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Prologue










 Then…




 T WENTY - EIGHT - YEAR - OLD L IZ T YLER WOKE IN THE DARK moments before her alarm clock would have chimed. Reaching over to the nightstand, she turned it off. She lingered for a moment, enjoying the warmth of her husband, who slept soundly next to her, half hoping that he’d wake up and make love to her.




 She’d never been more in love with him in their seven years of marriage. There’d been a rough spot three years earlier—a meaningless fling with the cliché tennis instructor to get even with her husband for his workaholic hours as a stockbroker—but he’d forgiven her and understood that he’d played a role in her infidelity. Wading through a flood of tears and self-recriminations, they’d reached a new level in their relationship and were stronger and more loving as a result. They’d conceived a baby, Rhiannon, named in memory of their first meeting at a Fleetwood Mac concert, and the child, now two, had cemented them to each other still further.




 Sighing but getting no response, Liz decided to move on. This was her favorite time of day—just before the dawn, a precious few minutes to be alone with her thoughts before the demands of mommyhood and domestic engineering drove all other considerations from her mind until after the last bedtime story.




 Liz slid from bed and into a sports bra, baggy sweatshirt, running shorts, socks, and running shoes. She walked around to his side of the bed and leaned over to kiss his cheek, rough with a day’s growth of beard.




 “Going running?” he mumbled, finding and stroking her long muscular leg with the hand that hung off the bed.




 “Yeah, lazybones, want to join me?” She didn’t really want him to go—this was her time—and knew he wouldn’t but it was polite to ask.




 “Maybe next time.” He sounded more than half asleep, but his hand had continued to explore up her leg until it was reaching suggestive levels.




 She moved away from his fingers, raising a muffled complaint. “You missed your chance five minutes ago, tiger,” she said, laughing. “I’m up, dressed, and off to the beach. I’ll be back before you go.”




 Leaving the bedroom, she’d tiptoed into her daughter’s room and peeked over the rail of the crib. Rhiannon lay on her stomach, a thumb stuck in her mouth. She was dreaming, judging by the small sounds of discovery and joy she made in between sucks. Liz leaned over until her nose was less than an inch from her toddler’s neck and inhaled deeply the sweet and sour smells of childhood.




 With an effort, she straightened and left her daughter’s room. Time to start or you’re going to miss the sunrise, she thought, grabbing the lanyard, with the whistle on it, off the coatrack and heading out of her Brighton Beach apartment.




 She quickly made her way over to the boardwalk and down the steps to the beach. Crossing the loose sand over to the shoreline where it was harder and more compact, she then headed up the beach toward Coney Island. She could just make out her destination in the growing gray of the dawn—a big insectlike pier a mile away.




 Liz liked running in sand. It gave her a better workout and was largely responsible for her shedding the twenty extra pounds she’d gained during pregnancy. Only five foot six, she was down to a lithe, trim 110 pounds with just enough breast to give her cleavage. She was proud of how she treated her body and had adopted a tan, athletic look with short, spiky black hair that framed her green, almond-shaped eyes nicely.




 Pounding up the beach, scattering the seagulls, who complained obscenely about the intrusion, she was mostly alone. She could see the occasional beachcomber in the distance and the early riser or two along the boardwalk, but this stretch of beach was all hers. It gave her a chance to think about an issue that was troubling her—whether to return to work.




 She didn’t like the idea of leaving Rhiannon with a babysitter. But on the other hand, she’d had a career she enjoyed before she got pregnant—working as a florist after getting an associate’s degree in horticulture at Brooklyn Community College. She missed the work and she missed getting to socialize with adults during the day. But that just made her feel even more guilty, like she was being a bad mother.




 The dilemma consumed her so much that as she approached the pier, she didn’t notice the shadows moving beneath the weathered, barnacle-encrusted pylons. That was unusual, because she really didn’t like to run beneath the hulking structure. As a little girl, she’d been afraid of dark places—those spaces beneath the bed, in closets, and down in basements where monsters were said to hide.




 The dark places beneath the pier frightened her as an adult. But she always forced herself to finish this half of the run by racing beneath its beams, timing the sprint to match the waves receding enough to allow her a clear shot to the other side. In part, the idea was to conquer a childhood fear, but it was also similar to the reason people enjoy watching horror movies—they like being scared.




 Liz was so caught up in the internal debate over going back to work that she didn’t see the real monsters until she was halfway under the pier and one jumped out at her and yelled, “Boo!”




 She veered and tried to sprint away but stumbled, giving him time to cut in front of her again. He wasn’t horrible-looking for a monster, just a tall, gangly black teenager with mocha skin, nice, white teeth, and hazel-colored eyes. But he talked like a monster. “Say, where you going, bitch? Me and the homeboys was partyin’ and thought maybe you should join us.”




 Standing as a wave came ashore and soaked her running shoes, Liz noticed that she was surrounded by a half-dozen teenagers—some of them leering, others looking uncomfortable. “Leave me alone!” she said forcefully as she’d been taught in a rape-prevention course she’d once taken at the YMCA, but the teenagers just laughed and smirked.




 Liz tried to push her way past her tormentors. She could see the light on the other side of the pier and thought if she could just get there, she would be safe. She almost got through them, too, but then one of the boys, who seemed to be their leader, grabbed her by the arm and spun her around.




 Terrified, she reached out and clawed his face. He looked at her with surprise and then rage. He lifted his hand, which held a piece of steel bar, and struck her on the side of the head. It felt as if someone set off a big firecracker inside her skull. There was a flash of white light accompanied by a searing red pain, and she sank to her knees.




 “Fucking ho,” the boy snarled and grabbed her by the hair. He began dragging her up the beach, farther into the shadows beneath the pier.




 The pain of being pulled by her hair and her fear of what would happen in the dark brought Liz partly to her senses. She stuck the whistle in her mouth and blew as she lunged up, scratching for his eyes.




 She saw fear in his eyes and even dared to hope that she might fight her way to freedom. But then someone kicked her in the back, crushing the wind out of her and sending her sprawling headfirst into the sand. She pushed herself back up on her hands and knees. Then another firecracker went off in her head.




 The next thing she knew she had been turned over on her back and someone was yanking her shorts off. “No, please,” she begged. She couldn’t see out of her right eye and her left caught only a blur of images as her dazed mind tried to reject what was happening to her.




 “Hold her,” the first boy shouted. Hands grabbed her shoulders and legs, pinning her to the ground as he got between her legs. She felt him trying to penetrate her and willed her mind to some other place where the world was still safe and good. The sun shone on a field as her daughter ran toward her laughing and her husband looked on.




 The firecracker went off again. Then again. She drifted in and out of consciousness. Faces appeared. Some angry. Some frightened. Voices taunted her and urged each other to…violate her. “Yo, Des, your turn.” Their voices sounded like crows in the cornfields of Iowa, where she’d grown up before she’d moved to New York to become a writer, fell in love at a Fleetwood Mac concert, married, had a baby, and named her Rhiannon.




 “Fuck her, homes, ain’t you a man?” There was a terrible pain on her right breast. She heard herself scream, but it sounded as if it was coming from some other woman.




 There was a moment’s respite. Then the first boy spoke again. “Hey, ratface, you want some of this bitch?”




 Another voice entered her head. An evil voice, laced with malice. “Show you boys how to treat these bitches,” the voice said. “If you want to teach them a real lesson, you got to fuck them dirty.”




 A man with a pockmarked face and foul, rotting breath leaned over and grinned in her face. Someone rolled her over. She felt the cool sand on her shattered face; it felt good and she wondered if these boys would now allow her to die. But the nightmare wasn’t over. She felt herself penetrated again, ashamed to be used so horribly. Filthy, dirty, so much shame that she welcomed the new blows to her head, hoping that they would put her out of her misery. Die, she told herself.




 In the distance, sirens wailed. The boys shouted words of alarm, indistinguishable from the screams of the seagulls and the whispering condolences of the waves.




 Then the monsters were gone. She felt their running footsteps recede across the sand as she waited for death to release her from the humiliation and pain. But death was not so kind.




 Slowly, painfully, she rose to her knees, then to her feet. She couldn’t see much, just a light and a green moving field she knew was the water. Dirty. Filthy. She had only one desire—to cleanse herself before she let the sea take her.




 They found her standing in the water up to her waist, scrubbing furiously between her legs, trying to wash away the shame of what the monsters had done to her. Someone summoned a police officer, who waded into the water to escort her back to shore.




 When he got close, he had to look away for a moment to compose himself. Her face was covered by a sheet of blood, her left eye swollen shut, her right eye hanging half out of its socket. Her lips were split, a black hole where her front teeth had been.




 She screamed when he first reached out for her arm and pulled away from him. “Please, ma’am, let me help you to someplace safe.”




 Turning a sightless face toward the officer, she’d cried, “Don’t you know, there’s no such place!”
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 Friday, December 10




HUGH LOUIS SHIFTED UNCOMFORTABLY IN THE CHAIR NEXTto the desk of the television talk-show host. He’d once played tight end for the semipro New Jersey Packers football team as he worked his way through law school. But those days were more than twenty years under the bridge, and the chair complained like a bitter housewife beneath his bulk.




As he waited for the taping to begin, Louis mopped away with a handkerchief at the interlocking streams and tributaries of sweat that coursed over his broad face. The stage crew bustled around, including an intent young woman who dabbed away at his host, Natalie Fitz, with last-minute applications of makeup to disguise encroaching wrinkles and a chronic fatigue that had settled in when she realized some years before that her chances of anchoring network news were slim and none.




Unless, she thought with a glance toward Louis, making nice with this fat shyster gets me an Emmy. Then who knows, maybe not the evening spot but one of the news magazines or a morning show. She turned up the wattage on her smile when Louis caught her looking. He returned it with the same show of teeth and lack of sincerity.




The other reason for Louis’s prodigious amount of sweat was that he always started producing it when he was preparing to lie. It didn’t matter that he lied all the time and, in fact, had made it the hallmark of his legal career. But his body never had gotten used to going along with what his mouth was saying. He guessed it had something to do with the strict Baptist upbringing his dear departed mother had beat into him while he was growing up poor and black in Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood.




“Damn, it’s hot in here. You folks never hear of air-conditioning?” he said to Fitz, adding a chuckle just to let her know he meant it in a friendly way. Like hell I do, he thought. Bitch probably had them turn up the heat to put me in my place. Well, won’t be long, and I won’t need the skinny old bag. Then we’ll see who turns up the heat.




Louis never worried about the ethics of lying. He’d hated his mother and despised her for working at menial jobs—and for being dark as roasted coffee beans, whereas he’d inherited the milk-chocolate complexion of the father he’d never met.




