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“Murder. You should have charged the defendant with murder.”

“He didn’t kill anyone, Your Honor.” Not yet. Not that I could prove.

“Juries like murder, Ms. Cooper. You should know that better than I do.” Harlan Moffett read the indictment a second time as court officers herded sixty prospective jurors into the small courtroom. “Give these amateurs a dead body, a medical examiner who can tell them the knife wound in the back wasn’t self-inflicted, a perp who was somewhere near the island of Manhattan when the crime occurred, and I guarantee you a conviction. This stuff you keep bringing me?”

Moffett underscored each of the charges with his red fountain pen. Next to the block letters of the defendant’s name in the document’s heading, People of the State of New York Against Andrew Tripping, he sketched the stick figure of a man hanging from the crosspiece of a gallows.

My adversary had been pleased when the case was sent out to Moffett for trial earlier in the afternoon. As tough as the old-timer was on homicide cases, he had been appointed to the bench thirty years ago, when the laws made it virtually impossible to take rape cases before a jury. No witness to the attack, no corroborating evidence, then there could be no prosecution. He clearly liked it better that way.

We both stood on the raised platform directly in front of Moffett, answering his questions about the matter for which we were about to select a panel. I was trying to divine my prospects as I watched the notations he was making on the face of the indictment I had handed up to him.

“You’re right, Judge.” Peter Robelon smiled as Moffett scribbled out the image of the doomed man on the gallows. “Alex has the classic ‘he said–she said’ situation here. She’s got no physical evidence, no forensics.”

“Would you mind keeping your voice down, Peter?” I couldn’t direct the judge to lower his volume, but maybe he’d get my point. Robelon knew the acoustics in the room as well as I did, and was keenly aware that the twelve people being seated in the box could overhear him as the three of us talked about the facts and issues in the case.

“Speak up, Alexandra.” Moffett cupped his hand to his ear.

“Would you mind if we had this conversation in your robing room?” My subtlety had escaped the judge.

“Alex is afraid the jurors are going to hear what she’s about to tell them anyway as soon as she makes her opening statement. Smoke and mirrors, Your Honor. That’s all she’s got.”

Moffett stood up and walked down the three steps, motioning both of us to follow him out the door, held open by the chief clerk, into the small office adjacent to the courtroom.

The room was bare, except for an old wooden desk and four chairs. The only decoration, next to the telephone mounted on the wall, were the names and numbers of every pizza, sandwich, and fast-food joint in a five-block radius, scrawled on the peeling gray paint over the years by court officers who had ordered meals for deliberating jurors.

Moffett closed the window that looked down from the fifteenth floor above Centre Street in Lower Manhattan. Police sirens, from patrol cars streaking north out of headquarters, competed with our conversation.

“You know why juries like homicides so much? It’s easy for them.” The wide sleeves of his black robes flapped about as the judge waved his arms in the air. “A corpse, a weapon, an unnatural death. They know that a terrible crime occurred. You’ve just got to put the perp in the ballpark and they send him up the river for you.”

I opened my mouth to address him. He pointed a finger in my direction and kept going. “You spend most of every damn rape trial just trying to prove there was even a crime committed.”

Moffett wasn’t wrong. The hardest thing about these cases was convincing a jury that a felony had actually taken place. People usually kill one another for reasons. Not good reasons, but things that twelve of their peers can grab on to and accept as the precipitating cause. Greed. Rage. Jealousy. Infidelity. All the deadly sins and then some. Prosecutors don’t have to supply a motive, but most of the time one makes itself visible and we offer it up for their consideration.

Sex crimes are different. Nobody can fathom why someone forces an act of intercourse on an unwilling partner. Psychologists ruminate about power and control and anger, but they haven’t stood in front of a jury box dozens of times, as I have, trying to make ordinary citizens understand crimes that seem to have no motives at all.

Explain why the clean-cut nineteen-year-old sitting opposite them in the well of the courtroom broke into a stranger’s apartment to steal property but became aroused at the sight of a fifty-eight-year-old housewife watching television, so he held a knife to her throat and committed a sexual act. Explain why the supervising janitor of a Midtown office building would corner a cleaning woman in a broom closet on the night shift, when the hallway was dark and deserted, pushing her to her knees and demanding oral sex.

“May I tell you what I’ve got, Judge?”

“In a minute.” Moffett waved me off with the back of his hand, rays of the late-afternoon sunlight glancing off the garnet-colored stone in his pinky ring. “Peter, let me hear about your client.”

“Andrew Tripping. Forty-two years old. No record—”

“Well, that’s not exactly true, Peter.”

“Nothing you can use at trial, is there, Alex? Now how about letting me finish without interrupting?”

I placed my legal pad on the desk and started to list all the facts I knew that would flush out the picture Tripping’s lawyer was about to paint.

“Graduated from Yale. Went into the Marine Corps. Did some work for the CIA for about ten years. Now he’s a consultant.”

“Your guy and everyone else who’s not employed. Everybody who hasn’t got a job’s a consultant. What field?”

