweater trying to create some airflow under her top. Her shirt underneath stuck to her sweaty back.
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