As a kid, he’d dreamed of the day he could leave Bed-Stuy and his mother. Fortunately, his size and an early athleticism had been enough to get him a football scholarship at a small Virginia college. He’d hoped for an NFL career but an affection for fast food had buried whatever slim chance he had beneath rolls of fat. So he’d accepted his “wink and a nod” diploma given to less-than-deserving athletes at the school and moved on to Plan B. His mother had wanted him to join the ministry. “Like hell I will,” he told her. “I’m going for where the jack is; I’m going to be a lawyer.”




Subsequently, he’d been turned down by the finest law schools in the land. But a small, nondescript institution in New Jersey that faced probation with the national law school accreditation board had happily accepted him under its “nontraditional students” program and had even given him a partial scholarship. The Packers (regrettably not the team in Wisconsin) had paid him enough to handle the rest. He’d graduated with a law degree mostly by cheating and plagiarizing. But he’d already developed a reputation for playing the race card when things weren’t going his way, so none of his professors were about to challenge him lest they find themselves defending a lawsuit instead of teaching about them.




Louis had perfected the art of sliding through holes to advance himself. He took and passed his bar exam in New York under a program that allowed for a certain amount of leniency for minority students, “recognizing that these tests have certain cultural biases that preclude such students from a fair opportunity.”




His luck continued when he was snapped up by a mid-Manhattan white-shoe firm looking to enhance its positioning in the black community. He’d put in his time, taking advantage of his status as one of three young lawyers of color to work half as much as the young white attorneys, and for that matter, the other two minority colleagues. But then he’d noticed that while his color bought him a certain favoritism among the peons, he wasn’t going to go much farther up the totem pole. The firm had only one black partner—an older, quiet, Harvard-educated tax attorney named Harvey Adams, who was about as black, in terms of how even he viewed himself, as Donald Trump.




Adams had been added to the partners list the same year that Louis was born. It dawned on Louis that he might be Adams’s age before the next black would gain that distinction, so he’d quit to hang his shingle in Harlem and took his constituency with him.




When the firm’s partners complained that he’d signed a no-competition contract and therefore had to return their clients to the firm’s fold, Louis had gone to the newspapers and cried racism. The big white bully—who by the way had a glass ceiling when it came to minority partners—was trying to prevent the oppressed, young black victim from succeeding. It was his first experience with cultivating the media, which loved a race baiter nearly as much as it loved serial killers, adulterous politicians, and dirty cops. He rather enjoyed the experience and promised himself to employ the technique whenever necessary to achieve his ends.




Louis did not particularly believe that The Man was holding down his people. In fact, he thought a large percentage of his people were too stupid to walk their dogs. He much preferred the company of the fawning white liberals who peed all over themselves to coax him into accepting invitations to their parties—living proof that they weren’t racists like those Nazis in the Republican Party. His monthly quota of invitations doubled after he started getting involved in politics and quickly made himself one of the top power brokers of the black vote.




Early on, he’d found it advantageous to keep a cadre of young black thugs on his payroll who could be counted on to show up at any staged event and work their way in front of the television cameras. They’d angrily denounce whatever Louis had decided and shout slogans and look for all the world like the beginning of a race riot, until Louis showed up to calm them down and bring peace to the situation. The white liberals, who feared unruly blacks the same way the antebellum South used to view a slave uprising, would then breathe a sigh of relief and extend their invitations so they could tell him in person that they were relieved they could count on his “voice of reason” when all looked lost. Their hearts spilling over with gratitude, they’d ask what could be done to prevent such further uprisings, which was his cue to suggest that they contribute to various charitable organizations in the black community. He didn’t bother to tell them that most of these were controlled by his employees, who were adept at siphoning off the biggest share for his private bank accounts. Of course, a small number of “good works,” as his hated mother used to say, served to keep up appearances but these were mostly used whenever the media needed a feel-good feature with some black faces in the photographs and videos.




As a result, Louis had grown fatter and richer, not necessarily in that order. He’d bought a palatial home on the Upper West Side—close enough to Harlem to appear to be still in touch with “my people,” but far enough away to alleviate the fears of whites he invited to dinner at his house.




On occasion, someone in the black community—especially those pesky ministers who declined to be bought and were his biggest critics—would question his choice of neighborhood and friends. But he’d piously explain to his sycophants in the media and from friendlier pulpits that it was important for black men and women to see other successful black men and women living in fine estates as good as any white man’s, and collecting fine art and finer automobiles. “I see myself as a role model for young men and women of my community. They see me and know there is no height to which they cannot aspire with hard work and perseverance.”




Those who persisted in their criticism would find themselves looking down from their pulpits into the angry eyes of those same young men who mugged for the television cameras. Nobody seemed to notice that an unusually high number of outspoken ministers and other conscientious community leaders became victims of crime—assaults and robberies, after which they tended to grow strangely quiet, although not always.




Such drastic measures weren’t always necessary. Several ministers earned a better part of their “salaries” from monthly deposits set up at banks in their names, and were happy to invite him to deliver the occasional sermon—or call to action—in his fine, stentorian voice that added to the grandeur (as he saw it) of his three-hundred-plus pounds.




Louis kept a small, plain office in the heart of Harlem. It was the quintessential poor man’s lawyer office furnished with chairs, desks, and tables that looked as if they had been taken from a high school cafeteria. He put in an appearance two days a week and did a certain amount of pro bono work, especially if there was a possibility of publicity. White cops shooting black teenagers. White slumlords evicting old Puerto Rican tenants.




Occasionally, he even managed to break into national headlines, such as during the case of a fourteen-year-old girl from the projects who claimed she’d been abducted by three white men who’d raped her and then branded her arm with a swastika before letting her go. Louis had appeared on the steps of 100 Centre Street with his arm draped around the girl, decrying “the racists in our midst” and lambasting the New York City police for not trying hard enough to catch the criminals.




During subsequent questioning, the girl had given conflicting reports. The NYPD spokesman indicated that the investigation was “ongoing” but that the BOLO (Be on the Lookout) for the suspects had been canceled. Louis held another press conference, this one outside his Harlem office, where he suggested that a “white, Catholic-controlled police department” was reluctant to pursue the case because of “racists in their own midst, and where that might lead.” Sopping up a monsoon of sweat, he even suggested that the perpetrators were police officers.




“My client, who is only gradually recovering from this traumatic event—including, with the aid of a counselor, regaining memories she had understandably blocked—remembers that her assailants ‘talked like police officers.’ I’m not saying that they were police officers, but it is certainly a possibility.” His Greek chorus of young hoodlums mugged ferociously for the television cameras and jeered a couple of cops who’d shown up to see why the crowd had gathered.




When it finally came out that the girl made up the story because she got pregnant by her twenty-one-year-old boyfriend and had simply been afraid to tell her parents, Louis did not offer an apology. Instead, he went on the offensive. The girl, he said, was the exception, not the rule.




“For every mixed-up child who tells a little fib to get out of trouble, there are hundreds of young black women who have been abducted and raped by the sort of men my client described, and the police do nothing.”




Undaunted and logically incomprehensible, he then threatened to sue the City of New York because one of the detectives had slipped up and actually referred to the girl as “a liar” in the New York Post, which had, of course, used the statement as its main front-page headline. For once, J. Samuel “Settlement Sammy” Lindahl, the city’s attorney known as Corporation Counsel, held firm under pressure from the Police Benevolent Association, the powerful police union, and because anybody with the vaguest idea of the law knew the city had no liability.




Although publicly he’d expressed outrage at Lindahl’s refusal, privately Louis smiled, slicked back his heavily pomaded hair, and moved on. Didn’t hurt to try. He laughed to himself.




Louis’s favorite office, however, was actually in a Fifth Avenue high rise. The interior had been tastefully furnished in rich leathers, dark woods, and lots of polished brass by the city’s hottest professional designer, who’d charged a cool million dollars for her services. That was where he spent the bulk of his working hours, meeting with his “money clients”—many of them white businessmen who merely wanted him to “smooth the way” for their ventures into the black neighborhoods of Manhattan, as well as across the rivers in Brooklyn and New Jersey.




Of course, such favors came with a price. After all, he had expenses that went beyond maintaining two law offices, the dozen or so classic automobiles, a condominium in Aspen, Colorado, that he rarely visited because he didn’t really like snow, and frequent vacations in five-star hotels around the world. His most expensive possession, however, was Tawnee Renoso, a pretty little sixteen-year-old child of a black woman and a Puerto Rican man.




Louis was married. In fact, he’d been married since shortly after getting out of law school. Back then, Bobette Jones had been an attractive, light-skinned young woman who’d actually bought into his line that he was an idealistic lawyer out to champion the cause of poor people.




She’d borne him three children—none of whom seemed to think much of him—but life with Louis had taken the life out of her. She seemed to have lost the weight he’d gained and was a disenchanted, dried-out husk of the woman she had once been.




There had been numerous women over the years but none had captured Louis’s attention like Tawnee. He considered her his property; her father had been one of his clients, and when he couldn’t pay, he’d offered up his then fourteen-year-old daughter.




Initially, the girl had been frightened and cried out in pain from his “attentions,” but she was clever and had soon turned the tables. Two years later, he was paying for a penthouse apartment in SoHo and had just given her a BMW for her sixteenth birthday. Now she wanted a second one in a different color so as not to clash with some of the expensive clothing he bought her.




As for his wife, she was happy enough to let someone else have to struggle beneath his weight. She raised no complaints when Louis stayed out of the house for days at a time.




On the set of the television talk show, Louis closed his eyes and happily pictured the lithe, barely brown body of Tawnee. But his reverie was soon interrupted by the angry voice of the young man sitting on the other side of him from Fitz.




“What the fuck? Keep that shit away from me.”




Louis turned in time to see his client, Jayshon Sykes, swat at the makeup girl, who was attempting to pat dry the sheen on his forehead. The girl nearly dropped her kit as she hastily backed out of range.




Summoning a “boys will be boys” laugh, Louis patted Sykes on his knee. “Now there, Jayshon,” he said. “This pretty young lady is just trying to do her job. Remember what I told you about these people being our friends. They’re here to see that justice be done. Ain’t that right, Natalie?” His chair screamed in agony as he turned his mass to look at the talk-show host.




Natalie hardly heard him. She was musing over opportunities lost and how to still find a way to the top. There’d been a time when she was a real beauty—the New York Times ’s media columnist had called her “a sure thing for the big time.” Then again, she’d slept with him for the publicity, just as she’d screwed every executive producer who might possibly help her achieve her dreams. But it didn’t help. No man trusted a woman who faked orgasms so poorly that he was able to tell.