“Security. Governmental affairs. Terrorism. Spent a lot of time in the Middle East, Asia before that. Can’t give you too many details.”

“Can’t or won’t? You’ll tell me, but then you’ll have to kill me?” Moffett was the only one to laugh at his own jokes. He slid the yellow-backed felony complaint out of the court file and flipped it over. “Made two hundred fifty thousand bail? Must know some-thing—or somebody.”

Peter smiled at me as he answered. “Our friend, Ms. Cooper, was a bit excessive in her request at the arraignment. I got it cut in half in criminal court. He spent a week on Rikers before I got him out.”

“Sure doesn’t look like a rapist.”

“What is it, Judge? The blazer, rep tie, and wire-rimmed glasses? Or just that he’s the first white guy you’ve had in the dock all year?” There was no point in losing my temper yet. The jury would be looking at Tripping the same way the judge was. People heard the word “rape” and expected to see a Neanderthal, club in hand, peering out from behind a tree in Central Park.

I had Moffett’s attention now. “Who’s the girl?”

“Thirty-six-year-old woman. Paige Vallis. She works at an investment banking firm.”

“She knows the guy? This one of those date things?”

“Ms. Vallis had met Tripping twice before. Yes, he had invited her out to dinner the evening this happened.”

“Alcohol involved?”

“Yes, sir.”

Moffett looked at the complaint again, comparing the place of occurrence with the defendant’s home address. Now his primitive doodles were a wine bottle and a couple of glasses. “Then she went back to his place, I guess.”

It wouldn’t have surprised me if he had said what he was undoubtedly thinking at that moment: What did she expect to happen if she went home with him at midnight, after a candlelit dinner and a bottle of wine? I had countered that logic in court more times than I could remember. Moffett didn’t speak the words. He just scowled and shook his head back and forth slowly.

“She got injuries?”

“No, sir.” The overwhelming percentage of sexual assault victims presented themselves to emergency rooms with no external signs of physical injury. Any rookie prosecutor could get a conviction when the victim was battered and bruised.

“DNA?”

Peter Robelon spoke over me as I nodded my head. “So what, Judge? My client admits that he and Ms. Vallis made love. Alex doesn’t even need to waste the court’s time with her serology expert. I’ll stipulate to the findings.”

Nothing new about Tripping’s defense. Consent. The two spent a rapturous night together, he would argue, and for some reason that Peter would raise at trial, Paige Vallis ran to the nearest cop on the beat the next morning to charge her lover with rape. Surely it couldn’t be for the pleasure of the experience she was about to undergo in a public forum, when I called her to the witness stand.

“Did Judge Hayes talk plea with you two?”

The case had been pending since the indictment was filed back in March. “I haven’t made any offer to the defense.”

“You got rocks in your head, Alexandra? Nothing better to do with your time?” Moffett cocked one eye and stared over his reading glasses at me.

“I’d like to explain the circumstances, Your Honor. There’s a child involved.”

“She’s got a kid? What does that have to do with anything?”

“He’s the one with a kid. A son. That’s what the endangering count refers to.”

“The father did something sexual to his own kid? Now that’s—”

“No, no, Judge. There’s been some physical abuse and strange behavior—”

“Stop characterizing this to prejudice the court, Alex. She’s on thin ice, Your Honor.”

“The boy was a witness to much of what happened leading up to the crime itself. In a sense, he was the weapon the defendant used to compel Ms. Vallis to submit to him. If Peter will stop interrupting me, I can lay it out for you.”

Moffett scanned the indictment again, reading the language about endangering the welfare of a child. He looked up at Robelon. “How about it, Peter? Your guy willing to take the misdemeanor and save us all a lot of aggravation?”

“No way. The prosecution doesn’t have the kid. She’s never even talked to him. He’s not going to testify against his father.”

“Is that true, Alexandra?” Moffett was up and pacing now, anxious to get back in the courtroom before the prospective jurors got too restless.

“Can we just slow this down a bit, Peter?” I asked. “That’s one of the things I’d like to discuss with you before we charge ahead, Judge.”

“What’s to discuss?”

“I’d like you to sign an order directing production of the child, so that I can interview him before I open to the jury.”

“Why? Where is he?”

“I don’t know, Your Honor. ACW took him away from Mr. Tripping at the time of the arrest. They’ve never allowed me to meet with him.” The Agency for Child Welfare had relocated Tripping’s ten-year-old son to a foster home outside the city when I filed the indictment.

“Judge,” Peter said, picking up on Moffett’s obvious annoyance with my case, “see what I mean? She hasn’t even laid eyes on the boy.”

“Why isn’t the kid with his mother?”

Peter and I spoke at the same time. “She’s dead.”

Peter jumped in defensively. “Killed herself a few months after he was born. Typical postpartum depression, taken to the worst extreme.”

“Tripping was in the military at the time, Judge. She was killed with one of his guns. I’ve spoken to investigators who think he’s the one who pulled the trigger.”