She had pretty much resigned herself to the fact that a late night local talk-show gig was as far as she was going to get. She’d even taken to hanging out at TriBeCa bars, hoping that some wealthy divorced doctor or stockbroker looking for a second chance would settle for a still good-looking, if fortysomething (she wasn’t saying exactly how something), Number Two. But then a friend who owed her a favor had introduced her to Louis, and she’d landed the interview that all the major networks, including CNN and Fox, were clamoring for. In a few moments, she’d have an exclusive not only with Louis but the leader of “The Coney Island Four.”




“That’s right, Jayshon,” Fitz beamed. “That’s the job of the Fourth Estate—the press—keep an eye on government, especially an exploitative, racist justice system.” She beamed at Sykes.




He returned her smile. “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “It’s just that when you are as young as I was, wrongfully accused but sent to prison anyway, you have to adopt a…how should I say this…a tough persona in order to deal with the sort of men who truly belong in a place like that and would do you unspeakable harm. I’ve been under a lot of stress lately, and I’m so sorry if I reverted to prison mentality.”




Hmmm, Fitz thought. Articulate and well spoken. I guess our researcher was right about him having been his high school class valedictorian. Fitz smiled and tried to let her eyes suggest what her mind was thinking. “That’s quite all right, Jayshon,” she said. “Understandable, considering all you’ve been through. It’s amazing that you’ve done as well as you have and come out so…strong and…I don’t know…almost noble the way you handle yourself.”




He’d gone to prison a skinny, six-foot-three nineteen-year-old, hit the weights, and come out ten years later at 250 pounds of muscle. He gave the television host his most winning smile.




Fitz began daydreaming about a reinvigorated career. She’d worked out an exclusive deal with Louis and had already arranged to have her interview aired on the national affiliate. The station’s managers were also trying to get her on Larry King Live.




The director called for everyone to take their places. Fitz turned to the camera and put on her best “this is an important story” face. In the chair next to her, Louis wiped one last time at his brow and practiced his righteous scowl. Sykes practiced being contemplative, thoughtful—the aggrieved young black man, set upon by a racist police department and district attorney’s office, perhaps because he was too smart, too articulate, and they’d wanted to slap him down. How’d the bitch put it? Oh, yeah, noble.




Someone cued the techno music, as a stagehand counted down and at the right moment pointed to Fitz. “Good evening,” she responded, looking at the camera, “and welcome to this edition of Brooklyn Insider.” She expertly stopped talking to one camera and turned to the next. “A little more than twelve years ago, a twenty-eight-year-old woman named Liz Tyler left her Brighton Beach home one morning and went jogging along the shore toward Coney Island.”




On the monitor in front of her, the picture shifted to a scene of a long, wooden-legged pier that jutted from the sand out over the water. The camera zeroed in to an area beneath the pier, as Fitz continued her voice-over. “However, beneath this pier, Liz Tyler was brutally beaten, raped, and left for dead.”




The camera zoomed in on Fitz’s face. “That much is a fact. We also know there were no witnesses to what happened, except whoever attacked Mrs. Tyler. But Tyler suffered memory loss—probably due to the savage blows she received to her head that fractured her skull, blinded her in one eye, and left her in a coma for nearly three months.”




The monitor now changed to old footage of a young Jayshon Sykes and three other black teenagers being led into a courtroom in handcuffs as Fitz droned on. “No witnesses, but that didn’t prevent the New York City Police Department from identifying five young black men from Bedford-Stuyvesant—one of whom would become a witness for the prosecution—arresting them and, significantly, after several hours of intense questioning, eliciting alleged confessions to having committed this heinous crime. The four young men, who maintained their innocence—all of them fifteen years old when arrested, except for the eighteen-year-old Jayshon Sykes—were convicted nearly two years later of rape and attempted murder.”




Fitz turned back to the second camera. “During the trial, defense attorneys tried to raise questions about the serious doubts they had regarding the confessions, saying that the police had coerced, intimidated, and threatened the boys. However, perhaps the most damning testimony came from one of the five original defendants, Kevin Little”—the monitor showed the thin, handsome face of a young black man—“who managed to work out a sweet deal for himself by turning on the others. Kevin Little was allowed to move to California, while his former friends were sentenced to thirty years in prison.”




The monitor showed a file tape taken of the walls of Auburn State Prison with a few inmates wandering around in an open area beyond the fences and guard tower. “The irony is that Kevin Little was gunned down in gang-related violence three months later. But Jayshon and his codefendants—Desmond Davis, Packer Wilson, and Kwasama Jones—were sent to Attica, where they spent the next ten years behind walls and razor wire, guarded by men in towers with guns. And there they thought they would remain for the next thirty years of their lives, until one day this man”—the monitors flashed to the pockmarked face of a man with beady eyes and buck teeth, whose greasy black hair had been combed back, giving him the appearance of a rat—“Enrique Villalobos, stepped forward and confessed that he alone had committed this crime.”




The monitors cut away to a taped interview with Villalobos, wearing a gray inmate jumpsuit and sitting in what was obviously a prison setting with a sterile, white cinder block wall. “All I can say is that a positive prison experience has left me a changed man,” he said with a lisp to an off-camera interviewer. “I was a terrible sinner, but I have accepted Jesus Christ the Lord as my savior and know that I will be forgiven…. My conscience troubled me and so I have decided to come forward now to tell the truth, and that is I alone did these horrible things to that woman. I ask her forgiveness and that of the young men whose lives were stolen to pay for my sin.”




The camera returned to Fitz, who had molded her face into a mask of moral indignation with a trace of anger. “During the trial, the prosecutors lightly brushed over the fact that the only DNA evidence found on the victim’s body did not belong to any of the young men who had been charged. Instead, they chose to concentrate on the so-called Coney Island Four, presumably because they’d been involved in a minor altercation that night in the boardwalk area, as well as the questionable confessions.




“However, in a startling revelation, Brooklyn District Attorney Kristine Breman, who will appear on this show later this week”—Fitz had a hard time keeping the gloating look off her face…Emmy, here I come—“announced last spring that the mysterious DNA matched one man…and one man only…Enrique Villalobos.




“Hailed by civil libertarians as having made a ‘bold move in the cause of justice,’ DA Breman agreed to the demands of one of my guests tonight—noted Manhattan attorney Hugh Louis”—the camera panned to Louis, who nodded solemnly—“and released the Coney Island Four and followed that by exonerating the young men. The prosecutors who led the charge to convict the four teenagers and, it would appear, jumped to a tragic conclusion, have since been placed on administrative leave pending a full investigation of the Brooklyn Sex Crimes Bureau’s actions, as well as those of the New York police officers and detectives assigned to the case.”




Camera One cut to Fitz’s face. “Not too close…soften the shot…we don’t want those crow’s-feet showing,” the producer whispered into his mike for the cameraman. Fitz’s expression changed to one of deep regret, as if what she was about to say offended her journalistic sensibilities. “We should point out that the prosecutors in this case—assistant district attorneys Robin Repass and Pam Russell—were asked to appear on this show, or to at least grant an interview in the interests of fairness. But regrettably, perhaps understandably, they’ve declined.”




Fitz let the moment sink in and then turned to her right to face her guests as the camera panned back. She smiled. “Good evening, Hugh.”




Louis allowed himself a small can’t-we-all-just-get-along smile. “Good evening, Natalie.”




Fitz shook her head. “I guess your counterparts from the Brooklyn DA’s office didn’t want to talk to us, but we’re glad to see you and your client tonight.”




Louis combined a laugh with a sneer. “And the liars shall be known by their…lies,” he said, patting his forehead with his handkerchief and hoping that he’d gotten the biblical phrase right. “Perhaps they’re afraid that the truth will be exposed beneath these bright lights.”




Fitz nodded as if she’d just been listening to Solomon himself. She looked beyond Louis. “Indeed. And good evening and welcome, Mr. Sykes, we’re glad you could join us.”




Jayshon Sykes looked at the camera and smiled shyly. “Good evening, Ms. Fitz,” he said. “And thank you for your interest in justice. I’m afraid not all of your counterparts in the media are as willing to admit that the justice system might not be as color blind as we’d like. Unfortunately, it cost myself and my friends ten years of our lives. Ten horrible years that can never be reclaimed.”




Ten miles away across the East River, sitting on a swaybacked mattress in a dark, shabby hotel room on the island of Manhattan, a haggard, gray-haired woman recoiled from her television, clutching her stomach as if she’d been punched. She gasped and fumbled for the channel changer, but it slipped from her hands and bounced off the floor and under the bed.




She should have known to turn off the television when the pitted face of Enrique Villalobos had first appeared… a positive prison experience…but she’d turned away as if slapped. However, as though forced, she’d slowly looked back and then watched in horror as Jayshon Sykes smiled at the camera, and she looked into those eyes for the first time in ten years…. Ten horrible years that can never be reclaimed.




Unable to move or look away, she’d watched as the big black lawyer went on with comments about the “lazy white cops and venal white prosecutors” who had conspired to deprive four innocent young men “of their liberty and the flower of their youth.” No amount of money could give them what had been stolen, he said, “but they will be asking—no, demanding in the interests of justice—$250 million to give these African-American men a fresh start and to punish the system that perpetuates the sin of racism.”




As the man talked, a series of memories like slides from a projector flashed into her mind. She remembered waking up that morning when the world was still a good place…the warmth of her husband’s body…the sweet-and-sour smell of her child.




After that the images grew more jumbled. She recalled jogging along the beach toward Coney Island. A pier, then shadows moving in the dark beneath the pier. Daylight on the other side, if she could just reach it. Hands reaching for her. Black faces…drunk…shouting…laughing. “Hey, bitch, want some of this?” The daylight on the other side of the pier. Safety. Hands groping, pulling at her clothing. Scratching at that face…the face on the television. Maybe not. I don’t know. A brilliant flash of light, the horrible pain. Impossible to fight them all. Their voices like crows in the cornfields of Iowa… “Fuck her, homes, ain’t you a man?”Violation.




The face of the other man from the television, a face cratered like the moon, only greasy. “Show you boys how to treat these bitches. If you want to teach them a real lesson, you got to fuck them dirty.”




Violation…feeling so filthy, hoping they would kill her, disappointed when she realized they were gone and she was still alive…staggering into the ocean and washing and washing and washing and never getting clean…never again clean…




In the motel room, Liz Tyler’s body shook as if she were being beaten again. The memory slide show stopped just in time for her to look again into Jayshon Sykes’s eyes as he repeated his assertion—this time prompted by the fat man—that a terrible crime had been done to him and his friends. Another blow to the solar plexus. She couldn’t breathe.