Moffet aimed his pinky ring in my direction, jabbing it in the air while he grinned and looked over at Peter Robelon. “She should have charged him with murder, just like I said. Pretty good self-restraint for Alexandra Cooper. So why’d Judge Hayes leave me with all these loose ends to tie up when he sent this over to me? What else are you asking for?”

Peter answered before I could open my mouth. “Alex, you know I’m going to oppose any request you make for an adjournment. You answered ready for trial, Hayes sent us out, and my client is ready to get this over with.”

“It sounds like we got some housekeeping matters to clear up here before we start picking,” Moffett said. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. Let’s go back inside, so I can greet the jurors and give them a timetable. I’ll introduce each of you and the defendant, tell them we need the morning to complete some business that doesn’t involve them, and have them back here at two P.M. Either of you have a list of witnesses you want to give me?”

I handed both men a very short list of names. This case rested squarely on Paige Vallis’s shoulders. “I may have one more to add to this tomorrow.”

Peter Robelon smiled again. “I don’t want to lose sleep worrying about who that might be, Alex. Want to give me a hint?”

“I assume you’d be able to do your usual devastating cross-examination, even if I conjured up Mother Teresa as an eyewitness. Let me keep you guessing.”

Mercer Wallace, the case detective from the Special Victims Unit, had been contacted by one of the guys in Homicide at the end of last week. He had a confidential informant—a reliable CI, he claimed—who had been Tripping’s cellmate at Rikers and had some incriminating information that he’d overheard in the pens in the hours after the two were first incarcerated together. They were producing this informant—Kevin Bessemer—in my office tonight, for me to evaluate the statements he was trying to trade for some years shaved off the time he was looking at in his own pending case.

Moffett waved his hand toward the door and the court officer opened it for us. He took my arm and steered me toward the hallway. “Nice of you to bring me a case that doesn’t have the first three rows of my courtroom filled with reporters for a change.”

“Believe me, Judge, it’s the way I prefer to work, too.”

“Do yourself a favor, Alex.” Moffett turned back to look at Robelon, no doubt winking to assure him the whispering was to benefit his client. “Think about whether we can make this case go away by this time tomorrow. I’m amazed it survived the motion to inspect and dismiss the grand jury minutes. I’m not sure you’re going to see a lot of rulings going your way under my watch, from this point on.”

“It’s actually a very compelling story—and a frightening one. I think you’ll see that more clearly when I make my application in the morning.”

He let go and stepped out ahead of me, into the courtroom, taking his place back up on the bench as Robelon and I walked to our respective tables.

Mercer Wallace was standing at the rail, as though he had been waiting for me to emerge from the robing room. Moffett recognized him from a previous trial. “Miss Cooper, you want a minute to speak with Detective Wallace before I get started with our introductions here?”

“I’d appreciate that, Your Honor.”

Mercer reached for my shoulder and turned me away from the jurors in the box, toward him. “Keep your game face on, Alex. Just got news that you should know before you spill anything to the judge about how strong your case is. Hope I’m not too late to be useful.”

“Ready.”

He leaned over and spoke as softly as he could. “Heads are gonna roll as soon as the commissioner gets word about this one. Two guys were bringing Kevin Bessemer over from Rikers for your interview. The car got jammed up behind an accident on the FDR Drive, and the prisoner bolted from the back-seat, right down the footpath on One Hundred Nineteenth Street and into the projects. They lost him.”

“What?”

“Poker face, girl. You promised.”

“But wasn’t he cuffed?”

“Rear-cuffed and locked in tight, the guys say. Stay cool, Alex, the judge is checking to see what the fidgeting is and why your blood pressure’s going up. Your cheeks are on fire.”

“I can’t start picking this jury tomorrow. How the hell am I going to buy myself some time?”

“Tell the man what happened, kid. Tell him your snitch is gone.”
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“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” Moffett said, clearly relishing this role as he swaggered on his small stage, higher than everyone in the courtroom and completely in charge. He stood behind his massive leather chair, gesturing broadly with both arms as he spoke.

“I trust you each had a good, restful summer, a pleasant Labor Day weekend, so now you’re ready to settle down and get to serious business here.”

Jurors liked Harlan Moffett. He was seventy-one years old, with a full head of thick white hair and a robust build. His three decades on the bench made him comfortable with almost every situation that might arise in the Supreme Court of the State of New York, Criminal Term. He was patient with nervous witnesses, never tolerated outbursts from sobbing relatives or defendants’ girlfriends who showed up in court with wailing rent-a-babies to elicit the jury’s sympathy, and he was the only person in the room who had not ducked the time a notorious killer had thrown the water pitcher from counsel table across the courtroom at his head, rocketing shards of glass all over the well.

When he finished telling the panel a bit about himself, Moffett extended his right hand, palm up, and asked me to stand. “This young lady is Alexandra Cooper. Paul Battaglia—he’s the man you people keep reelecting to be your district attorney—well, he put Miss Cooper here in charge of all the sex crimes cases that occur in Manhattan.”

I nodded at the group and sat down.

“She’s got a real friendly smile, folks, but you’re not going to see it again during this trial. So when you pass her in the hall or on your way into the courthouse, don’t say hello to her or wish her a good evening. She can’t talk to you. Neither can Mr. Robelon over there.”

Moffett introduced Peter along with his second seat, an associate from his law firm called Emily Frith. I glanced over at their table and noticed the routine defense shtick that had become so commonplace at rape trials. The young and attractive Emily was necessary for one purpose only. She had her seat pulled up as close to Andrew Tripping as possible, her arm resting on the back of his chair. It didn’t matter if she had a brain in her head or had passed the bar exam. She was simply there for the visual. Jurors were supposed to see this interaction and think to themselves that if she was comfortable being so intimately involved with the defendant, then maybe he wasn’t really a violent sex offender.

Tripping, when called on, rose to his feet, mustering his most forlorn expression of presumed innocence, smoothing his tie into place before lowering himself back down into his seat. Here but for the grace of God goes any one of you, was the subliminal message he was sending to all the male jurors. He looked paler than the last time I had seen him, with muddy brown eyes and hair the color of a well-rusted metal wrench.

“Since it’s already four forty-five, I’m going to let you folks be excused. You can all sleep late tomorrow while I make these lawyers work on some other aspects of the case in the morning. You’re to be back here at two o’clock sharp, ready to go. At that time we’ll be picking a jury.”

Moffett came out from behind his chair, leaning over the edge of the bench and wagging a finger at the panel in the box and then expanding his admonition to the rest of the prospective jurors in the gallery. “And let me remind you people that those tired, old efforts to get out of your civic duty won’t work in my courtroom. Leave your excuses at home. I don’t care if you have two plane tickets to Rio on Friday, or that nobody will baby-sit for your cat if I sequester you in a hotel room, or that your cousin’s niece’s brother is being bar mitzvahed in Cleveland this weekend. Send him a check, and as far as I’m concerned, you can bring the kitty with you.”

The jurors gathered their belongings and made their way to the double doors at the rear of the room. I swept my notepad and case folder off the table and waited for the judge to excuse me so that I could get downstairs to my office to deal with the slippery witness and my disintegrating case.

“What time for us, Your Honor?” Peter asked.

“Nine-thirty. And Alexandra, you’ll have the agency people here?”

“I’ll call over there right now, as soon as you dismiss us.”

The corridors and elevators were packed with nine-to-five civil servants who set their schedules by the time clock, so as not to give the city an extra minute of their energy. Assistant district attorneys were swimming against that tide, making their way back to their offices from the dozens of courtrooms on both sides of Centre Street, to spend long hours readying themselves for the next day’s legal battles.

Laura Wilkie, who had been my secretary for seven years, anticipated my return from the trial part. She was standing in my doorway, steno pad in hand, brewing a fresh pot of coffee to jump-start me for the evening ahead.

Clipped to my In box was a wad of telephone messages. “Those you can ignore. Friends, lovers, bill collectors, snake oil salesmen. This one you can’t.”

She gave me the yellow paper with the message she had taken from the district attorney. See me as soon as you finish in court.

It meant Battaglia had heard about the escape and wanted an explanation.

I walked into my office and dropped the files on top of my desk. Mercer was standing against the window, the dark outline of his six-foot-four-inch frame silhouetted against the granite gargoyles on the building ledge behind him. He was on the phone.

“Find out what you can. Alex is gonna tank on this one.”

“I think it’s already happened,” I said to Mercer as he turned and saw me, then hung up. “I’m about to hit bottom. Battaglia wants the story. Any news on how this happened?”

“Bessemer’s a predicate. Facing the rest of his natural days behind bars for a five-kilo sale of cocaine. Brooklyn Narcotics made the arrest. Their lieutenant insisted that they be the ones to transport him here instead of our squad. Everybody there’s playing dumb.”

“Sounds like they have the credentials for it. Any sightings of him yet?”

“I’ve called anyone who owes me. I’ll get you an answer before the night is out.”

“If it comes back in little pieces, even if the information is too late to save my tail, you know I’d be grateful.”

I scanned my security pass to get into the executive wing. Battaglia’s executive assistant, Rose Malone, looked relieved to see me. “Go right in, Alex.”

Rose was my early warning system. Completely loyal to the district attorney, she had a superb ability to read his moods and transmit the data to me just as the most accurate barometer at Cape Canaveral could do for Mission Control.

“Do I get a hint about who ratted me out to the Boss?”

“It’s not who you think.”

I thought McKinney. The chief of the trial division, Pat McKinney was my direct supervisor. His eagle eye scoured my actions for every misstep and mistake, and he seemed never to weary of reporting them to Battaglia.

“Who then?”

“The commissioner. Don’t worry, the Boss isn’t angry. He just wants to know some background before he takes the call.” She had intercepted the message and was giving me the opportunity to explain the situation to the DA, so he could be in the driver’s seat during his conversation with the police commissioner.

The boss wasn’t upset yet, because the screw-up was the doing of the NYPD. He just wanted to know the extent of our complicity before he pointed his finger at the cops.