Tyler forced herself up from the bed and staggered toward the bathroom. She got only halfway there before she fell to her knees and vomited. Her stomach kept heaving as she hovered on her hands and knees above the growing pool on the filthy carpet. Finally, she had nothing left in her stomach and the dry heaves subsided. She shuddered and whispered to no one, “They’re going to get away with it.”
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 Saturday, December 11




ROGER“ BUTCH”KARP LOOKED UP SHARPLY FROM HISSUNDAY New York Timeswhen the door to his Crosby Street loft in lower Manhattan flew open. A hooded figure stepped into the room accompanied by a draft of frigid air. He shivered but also felt a familiar warmth when the woman in the doorway stripped off her sweatshirt.




The woman, his wife, Marlene Ciampi, brushed a dusting of snow from her dark curly hair and stomped the moisture off her running shoes. She flung the sweatshirt with its faded Cal Berkeley logo at the coatrack; she missed but left it lying. Turning toward her husband, she blinked the moisture from her one good eye—the other having been lost many years before to a letter bomb. She caught the approving, puppy dog look on her husband’s otherwise tough and craggy face and assumed a tough girl from Queens stance.




“Hey, whaddya staring at, ya big palooka,” she snarled with just the right amount of sauce. “If you like it so much, why doncha take a picture?”




Karp laughed but kept looking. Twenty-five and some odd years earlier they’d both been neophyte assistant district attorneys for the New York County DA when a drunken roll in the hay after an office party had turned into an enduring love affair. The letter bomb had been intended for him—courtesy of one of the myriad of killers who would cross his path—but Marlene, jealously thinking it might be a note from his ex-wife, had opened it. The invasion of privacy had cost her an eye and a couple of pieces of her fingers, and one side of her face was laced with small white scars.




Karp knew that early on she’d wondered if he’d married her because he felt guilty about the injuries. But when his amorous intentions hadn’t waned, and in fact grew more pronounced and eventually resulted in three children—twenty-one-year-old Lucy, who was currently working in New Mexico, and the twelve-year-old twins, Giancarlo and Isaac, she’d accepted that if there was one thing she could count on in her life, beyond being a lightning rod for danger, it was the constancy of his love for her.




There’d been a lot of rough spots along the way, both in their relationship and professionally—including enough run-ins with terrorists, psychopaths, mass murderers, and the usual scum of the earth to make a pretty decent action film. He wasn’t quite sure if there was some sort of psychic target attached to his family’s back or if it was just bad luck. Part of it was the job, but he knew plenty of prosecutors who’d led much quieter lives.




Marlene had eventually left the DA’s office but, except for a brief foray into private practice, he’d remained, and that past summer he had been appointed to fulfill the term of District Attorney Jack X. Keegan, who’d jumped at the chance to become a federal judge. Being the top law enforcement officer for Manhattan could certainly make a guy enemies big and small.




Just that past summer, he’d tangled with one of the wealthiest men in the country, a dilettante, white-shoe lawyer named Andrew Kane, who had appeared to be the runaway favorite to become the next mayor of Manhattan in that fall’s election. At least that was the public’s perception. However, Kane turned out to be a villain of Machiavellian proportions. He’d done his best to kill Karp and his family, but they’d escaped through a combination of good fortune and equally lethal friends. Karp, aided by a Manhattan grand jury, had charged and indicted Kane with capital murder. But the trial was still some months, perhaps even a year, away, delayed by the usual flurry of pretrial motions from Kane’s lawyers.




Yet his job wasn’t the only reason for the Karp-Ciampi marital discord that only recently had begun to turn the corner and appear as if the couple might weather the storm that had been tearing them apart. After leaving the DA’s office, Marlene had gone through a number of incarnations. She’d created a firm that provided security for high-profile luminaries—such as movie stars, athletes, musicians, and diplomats—and became an instant multimillionaire when the company got bought by a larger firm that then went public with its stock. She currently owned a farm on Long Island that raised and trained Neapolitan mastiffs for security work, including defense and bomb sniffing. One of her newest protégés, a monstrous 150-pounder named Gilgamesh, was at that moment lying under the kitchen table keeping Karp’s feet warm.




Outwardly Marlene could be flippant and casual about the violence that found her the way sharks follow blood in the water. However, psychologically she’d been deeply conflicted, a former Catholic school girl who could not totally justify her decision that if the justice system couldn’t protect the helpless, then someone else had to—no matter what the personal cost.




Her husband was the opposite. The law, safeguarded by due process, wasn’t something to follow when it was convenient. The law was sacrosanct, a thing of beauty precisely because of its rules. Yes, there was latitude within the law that a clever attorney could work with to his advantage—and he’d skirted the line himself on numerous occasions but never stepped over it. He also insisted that the lawyers who worked for him abide by the same standards. “Do it right or we don’t deserve to win,” he told them. So it had troubled him greatly that his wife skirted the law in a way he would never have allowed one of his employees to do.




Knowing what her actions were doing to him and haunted by her own conscience, Marlene had distanced herself from her family, especially after one of her efforts to exact revenge for the murder of a family in West Virginia that she had befriended had nearly gotten Giancarlo killed. She’d retreated to her dog farm and seemed on a path that would lead only farther and farther from her family in Manhattan.




However, Marlene heard about a program in New Mexico that used art therapy to save women who suffered from post-traumatic stress disorders—most of them the victims of domestic violence, although there were a couple who, like Marlene, had killed. She and Lucy, who herself was only just recovering from extreme sex abuse and torture by a psychopath named Felix Tighe, had left for New Mexico in early summer.




The program seemed to work wonders for Marlene—that and the friendship she’d developed with John Jojola, the chief of police for the Taos Pueblo. A Vietnam combat vet whose native skills at hunting and tracking had been used by the U.S. Army to stalk Vietcong leaders and kill them, Jojola had emerged from years of alcoholism to make peace with his own violent past. He’d recognized a kindred spirit in Marlene and had led her down the path he’d taken out of the darkness.




It was a better fall than it had been a spring. Surgery to remove a shotgun pellet from the blast that had nearly killed and blinded Giancarlo had been a success; he could see again, though there were moments when the disconnect between his eyes and brain acted up. Lucy was living in New Mexico, still working for a Catholic charity at the pueblo, and was apparently in love with some young cowboy she’d met.




Marlene was living at the Crosby Street loft again and seemed more at peace with herself than she had been for years. However, she’d warned Karp that while she felt as if she was making progress, she was not “cured.”




“It’s not as simple as that. Let’s just say I’m in remission,” she told him as she lay in his arms one night and he’d remarked on the change. “It’s like a cancer. Maybe five, ten years down the road, if there are no more spots on the X-ray, I might be considered a ‘survivor.’ But like cancer, if it comes back, it could be worse than ever.”




Karp was just happy to have her around as a wife, a lover, and the mother whom the twins had missed terribly. Watching her untie her running shoes, he thought she was still the most beautiful woman he knew.




The effects of the bomb had never bothered him. She was still a lovely woman with dark, curly hair framing her face, and he sometimes caught other men appreciating her classic Italian features. Her body had matured from the almost teenage physique she’d kept through three births; she was a little thicker around the middle, no matter how many sit-ups she did and miles she ran, and the once-perky tits no longer pointed up like flowers following the sun. But neither had they wilted, and if she had to work a little harder to keep that fine rear end as round and solid as a pair of bowling balls, he was well aware from her exuberance of the night that she was as passionate a lover as ever.




Karp especially loved to watch the way her hips moved when she walked, and she was walking toward him now with a half-smile on her face. “What’s the matter, Karp, cat got your tongue…or maybe you’re just too tired from your rather mild exertions last night? How about offering a lady a cup of that coffee and the sports section of the Times?”




Karp tilted his head toward the full pot of coffee. “For that unkind remark, you can help yourself, Ciampi,” he pouted. “Mild exertions? I don’t remember that there were any complaints last night.”




“How could you? You rolled over and went to sleep as soon as you’d had your way with me.”




“Lies…spurious innuendo and unsubstantiated rumors,” Karp sputtered good-naturedly. The banter had been a part of their sex life from the beginning; neither took it seriously as neither had ever had cause to complain. Still, his “hurt look” had its desired effect, as Marlene circled around behind him, gently kissed him, and began massaging his shoulders, which elicited a deep groan of pleasure.




“Hey, don’t just sit there while I do all the work,” Marlene demanded, “tell me what’s in the paper.”




Marlene’s command brought Karp back to the moment, and he remembered what he had intended to show her even before her wintry arrival. Usually he picked up the Times outside the justice building at 100 Centre Street at Dirty Warren’s newsstand but had given in to the local newspaper boy’s relentless campaign to at least have him deliver the Sunday paper.




Karp pointed out the top story of the day, which ran beneath the headline “Judge Backs Plaintiffs in the Coney Island Four Case.” The city’s last attempt to have the lawsuit dismissed had been denied by U.S. District Court Judge Marci Klinger. The Coney Island Four case would go forward unless the city settled.




Like most of the general public in the five boroughs, Karp had followed the story predominantly through the newspapers and television. There’d been a little of the intraoffice gossip and rumor between the DA offices in Manhattan and Brooklyn that floated around any big case, but he’d pretty much ignored it. He’d been flipping through the channels looking for a basketball game when he stopped to watch the Brooklyn Insider show. But he’d been so repulsed by Natalie Fitz’s fawning over Louis and Sykes that he’d soon moved on to ESPN.




However, the newspaper story had sparked memories of the crime when it occurred some twelve years earlier. He recalled the horrific nature of the attack—young woman, set upon by a gang, raped, and nearly beaten to death—and how he’d felt a personal connection just because it had happened beneath the pier at Coney Island. He’d spent countless summer days at that beach, wandering the boardwalk with his buddies, riding the Ferris wheel at the amusement park and, best of all, wolfing down hot dogs at Nathan’s Famous on the corner of Surf and Stillwell Avenues. He took it personally that a gang of vicious thugs had sullied the place.




He recalled that the trials had seemed pretty much a slam dunk. The perps had confessed, and they’d been linked to other assaults on the boardwalk that night. He’d given no more thought to it over the years, until the Times broke the story about the inmate who had come forward to confess that he had done the crime by himself. The inmate—Karp glanced at the newspaper for the name, Enrique Villalobos—had apparently “come to Jesus” and wanted to make it right.