Battaglia exhaled as I entered the room, the smoke from his Cohiba obscuring the expression on his face. “Why don’t you sit down and bring me up to speed, Alex?”

Unless I was in his office to deliver good news—a DNA databank cold hit, the sentencing of a serial rapist, a bit of personal gossip he could deposit in his limitless storehouse of information—I preferred to stand and answer the questions he had ready for me, leaving as rapidly as I had arrived.

He glanced at the paper on his desk. “This—this Bessemer character. Why’d you need him brought down here?”

“I’m about to start a trial, Paul. The defendant is a guy—”

“Yeah, Andrew Tripping. That military nut who was disciplining his kid.”

There were more than six hundred assistant district attorneys in Battaglia’s office, the best training ground for litigators in the entire country. No detail was too small to engage Battaglia’s attention, and there was no fact that I had ever briefed him on that he couldn’t call up from memory unless it had to do with money I asked for to fund a special sex crimes project.

“It’s a tough case, Boss. And last week Mercer Wallace got a call that one of Tripping’s cellmates from the time he was in Rikers had some useful admissions to give me. Something that might put my rape victim over the top.”

“Like what?”

“That’s what I was supposed to find out, right about now.”

The left side of Battaglia’s mouth pulled back as he talked around the large cigar stub that hung between his lips. “You’re losing your charm, Alex. Who thought a prisoner would prefer his freedom to tea and crumpets with you? How unusual was this arrangement?”

“Not very. The routine dance. He refused to tell the cops exactly what he had to offer until he eyeballed me to see what I was willing and able to do for him. I wouldn’t talk possibilities till I knew what he was putting on the table.”

“Promises?”

“Of course not. I was fairly skeptical.” Snitches like Bessemer usually did more harm than good in a case like this. He had waited too long to make his offer seem sincere, and he was just as likely to be jerking me around as to have any tidbits of value. I couldn’t refuse to see him without knowing what he might be sitting on, but I wasn’t prepared to waste a great deal of time playing with him. CIs were the bottom feeders of the prison population.

“Worth the embarrassment of putting him back on the street while he’s on his way to keep a date with you?” Battaglia asked.

“Not for a second. But, Boss, in more than a decade here, I’ve never heard of anything like this happening. I’ve had prisoners produced here scores of time—we all have. This was completely unpredictable.”

“You had a loser of a case before Bessemer’s phone call to the cops. So you still got a loser.”

Now both sides of his mouth pulled back around the cigar into a broad smile. He went on to explain how he knew. “I just heard from Judge Moffett. Wants me to lean on you to be more reasonable.”

I smiled back. That was one thing Paul Battaglia would never do. If my judgment call was a belief that the defendant was guilty as charged, and I thought I could prove it, then the district attorney’s only rule was for me to do the right thing. It was one reason I loved working for the man.

“Is that why he called you?”

“In part. He wants to know what’s in this case for Peter Robelon. How can Tripping afford his rates?”

Robelon was a partner in a small firm, a well-regarded boutique that specialized in white-collar litigation. His fees were among the highest in the New York bar—$450 an hour.

“I think there’s some family money. Tripping’s mother died about a year ago, several months before these events occurred. She had been raising her grandson until that point. She left everything she had to the defendant.” I hadn’t been able to discover anything unusual from the bank records.

“Interesting, but only if she had enough to cover the retainer and trial costs.” Battaglia paused. “Robelon’s dirty, Alex. I’ve got good reason to know. Watch your back.”

“You want to tell me what you mean?” I asked. Peter Robelon had often been mentioned as a possible candidate to oppose Battaglia in the next election.

“Not for the time being.” Battaglia protected his hoard of information like an eagle on its nest. The fact that I had spent the last year in a serious relationship with a television news reporter made him far less likely to trust me with something sensitive that could play into his political future. “Did Peter know about this Bessemer guy? Is his escape anything Peter could have had a hand in engineering?”

I was caught completely off-guard by his question. “That never crossed my mind.”

“Well, keep it open, Alex. And if you’re going to go belly-up on this case, do it fast. We’ve got a busy fall lineup and I’d like your help drafting some of the legislative proposals for the next session.”

I returned to my office to find Mercer sitting at my desk, still working the phone. I motioned to him to stay put and sat facing him, waiting for him to finish his conversation. From over my shoulder I heard a knock on my office door, which was ajar. Detective Mike Chapman braced himself against the jamb, smiled at me broadly as he ran the fingers of his right hand through his thick black hair.

“Hey, Coop. What am I bid for one ‘Get out of jail free’ card? Only slightly used by the very nimble Kevin Bessemer.”

I looked at Mercer. “Why do I think I’m about to be told what a sucker I was to fall for Mr. Bessemer’s proffer of prosecutorial assistance? Do I owe Mike’s appearance to the fact that you’ve run out of chits to call in?”

Before Mercer Wallace transferred to the Special Victims Unit several years ago, he and Mike had worked together at the elite Manhattan North Detective Squad. Like me, Mercer thrived on making the system work better for women who were victims of violence. Like the jurors of whom Moffett spoke, Mike preferred murder. There was none of the emotional baggage of traumatized rape victims to deal with, nor any hand-holding, dissembling, or cross-examination of living, breathing witnesses.

“He’s my go-to man, you know that, Alex.”

“And if I’ve got what you need, you buying dinner?” Mike asked.

“What I need is for Kevin Bessemer to walk up to a beat cop and ask for directions to my office.”

“So where’d the guys from Brooklyn tell you this went down, Mercer?”

“Came off the ramp from the Triborough Bridge, heading here. Four-car pileup right in front of them—”

“And while they’re watching some poor slob from Highway One clear up the mess, Kevin gives new meaning to E-ZPass, hops out of the unmarked narc-mobile, starts singing ‘Feet don’t fail me now,’ and hightails it off into the sunset right in his own ’hood? That’s what you hear?”

“Look, Mike, if you know something different, tell me,” I said. “Let me score a few points with Battaglia, so he can tell the PC.”

“The real deal? These morons from Narcotics tried to sweeten the pot for Kevin. Gave him a slight detour on his way downtown.”

“How’d you find out?”

“Walter DeGraw. His kid brother’s in the unit.” Maybe Mike wasn’t joking. DeGraw was solid as a rock.

“Where to?”

“Seems whenever they want something from Bessemer, he’s much more cooperative after he’s had some fried chicken and a piece of uptown ass. They made a pit stop at his girlfriend’s apartment. One Hundred Twelth and Second Avenue.”

“You can’t be serious?” I was furious.

“It’s not the first time. The cops were sitting at the kitchen table, nibbling on wings and watching One Life to Live while Bessemer was supposed to be relieving his sexual tension in the bedroom.”

“And when they took a commercial break?”

“The window was wide-open. The bed had never been touched. The fire escape ran straight down five stories to an alleyway behind the projects. Bessemer and the girl were both in the wind.”
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“Tonight’s ‘Final Jeopardy’ category is Astronomy,” Alex Trebek told us after Mike had coaxed me away from my desk shortly before seven-thirty to turn on the television in the public relations office down the hall from my own.

“Don’t waste my time. I’ve got work to do so I can go home and get a good night’s sleep.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, blondie. Throwing in the towel ’cause you didn’t take any science courses at Wellesley? Well, I never studied it either. But I did spend some time in the planetarium recently, don’t you remember?” Mike winked at me as I nodded my head. “What do you say, Mercer, ten bucks apiece?”

The three of us had a long-standing habit of betting on the “Final Jeopardy” question whenever we happened to be together at this hour, whether in a station house, a bar, or at a crime scene.

“A dime it is,” Mercer answered, and I nodded my head while the three contestants entered their multi-thousand-dollar bids on their private scorecards. “What did you tell Paige Vallis, Alex? You want me to bring her to meet with you in the afternoon?”

“We won’t get to her tomorrow. I spent so much time prepping her last weekend that I think she’s really ready to go. If we get anywhere near finished picking the jury by midday Friday, we can get her in then. Meanwhile, let her stay away from my office and go about her normal routine. She’s more likely to keep calm.”

“The answer is,” Trebek said, stepping aside to reveal the printed statement in the blue box on the large screen, “‘Warrior who called Halley’s comet his “personal star,” sparking European invasion that massacred millions.’”

Mercer folded his bill in the shape of a paper plane and sailed it at Mike. “Who was Attila the Hun?”

“This was rigged.” I laughed. “You must have known it was really a history question.” Mike had majored in the field at Fordham, and knew more about military history than anyone I had ever encountered. “Before I hand over ten, how about William the Conqueror?”

“Not a bad guess for either of you.” He clucked his tongue the same way Trebek did at our wrong answers. “Who was Genghis Khan?” That would be the winning ticket.

“Yes, Mr. Wallace, a comet did portend the sack of Gaul, and you were very close, Ms. Cooper. William embarked on the Norman invasion when Halley’s comet streaked by, calling it a sign from heaven.

“But it was Khan who thought it was his personal star. Twelve twenty-two. Swooped down from Mon-golia and killed everyone he could find in southeastern Europe.”

“You don’t mind if I go back to work, do you?” I headed out the door as Mike started to play with the remote.

“She almost had the right answer. Only off by two hundred years and one continent. I can’t believe that guy I told you about called her a dumb blonde,” I heard him say to Mercer before I was ten feet away.

“What guy?” I made a U-turn and stuck my head back in the door. “Who called me dumb?”

“Just a cheap ploy to get you back here with me. There’s your man.” He clicked up the volume as NY1, the local news channel, flashed a mug shot of Kevin Bessemer.

“. . . convicted felon escaped from police custody earlier today. Bessemer, who has a long history of drug trafficking involvement, is thirty-two years old. He is believed to be extremely dangerous,” the earnest young newscaster said, “and may possibly be armed.”

“Yeah, with a drumstick and four stale biscuits,” Mike said, shutting off the television. “C’mon, let’s grab a meal. Gotta fortify myself for a midnight tour. I’m doing night watch tonight.”