When Karp first read about the confession, he’d rolled his eyes. Inmates were constantly finding religion, which they all apparently believed would help them out with the parole board. The fact that Villalobos was serving a true life sentence as a serial rapist/killer didn’t change Karp’s skepticism. Sometimes inmates confessed to crimes they didn’t commit as a favor, or out of fear for another inmate, and thereafter received favored treatment by Corrections.




However, in this case, he’d been willing to concede that perhaps this time an inmate had told the truth when a little later the Times again reported—and the Brooklyn District Attorney’s Office concurred—that Villalobos was a match for the DNA evidence found on the victim’s clothing. It certainly warranted an investigation.




However, he was surprised when Brooklyn DA Kristine “Just call me Krissy” Breman immediately agreed to a motion filed by Louis to vacate the rape and attempted murder convictions of his clients. Karp figured that some details were being withheld that would explain the rush to the judgment. He was, however, disgusted when Breman appeared on the steps of the courthouse in Brooklyn with Louis and apologized for “this terrible miscarriage of justice.”




Then again, the more he thought about it, the less surprised he’d been by her behavior. He’d known Breman almost as long as Marlene. They’d all joined the New York DA’s office within a couple of years of each other, but Breman had almost immediately gravitated to management. He thought of her then and now as an empty pantsuit who’d never tried anything more challenging in her life than a misdemeanor Peeping Tom.




However, her family was connected with the Brooklyn DA, who gave her a sweetheart deal to become his spokeswoman and attend all the political functions he had long ago tired of. She’d schmoozed her way up the party food chain until her boss retired, when she’d been a natural with the clubhouse pols to assume the top spot at the DAO.




Karp had to hand it to her in one way; she could sidestep blame better than most matadors avoided a bull. Following Villalobos’s confession and press conference, the press, as well as the demagogues and race baiters like Louis, had pilloried the former DA—a decent if burned-out man named Steve Colella—and the NYPD for the “racist railroading” of the poor young men. Breman had quickly gauged the sentiment and joined the chorus. Anxious to distance herself from any association with her predecessor, she had been outspoken regarding “this travesty of justice…which, unfortunately, occurred before my tenure or it would have been stopped in its tracks.”




Breman had reminded the press that in her younger years with the New York DA’s office she’d prosecuted sexual assault cases—a stretch, as she’d never actually gone to trial in the three months she was with the Sex Crimes Bureau. The “overzealous and callous prosecution” of the Coney Island defendants, she said, had “set back the course of sexual assault prosecutions a hundred years.”




Along with the rest of the public, at least judging by the letters to the editor, Karp had assumed that the assistant DAs and cops had botched the case. The DNA evidence was pretty difficult to refute, and he assumed that even Breman would have taken a pretty good look at the case files, as well as questioned witnesses, including Villalobos, under oath before jumping on Louis’s bandwagon.




One thing had bothered him, though, about the stories in the press. The two suspended prosecutors—Repass and Russell—were formerly protégées of his wife’s when she ran the New York District Attorney’s Sex Crimes Bureau. As they were junior assistant DAs, he had known them only in passing, but they had reputations as solid, aggressive litigators who’d modeled themselves after his wife. Only after Marlene left did they agree to cross the river and work for the Brooklyn DA, lured by the opportunity to start their own sex crimes bureau.




After the stories naming them broke, Marlene had refused to believe that they’d messed up. “They’re as good, as thorough, and as honest as anyone who has ever come through that office.”




But the Brooklyn DA didn’t seem to have the same opinion. “Looks like your two ladies are going to take the fall for the Coney Island case,” Karp said, and pointed to where the story noted that Breman had placed Repass and Russell on “administrative leave” until an investigation by her office could be completed.




Karp read the next paragraph aloud for Marlene. “‘An investigation,’ Breman said, ‘that will include aggressively pursuing any malfeasance on the part of her office staff or actions by members of the NYPD that resulted in “coerced false confessions” from four innocent young men of color.’”




Marlene stopped rubbing his shoulders and leaned forward to peer down at the newspaper. There was a file photo of her former assistants leaving the courthouse after the convictions ten years earlier. They looked satisfied, but there were no smiles or gloating; they had still followed her admonition, given when they were working for her, to remember Vince Lombardi’s quote that he expected his players “to act like you’ve been there before” when they scored touchdowns.




“They may have made a mistake…it happens,” Marlene said of the newspaper allegations. “But Breman seems awfully anxious to just let them swing in the wind.”




Karp turned to a column he’d read earlier on the editorial page. “Listen to this: ‘It is clear to us that the representatives of our legal system in this case—the prosecutors and the police officers—conspired to deprive these young men of their basic rights to liberty based on the color of their skin. Such indifference to the constitutional guarantee of a fair trial borders on the criminal.”




Marlene gave him a sour look. “Since when do you quote editorials in the New York Times? Are we going to start believing the same paper that labeled you KKKarp?”




“I don’t,” he replied. “That paper lost its credibility a long time ago…after its liberal agenda left the editorial page and started showing up on page one. But a lot of people believe everything they read.”




“I remember when the confession story broke last spring, there was a sidebar article about the victim,” Marlene said. “Liz Tyler. Apparently, she suffered permanent brain damage that affected her speech, and she also has amnesia—she can’t remember a thing about the attack or the assailants. She’s like an ‘inspirational speaker’ that these rape-awareness groups trot out, but really, her life was pretty much ruined. She got divorced after the trial and lost custody of her little girl…something to do with a suicide attempt.”




“I thought it was the Coney Island Five, not Four,” Karp mused. “And why does the press always have to come up with idiotic names for these things? Like they’re sports teams.”




“Because it sells newspapers,” Marlene replied. “And it was five, but one of them flipped, copped a plea, and testified against his comrades. If I remember correctly, he was later killed in a gang shooting.”




“In Brooklyn?” Karp frowned. He couldn’t recall the incident.




“No, somewhere in California. The story I read when this other joker confessed said the cops didn’t think it had anything to do with this case. Just a drive-by…wrong time, wrong place.”




Karp reached up and grabbed his wife’s hands that still rested on his shoulders. “Sorry about Robin and Pam,” he said. “I know you liked them.”




Marlene withdrew her hands from his grip and moved around to sit down, elbows on the table and chin in her hands. She sighed.




Karp realized the conversation had just changed direction; this wasn’t about the Coney Island case. “What’s up, babe?”




She sighed again. “Nothing really. I just promised Dad that I’d stop by this morning to help a little with Mom, and I’m just not in the mood.”




Karp waited to see if she wanted to go on. Marlene came from a close-knit Italian family and as the youngest, it had fallen to her to do most of the looking out for her aging parents. Despite her tough exterior, when it came to her mother and father she was still a little parochial school girl who was unsettled by the thought of her parents getting old. She tried to hide it, but he knew that she was disturbed to distraction by her mother’s slow surrender to Alzheimer’s and her father’s growing inability to cope emotionally with his wife’s ailment. Going to visit her parents at their home in Queens—formerly a pleasant experience that she’d welcomed as often as she could get away—was now something she avoided if possible. Only to beat herself up with guilt afterward.




Although he already knew how she’d answer, Karp suggested, “Call and say you can’t make it. Find a better day…when you’re feeling up to it.”




Marlene shook her head. “No. Dad needs to get out of the house for a few hours. And there really aren’t any ‘better days.’ In fact, it seems that she gets a little worse every day, and he gets a little angrier.” She wiped at the tears that had formed in her eyes and smiled at him. “The boys still sleeping?”




He nodded. “Ever since the holiday break began, they’ve been staying up all night and sleeping until noon.”




“Do you still have to go in today?”




He nodded again. “Yeah, I have a meeting with the next mayor of our fair city that he wanted at a time when there weren’t a lot of eyes around…especially the press.”




Marlene looked surprised. “The new mayor of Gotham wants to thank Batman for handing him the election by taking the Joker, Andrew Kane, out of the picture?”




Karp tried out his best comic book superhero voice. “No, ma’am. His honor knows that the Caped Crusader was simply doing what needed to be done in the interest of justice and the American way.” It wasn’t a very good impression, so he dropped the voice and continued, “It’s nothing. He just wants a little quiet time to more than likely run the latest anticrime public relations campaign by me.”




“Want me to call for the Batmobile?” she asked.




“No thanks, Cat Woman,” he said. “I think I’ll fly. I’m not fitting in my bat tights like I used to and can use the exercise.”
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AT LEAST THERE’S NO WIND, KARP THOUGHT AS HE LEFT THEfive-story building on the corner of Grand and Crosby that housed the family loft. Sometimes gales blew up off the harbor and funneled down the stone canyons with such force that it could be difficult to walk. During the winter, the winds stabbed through the thickest coat like ice hooks, and the gray, overcast sky could make it seem colder yet.




Even on a day like this one, when the skies were bright blue and the air still, the temperature could dangle in the single digits. Karp pulled his long, dark-blue wool peacoat tighter around his neck and tugged a Russian Cossack hat down over his ears as far as it would go. The boys had bought him the hat for his birthday, and at the time he’d thought privately that he looked ridiculous in it and would never wear the thing. But now he was grateful for its protection and wished it could also cover his nose as he strode quickly south across Grand Street.




Despite the bite in the air, the walk was not an entirely unpleasant one. A few last snowflakes floated in the sunlight like leftover confetti from a parade and lent an air of authenticity to the Christmas decorations that hung in the various shop and loft windows along his route.




Karp loved this time of year with the wreaths and ribbons and the Hanukkah candles in the windows. Even the string of blinking lights the Chinese butcher at the corner of Centre and Canal had dangled around the row of plucked ducks in the viewing case brought back fond memories of holiday strolls with his parents to look at the lights and listen to the carolers in his Brooklyn neighborhood. He made a mental note to take the boys and Marlene, and maybe Lucy, if she made it home for the holidays, ice-skating beneath the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center and to gawk like tourists at the holiday scenes in the windows along Fifth Avenue.




Centre Street on a chill Sunday morning was quiet, with only a few people scurrying from one destination to the next. Karp reflected that most of the wiser members of the public were hunkered down. But as he drew near Worth Street he saw that a small crowd of people, including several wearing dark blue coats with NYPD stenciled on the back, were gathered around a man who stood on a milk crate.




As Karp drew closer, he realized that the speaker was Dirty Warren, the guy who ran the newsstand where he usually bought his Times before heading into the courthouse at 100 Centre Street, which also housed his office. He would have recognized the vendor even if he couldn’t see the long, pointed nose that protruded from the orange ski mask that otherwise revealed only a set of watery blue eyes beneath thick glasses and a blue-lipped mouth. It was the mouth that gave the owner away, not its appearance but what came out of it.




Dirty Warren had received his nickname, the only name Karp knew him by, because he suffered from Tourette’s syndrome, a short circuit in his brain that was manifested by profanity-laced speech the likes of which was rarely heard away from sailors’ bars. Karp sometimes suspected that Warren took advantage of his affliction to hurl invective at people he might not otherwise have dared confront. But proving it was difficult—sort of like demanding that someone in a wheelchair stand up to prove that he was indeed handicapped.




As he stood on top of the milk crate, Dirty Warren’s diatribe had attracted the usual street people in their colorful array of castoff garments and Salvation Army blankets, as well as a few curious tourists, who stood in slack-jawed amazement at the man’s dexterity with foul language.




“Sh-sh-sh-shit, p-p-p-piss cocksucker. L-l-l-leave him al-l-lone!” Warren didn’t normally stutter, as well as cuss, but it was d-d-damn cold. “D-d-didn’t they ta-ta-ta-teach you pigs about the r-r-r-right of the pa-pa-pa-people to assemble or…ma-ma-ma-motherfucker vagina…the fah-fah-fah-freedom of speech at the academe-meme? D-damn ass-wipe, ball-licker sons of wh-wh-wh-whores!”




Whatever had prompted the newspaper vendor to hold forth originally had now degenerated into a rant directed at the NYPD officers, who were trying to figure out a way to come at a large man they had surrounded.




Small wonder, Karp thought and smiled when he saw the man, whose massive head was covered with a filthy mane of dark curly hair that seemed to sprout over most of his face as well, and what wasn’t covered with hair was nearly black with dirt and grease. The man was wearing what appeared to be four or five coats, the colors of which had long since faded. He’d stuffed his hair into a filthy Santa Claus hat and was waving his arms wildly as he shuffled back and forth in front of the cops like an enraged bear, which he resembled. He bellowed, “Back ov, ’u fuggin’ pigs. Let Warren ’peak. Freedom ov ’peech! Freedom ov ’peech!”




The officers seemed reluctant to close and Karp knew why. Even from the back of the crowd—maybe twenty feet—he could smell the Walking Booger, another one of the legions of homeless street wanderers he’d known for years. Legend had it that Booger, whose explorations of his nasal cavities with any one—and sometimes two at a time—of his sausagelike fingers had earned him his nickname, had neither bathed nor washed his clothes in the nearly two decades since he’d first shown up on the streets. Not unless standing in the rain counted as a shower or a visit to the laundromat. His breath alone might have qualified as a weapon of mass destruction. Every way he turned, the cops and the crowd on that side took two steps back with horrified looks.




Karp would have walked on, but Warren spotted him from his milk crate and yelled to him. “H-h-hey, Karp. Would you p-please…scumbag piss drinker…explain to New York’s finest that th-th-there’s such a thing as…fa-fa-fuck me naked…a Constitution?”




One of the older officers with the chevrons of a sergeant on his sleeve turned to see whom Warren was yelling to and looked relieved to see him. “Hey, Mr. Karp, Sergeant Seamus, nice work this summer nailin’ that slimebag Kane and the slimebag cops who was doin’ his dirty work—gave us all a black eye,” he said, removing a glove and sticking out a big, meaty hand.




Karp shook the proffered hand. “Thanks, but there were a lot more people involved than just me. Not to mention that I think the reputation of the NYPD isn’t going to be dictated by a few bad apples.”




“Thanks, I appreciate the sentiment,” Seamus said with a nod. He turned his attention toward Warren and Booger. “Would you mind explaining to these gentlemen that they need to settle down before one of my boyos decides to end this ‘peaceful assembly’ by busting heads?” He nodded to a steroidal-looking younger cop who already had his nightstick out and was growing redder in the face with each profanity launched from Warren’s mouth.




Karp grimaced. “I’d call off the dogs, Seamus. The last time someone hit Booger—the big one there—that I know of, it was with a crowbar right between the eyes. Would have killed a cow. Instead it only made him mad enough to stuff his assailant—some skinhead bully who had a thing for homeless people—down a storm sewer…. Not to mention I don’t know that your boy could get close enough without being overcome by the fumes.”




Seamus wrinkled his nose. “Know what you mean. Still, we need to move this crowd along.”




“I’ll see what I can do,” Karp replied. He turned and walked up to the soapbox orator. “Yo, Warren, come down from there. I need my paper.”




Warren hurled a few more epithets toward the police, who shook their heads and moved on, then stepped down from his perch. Booger held up his arms as if to give him a hug. “ ’arp, boy am I glad a see choo.”




Karp sidestepped the hug and instead shook Booger’s filthy hand, making a mental note to burn his glove as soon as he got home. “Glad to see you, too. What was all this anyway? The sergeant says his guys were trying to move people out from in front of storefront doors. They’ve been doing that since Tammany Hall.”




“Yeah, piss face,” Warren replied. “But they’ve p-p-p-picked up the pace, and on a Sunday morning in w-w-eather…ohhh SHIT!…like this, harassing street people like B-b-b-booger and the others when they’re just t-t-trying to stay warm. It’s all about the c-c-city’s image…bitch son of a ba-ba-ba-bitch…so that the tourists won’t have to be exposed to guys like Booger here. Ba-babut they don’t want to do anything…lick my nuts…to help, just sh-sh-shove them out of sight, the darker the hole the better. Tiny-brained wipers of other people’s bottoms.”




Karp narrowed his eyes. “Wasn’t that a line from a movie?”




“You…you…you tell me?” Warren grinned, playing their old game of “guess the movie” trivia.




 “Monty Python and the Holy Grail,”Karp said.




“Too easy, th-th-that one didn’t count,” Warren giggled while Booger guffawed.




Karp tried not to smile. No sense encouraging them. “Tell you what, if you can keep this on the QT, I’m on my way to meet with the new mayor, and if I get a chance, I’ll quiz him about his plans for the homeless.”




“Yeah, right,” Warren said. “They’re all the s-s-same. The more things change the more things remain the same…or…butthole…get worse.”




“ ’ah, worse,” Booger chimed in.




“Well, we can always hope,” Karp said. “I kind of like this guy.”




“Yeah, we’ll see. H-h-hey, you need a paper, right?” Warren said, as they approached his newsstand.




“Yeah, I need the Post,” he said, handing over a ten. “Keep the change and maybe go get yourself and Booger a cup of coffee and a couple of doughnuts. And try to behave; the Cossacks are right around the corner waiting for you two anarchists to act up again.”




Warren grabbed the bill and stomped off, muttering, with Booger shuffling alongside him, loudly repeating every third obscenity and raising his fist like a Cuban revolutionary.




Karp shook his head—never a dull moment in the Big Apple. He walked on past 100 Centre Street, the gray monolith that housed the city courts, the grand juries, the Manhattan house of detention—known affectionately as the Tombs—and the NY DAO.




He climbed the stairs and saw a familiar figure waiting for him at the door. “Why, Harry, what brings you to City Hall on a Sunday morning?” he asked.




Harry “Hotspur” Kipman was tall and thin to the point where he would have made a good Ichabod Crane for a stage production of The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. He had a pair of piercing blue eyes set a little too close together over an eagle’s beak nose, but they saw through bullshit better than anyone Karp had ever known.




It was Karp who’d given him the nickname Hotspur for his temperament. Harry wasn’t one to pull punches. He was a crusader against hypocrisy, and his directness was sometimes more off-putting than he intended. But he was at heart a good, gentle man with a dry wit and quick mind that made him a pleasure to be around.




Karp wouldn’t have traded Harry, who’d become the head of the appeals bureau, for a dozen courtroom litigators. A lawyer’s lawyer, Kipman had an almost total recall of the New York Penal Code, as well as the citations to major pivotal cases. He personally prepared the legal briefs and argued the People’s case against the big-enchilada convicted murderers who sought their last legal refuge the system provided in the appellate process. His win-loss record was right up there with Ivory Snow’s purity. He also insisted on “preemptive lawyering” by personally reviewing the high-profile or legally challenging cases before they went to trial. The idea was to advise the assistant district attorneys trying the case to create an error-free record.




However, it might have been Kipman’s third role that Karp liked best. Harry was a sort of moral compass for the district attorney’s office. He’d come to work for the legendary former DA Francis Garrahy about the same time Karp did and, like Karp, had adopted the old man’s policy that the purpose of the district attorney’s office was to seek justice, “not win at any cost.”




If, in his running battle with evil, Karp was ever tempted to cut corners—and it wasn’t often—Kipman was there to remind him, sometimes with nothing more than a look, that there was only one way to do things. The right way.




Kipman’s black-and-white take on justice didn’t make him a Goody Two-shoes, as some of the younger prosecutors sometimes thought of him. He could let loose a stream of profanity that would have made Dirty Warren blush, and there wasn’t a defense or appellate attorney practicing in New York who went up against Hotspur Kipman without trepidation. They knew they had better come prepared and loaded for bear, or Kipman would tear them apart in front of a judge like an angry grizzly. But there was no one Karp trusted more.




“Got a call from the new mayor who said you’d be here, too, and that he wanted to talk to us both,” Kipman said. He yawned nonchalantly. “There was nothing worth watching on the tube, sportswise anyway.” Along with being a musical genius and legal god, Kipman was a sports fanatic. He collected sports memorabilia of all sorts and became a noted authenticator of baseball cards for devotees.




The pair was met at the elevator by a pretty, if officiously sincere and conservatively dressed, young woman who introduced herself as Mayor Denton’s assistant press secretary, Alisa Mokler-Shreddre, and apparently took her duties and herself very seriously. “This way please,” she said, and immediately turned on her heel and walked away with her well-formed butt twitching beneath a gray wool skirt.




Karp fastened on the retreating derriere for a moment before realizing he’d been caught. He scowled at Kipman, who was particularly adept at raising an eyebrow to imply guilt.




“Up yours, I got a daughter her age,” Karp muttered under his breath. “And a wife who’d cut my nuts off if I ever so much as thought what you’re thinking.”




Kipman didn’t reply. He just stared straight ahead with a half-smile on his lips and the eyebrow stuck at its zenith as Ms. Mokler-Shreddre escorted them to a door on which were the words Mayor’s Office, where a clean-cut and equally serious young man was scraping the current officeholder’s name off with a razor blade.




Michael Denton had won the election handily in November but wouldn’t officially take office until January 1. However, the current mayor, who’d declined to run for a second term when he thought his opponent was going to be Andrew Kane, was in a hurry to vacate the premises and had invited his replacement to begin the transition process immediately after the election. He’d even allowed Denton to move into the main offices while he vacated to a smaller suite.