Mike would be working from twelve till 8 A.M., available to respond to every major crime that occurred in Manhattan.

“I really don’t—”

“C’mon, Alex. You’ve done everything you can to get your ducks in order,” Mercer said. He had been working with me on the Tripping case during the two weeks since my summer vacation ended after Labor Day weekend. “You’re just spinning wheels at this point. We’ll feed you and drop you off at home. Call Primola. We’ll be waiting for you at the elevator.”

I went back to phone my favorite Italian restaurant for a reservation, straighten up my desk, and pick up the file folder to take home to organize my questions for the morning’s hearing. The message dial was illuminated on my voice mail, telling me that two calls had come in while I had stepped away.

I pressed the playback button. “It’s Jake, darling. I was hoping to scramble to make the last shuttle home tonight. Whatever’s rocking the stock market has the staffers jumpy down here, so I think I’d better stay overnight. I’ll try you later. Pleasant dreams.”

Jake Tyler and I had been trying to sort out our relationship these past few months. We had spent the end of August alone together at my home on Martha’s Vineyard, and the weeks of playful solitude had pushed from my mind the reality of what a wedge our two intense professional schedules put between our attempts at a serious romance.

The second one was a short message, overridden by the static of a bad cell phone connection. I couldn’t tell whether the caller was male or female, and the only word I could make out clearly was “tomorrow.” I pressed the caller ID function and got only the indication that the message had come from out of the area.

I walked to the elevator and met the guys, who were deep in conversation about how far ahead of Boston the Yankees would end the season. The cop who had the lobby security post bid us good night. “Full moon, Ms. Cooper. I’d get rid of Chapman first shot you get.”

I gave him a thumbs-up and got into the passenger seat of Mercer’s car, parked up the street on Hogan Place, telling Mike we’d meet him at the restaurant on Sixty-fourth Street.

“Mercer, before you get in, remember to dig out the pictures, okay?”

He nodded and opened the trunk, handing me four packages of snapshots of the baby who had been born in the spring to him and his wife Vickee. As we pulled away from the curb, I turned on the interior light and flipped through the photographs.

“It’s amazing how much they change in just one month. He’s enormous.”

Mercer Wallace was forty-two, six years older than Mike and me. He was one of a handful of African Americans who had been promoted to the coveted first-grade rank in the detective division of the NYPD. After his mother died in childbirth, he had been raised by his father, Spencer, in a middle-class neighborhood of Queens, where the elder Wallace had worked as a mechanic at Delta Airlines.

His second marriage, to an equally talented detective named Vickee Eaton whom he admired and adored, had ended a few years ago when she walked out on him. But after Mercer was wounded in a shoot-out during a murder investigation, Vickee had come back to help him heal, and the quietly charismatic man had rejoiced at his great good fortune. The remarriage and recent birth of Logan Wallace marked the first go at establishing a family among what Mike, Mercer, and I liked to think of as our modern urban trio of musketeers.

I listened to Mercer’s description of his new lifestyle, my head against the car window, mindlessly watching the overhead lights as we streaked past them up the East River Drive. Sleepless nights were nothing new for any of us. But bottles, feedings, formula, disposable diapers, and a wonderful little life for which both Mercer and Vickee were completely responsible was a whole new dynamic.

“I know I’m boring you to pieces, Alex.”

“Not at all. I love hearing about him. I intend to try very hard to spoil him beyond imagining and be his favorite auntie,” I said. “On the other hand, the minute you start proselytizing like Mike, I’ll treat you the same way I treat telemarketers who call in the middle of my dinner hour.”

I listened to him tell me about the joys of father-hood while my mind wandered for the rest of the ride. Something had brought me close enough to formalizing my relationship with Jake that I had tried living with him in the middle of the previous winter. When I took a step backward from that move, it was without any regret that I was putting off a decision about marriage and raising a child.

I had often tried to figure out what it was that made me so content with my present single situation, since I had experienced all the benefits of a warm and loving family throughout my youth and adolescence. My mother, Maude, had met my father while she was at college getting her nursing degree. She had every superb nurturing quality of a great RN, but had diverted her skills and her own career to the paramount feature of her life: her marriage. My two older brothers and I were brought up in a household in which family came first—parents, grandparents, and siblings. Now it seemed the independence that everyone had worked so hard to instill in me had firmly taken root and made me entirely comfortable in my own skin.

“What do you hear from your folks? They okay?”

“They’re fine. They’re out West, visiting my brother and his kids,” I said to Mercer.

My father, Benjamin, had retired from his cardiology practice years ago. The simple plastic tubing that he and his partner had developed three decades earlier had been used in all open-heart surgery in virtually every operating room in the country. It was the Cooper-Hoffman valve that had cushioned my lifestyle, providing a superb education—my degree in English literature from Wellesley and the subsequent Juris Doctor from the University of Virginia—as well as the means to maintain my apartment on Manhattan’s Upper East Side and my beloved farmhouse on Martha’s Vineyard.