Therefore, Mayor-elect Michael Denton was sitting behind the big mahogany desk with the seal of New York City on the front when Karp and Kipman were shown in. Not for the first time, Karp noted that the man was the spitting image of one of his oldest friends in the city, NYPD Homicide Bureau Chief Bill Denton, the mayor-elect’s brother. Bill had ten years on his sibling, but both men had large, square heads that looked as if they’d been chipped from blocks of stone, and wide, friendly Irish faces.




Like his brother, Michael had originally followed the family tradition of joining the thin blue line of the NYPD. But his career had been cut short by a shotgun blast from a robber—whom he’d killed in the gunfight—that forced the doctors to amputate what remained of his left leg. After he recovered, he didn’t mope around feeling sorry for himself or climb inside a bottle but went back to school and earned his business degree, which in turn he’d used to buy, refurbish, and turn profitable a number of pubs in Irish neighborhoods throughout the five boroughs. Then he’d thrown himself into the other traditionally Irish business in New York: politics. First as a block organizer, then party leader, followed by several terms as a city councilman, and then—mostly because no one else wanted the job—as the soon-to-be mayor of Gotham.




Michael Denton was as surprised as anyone to now be sitting in the high-backed leather chair behind a desk festooned with the emblem of the City of New York, while his wife of thirty-plus years happily waited for the day the current first lady—who was somewhat more reluctant to give up the trappings of power than her husband—got the hell out of Gracie Mansion. He’d essentially been regarded as cannon fodder by his own party when Kane announced his candidacy and the incumbent decided against running. But then along came Butch Karp, and suddenly Denton stood alone in the field. The demoralized opposition party had hardly put up a fight, which Karp figured was the only way an essentially honest man was now in office.




Michael Denton’s eyes were not quite as blue or intense as Kipman’s, but they indicated a shrewdness that told Karp that very little escaped the man’s attention. He’d liked Denton’s businesslike campaign, which had been devoid of flashy slogans and meaningless promises that couldn’t have been kept.




Instead, the man had spoken with pride about how the people of New York had reacted following the devastating attacks of 9/11 and said he now wanted to harness that spirit to show the world that New York was “devastated by our losses but not defeated by hatred, nor daunted by cowards.” It was as close to a slogan as he’d come, and he spent most of his time working the meeting halls and churches and going door to door, talking to people about the practical things he wanted to accomplish: more cops walking the streets, and schools that were safe for their children to attend.




Karp didn’t mind that some of Michael Denton’s speeches seemed to have been lifted directly from his own modest initial efforts at campaigning for the next year’s district attorney’s race. The message is a good one, he thought, and the more people who buy into it, the better off we’ll all be.




Michael Denton rose from his chair and came from around the desk to shake their hands and point to chairs, inviting them to have a seat. When they were all sitting, he asked Karp how his campaign was going—“great, I guess”—and Denton said that he hoped that Karp would win “so that we get a chance to work together. In the meantime, whatever this office can do to help make the city safer, just ask.”




Karp thanked him.




“Hate to be too cliché,” Denton said, “but I suppose you’re wondering why I asked you here today.”




Harry chuckled but remained mute and stared at the fingernails on one hand as if he’d suddenly discovered a hangnail. Butch spread his hands and said, “I’m sure it wasn’t to ask me about how my campaign was going, but I figured you’d get to it in good time.”




Denton laughed, then leaned forward and pushed a button on the intercom. “Alisa, would you show our other visitor in, please.” Mokler-Shreddre must have been waiting with her hand on the doorknob because Denton hadn’t even settled back into his chair when the door opened.




Karp looked at the man who entered and this time it was his turn to raise an eyebrow and leave it there. It wasn’t that he was displeased to see Richard Torrisi, another former cop he’d known since they were all wet-behind-the-ears crime fighters. But Torrisi had quit the force, gone to law school, and was now the attorney for the Police Benevolent Association, one of the most powerful unions in the city. And over the years, Karp had had his run-ins with the union, which tended to react like any organism when poked—by curling up in a defensive posture—such as on the few occasions he’d prosecuted dirty cops. But he had his union supporters, too, and had always liked Torrisi, even when circumstances put them at loggerheads.




“Hey, Butch, good to see you,” Torrisi said, walking over to shake hands.




Karp stood, wincing when a shot of electricity went through his bum knee, and gladly took the hand. He noticed that the once coal-black and wavy hair was now mostly silver, but the brown eyes were just as sharp above the Roman nose. He pointed to Harry, who had also stood. “Dick, I don’t know if you’ve met my appeals division head, Harry Kipman.”




Torrisi held out his hand. “Only by reputation.”




Karp, noticing that Harry actually blushed at the compliment, filed it away to tease him about later. He knew his colleague was supremely confident in his abilities, but he had always preferred to work in the background, pitting his mind and knowledge of the law against another like-minded attorney out of the public eye.




Denton cleared his throat and the other three men turned toward him, then took their seats. “Sorry about the secrecy, Butch—part of it’s that I’m still not here in an official capacity, but there’s more to it than that as you’ll see in a few minutes.” He paused but as there was no reaction, he went on. “I asked Mr. Torrisi to meet us here because of my concerns about how the so-called Coney Island Four case is being handled. Have you been following it in the press?”




Karp looked at Harry, who’d resumed studying his hangnail, then back at Denton and shrugged. “Somewhat, I suppose, like any other citizen who gets the newspaper and has a television.”




“And your impression?” Denton asked.




Karp noticed that the mayor-elect and Torrisi seemed to move forward in their seats waiting for his answer. “Well, if I were to believe everything I read or hear—and I do not—it would appear that the NYPD and the Brooklyn DA fucked up, which means that the city is in trouble with this lawsuit.”




Denton pursed his lips, then nodded. “Glad to hear you don’t believe everything you read. In fact, whether it’s the newspaper or television, neither you nor anyone else in this city is getting the truth, which is why I’ve asked Mr. Torrisi—”




“Dick is good enough, your honor,” Torrisi interjected.




“Dick it is, and it’s Michael to you, so quit with the ‘your honor’ shit.” Denton continued, “Which is why I’ve asked Dick to give it to you straight this morning.”




As Denton spoke, Torrisi rose and walked over to the window as if he were preparing his speech. He looked out for a moment, then turned to face the other men. “I’ll try to keep this fairly short though I feel I pretty much have to lay it all out chronologically so there are no misunderstandings. So I’m sorry if any of this is redundant. On the night of May 19, 1992, five young black men from Bedford-Stuyvesant—Jayshon Sykes, Desmond Davis, Packer Wilson, Kwasama Jones, and Kevin Little—took the bus from their neighborhood to Coney Island, where they consumed a large amount of beer and smoked marijuana to psych themselves up for a night of what they called ‘wilding.’




“Over the next few hours, they harassed and assaulted a half-dozen people who had done nothing more than be in the right place at the wrong time, including an elderly Korean immigrant, Mr. Lee Kim, who was robbed and then beaten so badly his skull was fractured. We know all this because the so-called Coney Island Five—which became Four when Kevin Little was later shot and killed—admitted to these crimes at the time and haven’t tried to recant. Plus, Mr. Kim lived and was able to identify the suspects from live lineups, especially Jayshon Sykes, who he said was the man who hit him with a piece of steel bar. When the crowds finally went home, the suspects decided to wait for the dawn beneath the pier, where they continued to drink and get high.




“On the morning of May 20, a twenty-eight-year-old Brooklyn housewife and mother named Liz Tyler got out of bed, kissed her still-sleeping husband and her child, and went for her daily jog along the boardwalk and beach at Coney Island. It was a beautiful morning, unseasonably warm…low tide and a red sky in the east where the sun was just coming up. Her path took her to the pier, which she intended to pass beneath.”




As Torrisi spoke, Karp could picture the scene. He could almost hear the sound of seagulls and the whispering rush of small waves over the sand. But his pleasant childhood memories were soon shattered by Torrisi’s account of the attack on Liz Tyler.




“We don’t know…because she doesn’t remember…but Liz may have ignored, or didn’t see, the danger when she approached the pier where these poor, innocent young men we’ve been watching on television were lurking.”




Torrisi paused and seemed to find it difficult to go on. Man, he’s tied up in this one, Karp thought, but before he could give it more reflection, Torrisi started talking again.




“We don’t really know all of what happened next or in what sequence. As you may have read, this time accurately, Liz Tyler suffered head injuries during the attack and can’t remember anything about it. However, several witnesses heard a woman screaming and men shouting from the direction of the pier about that time of the morning.




“These folks were mostly other joggers and a few beachcombers, but they weren’t about to inquire, not even after they saw five young black men—and one nonblack we were never able to identify—running away from the pier. I suppose we’re lucky that one witness finally did call the cops, but by the time they arrived, a bloody, badly injured Liz Tyler was standing in waist-deep water trying to wash herself. That she was able to stand at all and simply hadn’t fallen over and drowned was something of a miracle. Her skull had been fractured by a blow from a blunt object, another blow had crushed the orbital bone around one eye, permanently blinding her on the left side, her nose was broken, and several of her teeth had been knocked out. She’d been bitten, stomped, and raped both vaginally and anally.”




“This blunt object happen to be a piece of steel bar?” Karp asked, his jaw starting to ache from setting it so hard as his anger simmered.




Torrisi held up a hand. “If I may, let me get to that in a moment. Sorry if this is going on too long, but I still feel it’s necessary. Liz Tyler was taken to the hospital for a standard rape examination and to be treated for her injuries. The doctor who examined her reported that she exhibited the signs—the tearing and bruising—of forced sexual intercourse. Unfortunately, she’d done too good a job of washing herself with seawater, and DNA samples from her body weren’t available. However, one sample—a mixture of semen, blood, and fecal material—was recovered from her sweatshirt, where apparently one of her attackers wiped himself afterward.”




“The sixth man…Villa-something,” Karp said.




Torrisi nodded. “Enrique Villalobos. But again, I’ll get to him in order. If you’ve been reading the newspaper accounts and watching television, you’ve undoubtedly heard that brutish cops coerced and intimidated these Boy Scouts into confessing to the rape and attempted murder of Liz Tyler. Never mind that these same paragons of virtue also confessed to the assaults of the half-dozen others—of course, they’ve already served the sentences for those crimes.”




Torrisi stuck his hands in his pants and rocked back on his heels. “I’m going to cut the story a little short now and leave it for Mayor Denton—Mike—to explain why I asked for his help and why he asked you here. But I want to finish by assuring you that the officers and detectives in this case followed procedure and kept to both the spirit and letter of the law.”




Torrisi looked down at his feet for a moment before looking up. “I know that to be a fact because I was one of the detectives. And I know I did everything I could to make sure I didn’t foul up this case by giving these guys some way out on a technicality or because I abused someone’s rights. You would have been just as careful if you’d seen her like I did a couple days after the attack—her head swollen up like a basketball, her face all yellow and purple…. The docs were great; they fixed her up pretty good and the swelling went down, but doctors can’t fix everything.




“As the lead detective in the case, I got to know her pretty good. The trial was real tough on her, she couldn’t remember much of anything, but these fuckers would turn around and grin and leer at her whenever the jury was out of the room. She became more and more withdrawn until I don’t think she cared what happened in the courtroom. Her husband, a real good guy, tried to stay by her, but she pushed him away and for a while wouldn’t even see her kid.




“After the trial, I hoped she’d start to come around and for a while it looked like she might—she wouldn’t go home, but she started seeing her daughter on weekends. That is until the day she took the kid, Rhiannon was her name, down by the pier, and while the kid was playing in the sand, Liz swallowed a bottle of Valium. Someone saw the little girl crying next to the woman who wasn’t moving; otherwise Liz might have finished the job for the Coney Island Four. As it was, her husband divorced her and got full custody of the little girl. I hear he’s living in Colorado or someplace like that now.”




Torrisi looked up at Karp, who saw the tears glistening in the man’s eyes. “Anyway, Butch, we got those guys fair and square and nailed their asses to the wall. Now they’re going to get away with murder—maybe not in the traditional sense but they took Liz Tyler’s life that morning as surely as if they’d killed her right then and there.”




“What about Villalobos?” Kipman asked.




Torrisi nodded. “We always knew there was a sixth man. The DNA on the sweatshirt didn’t match any of the five other guys. But we didn’t try to keep it a secret. The ADAS—Robin Repass and Pam Russell—turned over the test results with all the rest of the exculpatory evidence to the defense. During the trial, the defense even tried to argue that the “missing man” did it all. Our argument was that just because we didn’t have the sixth guy, it didn’t mean the other five weren’t guilty as sin. But thank God, we had the confessions videotaped. The jury only deliberated for less than two hours—a lot of it, from what I understand, taken up just filling out the paperwork on all the counts. Now, here we are only twelve years and change later and these guys have been set free based on a lie. And to pour salt on the wound, they may win a couple million dollars or so that could have been used for more cops and safer streets from the likes of these pieces of shit, excuse my French.”




Karp waited a moment to make sure that Torrisi was done. “Okay. Sounds like the city has a defense…the best defense…the truth,” he said. “But you didn’t call me down here to hear what you already know. What else can I do for you?”




Torrisi looked at Denton, who picked up the thread of the conversation. “Actually, we’d like you to do a bit more than that. The reason I asked Dick to spell out the whole story was I was hoping it would persuade you to agree to a favor I’m asking. I’d like you to look over all the evidence, draw your own conclusions, and if you agree that Dick was straight with you regarding this case, I’d like you to represent the city in this lawsuit.”




For a long moment the only sound in the office was the clanging of the old radiator that heated the room. Then Karp let out his breath and leaned forward. “Let’s just suppose that even if there was nothing preventing the district attorney for Manhattan—whose responsibility it is to prosecute criminal cases, not represent the city in civil lawsuits—you have Corporation Counsel Sam Lindahl, who is paid to represent the city. He seems to be a competent attorney.”




Denton shook his head. “He doesn’t work for me yet, and I believe that Lindahl is going to recommend a settlement before I’m sworn in. What’s more, I don’t like him, I don’t trust him, and I look forward to getting rid of him and appointing my own man as soon as I’m official. But that may be too late. I want to fight this case—not just to save taxpayers the money but in the interests of justice. I think I can pull some strings with the outgoing mayor to stall any attempts to have the city agree to a settlement, but the trial is set for late January, so we’ll be under the gun to be ready after I toss Lindahl out on his ass.”




Torrisi added, “Maybe he senses his time is about up, but it still doesn’t explain why Lindahl has been in such a big hurry to move this toward a settlement. What’s more—I’m, by the way, here without the knowledge or approval of my PBA bosses—for some reason the union and the NYPD brass, especially those in internal affairs, seem to have decided to let the officers and detectives involved in the case take the fall without a fight. The guys who are still on the force have been suspended, though officially they’re calling it ‘administrative leave.’ And, of course, Robin and Pam are already being lined up for the firing squad.”




Karp interrupted, “If you’re planning on stalling for your swearing-in anyway, why not have your own Corporation Counsel take the case?”




“Fair question,” Denton said. “I have a great guy to step in as Corporation Counsel, Brad Bradberry, good ol’ Georgia boy who came to the big city. Great civil attorney, but the way I see it, this is going to be a repeat of the criminal trial, so I want the best prosecutor I can find. You. And to be honest, we’re taking a lot of hits in the public relations campaign from Hugh Louis—all the press has been one-sided—and if we’re going to find a jury that isn’t ready to open the city coffers and make millionaires out of rapists, we need to trot out our own big cannon…someone whose name will at least give us a chance of finding an open-minded jury.”




“Well, it’s all very interesting,” Karp admitted. “And I appreciate the votes of confidence. If what you say is true, and I believe it is, it really burns me to think these pieces of crap are going to be paid for what they did. But even if I wanted to, I don’t think I could legally take on a civil case while I’m the sitting district attorney.”




Karp noticed how Denton and Torrisi turned to look at Kipman. Aha, he thought, et tu Brute, a plot!




Kipman looked at him and quickly up at the ceiling. “Ahem, well, Butch,” he said, reaching up to adjust the half-moon reading glasses on his nose. “Apparently, you can. We…um, I, did a little research and, um, apparently the governor has the authority to appoint you as special counsel in this matter. It seems that because you were appointed by him to replace Keegan, rather than elected, he can also appoint you as special counsel on this case. Officially, as the interim DA, you are working at his pleasure, not the electorate’s.”




Karp couldn’t help but be amused by Kipman’s unusual discomfiture. “So Harry,” he rubbed it in, “apparently you’ve been plotting behind my back? I thought you said you didn’t know what this was about?”




Kipman swallowed hard, his Ichabod-like Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat, but he nodded and adjusted his glasses again. “Well, um, technically what I said was that I got a call from the mayor who said you would be present and that he wanted to talk to us, which was the truth. But ah, yes, I’ve had a previous conversation or two with Mr. Denton and Mr. Torrisi and, um, it’s a no-brainer that you are the best man for this job, and they enlisted me in their, um, well, I guess you could call it a plot.”




Denton chuckled. “Don’t blame him, Butch. I’ve known Harry for a long time and knew that if there was some legal way to do this, he’d know about it or could find it. I approached him and asked him to look into this possibility because I knew you might not believe me or Dick. But I also swore him to secrecy until you and I could get together without the press being around to wonder what the DA and mayor-elect were discussing with one of the former detectives involved in this case.”




The room fell quiet again. Karp gazed up at the ceiling; Torrisi stood near the window looking at the gray day outside; Denton kept his eyes on Karp; Kipman stared at his fingernails again. At last Karp sat up, but he shook his head. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I don’t think you need me, and my job is prosecuting criminals for the people of New York City.”




Torrisi started to say something, but Denton held up a hand to silence him. “Look, do me a favor, read the evidence, then make up your mind. If you still feel you can walk away from this, then no hard feelings, we’ll get someone else.”




With the other three men looking at him like dogs waiting for someone to throw a stick, Karp exhaled. “Okay, I’ll take a look and let you know. I doubt I’ll change my mind, but maybe I’ll be able to help you or whoever you find with the strategy.”




The meeting ended with a round of handshaking. A few minutes later, Karp was walking north on Centre Street when a Yellow Cab pulled up on the other side of the street and a tall, blond woman hopped out. She waved as she ran across the nearly deserted street toward him. “Hiya, Butch, imagine finding you here. Heard you just came from City Hall. Imagine that…and on a Sunday…and my sources tell me the mayor-to-be and a couple of other interesting folks were there, too.”




If Karp could have run away with any chance of success, he might have started sprinting. But he knew Ariadne Stupenagel would just have followed him all the way home.




Loud, brassy, obnoxious, and persistent as lice, Stupenagel wasn’t the worst journalist he’d ever met; in fact, if put on the rack or jabbed with a red-hot poker, he might even have admitted that she was pretty damn accurate and fair in her reporting. He also knew she was fearless and indefatigable in her pursuit of a story.




That past summer and fall, she’d done a series of four stories for the Village Voice based on what was supposed to be the rather ordinary life of a district attorney. While she did a good job on it, she was still one of them. The media. The ink-stained, hollow-eyed wretches who lied and misinformed depending on what was in it for them. She’d even managed to seduce his aide-de-camp, Gilbert Murrow, which made him nervous as all hell about their pillow talk.




“Hello, Stupe,” he said with the least enthusiasm he could manage. He knew she wouldn’t take the hint, but he wanted to let her know that he wasn’t pleased about being spied on.




Ariadne fell into step beside him. “So want to tell me what’s up between you and hizzoner-to-be?”




“Nope.”




“Oh, then that was an admission that you met with Mr. Denton?”




“Nope.”




“You’re not going to tell me much of anything, are you?”




“Nope.”




They’d reached the entranceway to 100 Centre Street, and Karp pulled up and faced the reporter. Stupenagel had her usual irritating “I know more than you think I know” smirk on her face, but he wasn’t giving in.




“Sorry, Ariadne, you’re going to have to go find some other mouse to torment today. This is where we part ways. I’m going inside.”




Ariadne looked hurt. “That’s cold, Karp. I thought we had a great working relationship and here you’re not even going to invite a girl in to get warm.”




“Nope,” he replied, and walked up the steps where a security guard held open the door for him.




“You know I’ll find out,” she yelled before the door closed, but he didn’t turn around.




Karp smiled. She probably will, he thought. Doesn’t matter, I won’t be getting involved in this. He took the elevator up to his eighth-floor office and let himself in. Flicking on the light, he pulled up short.




In the middle of the outer office was a mountain of boxes all marked in black Magic Marker “People v. Jayshon Sykes et al.”




He sighed. Why is it everybody seems to know me better than I know myself? Well, I don’t want to leave these here for the secretary to find in the morning. The newspapers and television stations would have a field day if word got out.




An hour later, he’d carried all the boxes into his inner office and stacked them in a corner with the telltale lettering against the wall where it couldn’t be read easily. But he didn’t open them. Instead, he put his coat back on, tugged the Cossack hat around his ears, and left the building. As he headed north toward home, the wind pushed him along, adding to the feeling that he was being swept along in a current he couldn’t see or control.
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