But it was my father’s devotion to public service in his medical career that led me to try something comparable in the law by applying to the Office of the District Attorney following my graduation more than twelve years earlier. I had anticipated spending five or six years there before moving on to private practice. As I rotated through the routine assignments of the young prosecutorial staff, I’d been fascinated and engaged by the work of the Sex Crimes Prosecution Unit. The endless challenges—legal, investigative, scientific, and emotional—kept me riveted, and committed to making a professional home for myself in this new specialty within the law, created just a generation earlier.

We pulled off the drive and circled the block before Mercer spotted a parking place on Second Avenue.

Mike was standing on the sidewalk with Giuliano, the owner of the restaurant. Both seemed to be enjoying the warm September evening.

“Ciao, Signorina Cooper. Com’e stai? How was your holiday?” He held the door open and ushered us to the corner table at the window, where Adolfo seated us and started to describe the specials.

“Fine, thanks. And Italy?”

“Bellissima, like always. Fenton,” he called to the bartender. “Dewar’s on the rocks for Ms. Cooper. Doppio. And your best vodka for the gentlemen. On me.”

“You oughta stay away more often, Coop. Giuliano’s so happy to see you he’s giving away his booze. That’s a first.”

I ordered the veal special, a paillard pounded thin and lightly breaded, with arugula and chopped tomatoes on top. Mercer asked for sausage and pepper with a side dish of fettuccine, and Mike settled on the lobster fra diavolo.

“How’s Valerie?” I asked.

“Pretty good. She never seems to pick her head up from the drafting table long enough to tell me.” Mike had been dating a woman for the past year, an architect who was involved in planning the redesign of the Museum of Modern Art. They’d met when Valerie was in the early stages of recovering from a mastectomy, in treatment at Sloan-Kettering Hospital, where Mike had gone to donate blood.

“How did the trip to California go?” Valerie had taken him home to Palo Alto to meet her family over the Labor Day weekend.

“I’m not sure Professor Jacobsen’s first choice for his daughter’s beau is a New York City detective, but the old lady handled it pretty well.”

Michael Patrick Chapman was the son of a legendary street cop, a second-generation immigrant who had met his wife on a visit to the family home in County Cork. Brian was on the job for twenty-six years, dying of a massive coronary barely two days after turning in his gun and shield. That had been during Mike’s junior year at Fordham, and although he’d completed school the following year, he’d applied for admission to the police academy before he handed back his cap and gown. He had idolized his father, longed to follow in his footsteps, and distinguished himself in his rookie year with a major arrest following the drug-related massacre of a Colombian family in Washington Heights.

I raised my glass and clinked it against the others’. For the better part of the last decade, these two men had become my closest friends. They’d taught me the creative investigative skills they themselves had mastered, they covered my back whenever I was exposed to danger or double-dealing, and they could make me laugh at the darkest moments of my life.

Dinner was casual and easy. We caught up on each other’s personal lives and reminded Mike of the details of the Tripping case. I wanted an early night, so Mercer dropped me in front of my building before ten, and Mike went on to his office to do paperwork, ready for the long tour ahead.

The doorman let me in and handed me the mail and dry cleaning that had been left in the valet’s room. I rode up the twenty stories in the elevator, key in hand, opening my apartment door and flipping on the lights.

I spent an hour at my desk organizing my questions for the morning. Jake called at eleven-fifteen, when he got off the air after delivering his piece.

“Hope you don’t mind that I stayed in D.C.”

“Good timing, actually. I get to concentrate on the trial. The sooner I have it behind me, the happier I’ll be.”

“Remind me what we’ve got on for the weekend.”

“Saturday night we’ve got theater tickets with Joan and Jim. Friday night I thought we’d have a quiet evening at home.”

“That means I cook.”

“Or Shun Lee delivers. Or we starve, and just nibble on each other.” I was useless in the kitchen. Whipping up a tuna salad and removing ice cubes from their tray was a slim repertoire.

“That flight I won’t consider missing.”

I hung up, undressed, and drew a steaming-hot bath, filling the tub with something bubbly that smelled like vanilla. My friend Joan Stafford had written another thriller, and I took the manuscript with me into the tub, trying to discern the players who were so deliciously portrayed in the roman à clef.

Sleep came easily and I awakened at six, with time to make coffee and read the newspaper before making my way to the garage in the basement of my building.

“Good morning, J.P.,” I said to the attendant, who pointed to my Jeep, which he had positioned at the top of the ramp.

“You got company, Ms. Cooper.”

I opened the car door and found Mike Chapman dozing in the front passenger seat.

He didn’t move a hair as I settled into the driver’s side. I pressed the button to play the first CD in the deck, turning the volume up so that the letters R-E-SP-E-C-T blasted out of the speakers.

Mike opened his left eye and shifted his weight. “If I had wanted to wake up with Aretha Franklin, I would have gone to bed with the woman.”

“I guess you didn’t exactly want to wake up with me, either. You could have rung the doorbell. There’s always the sofa bed in the den.”

“And all that temptation in the bedroom? Sorry, just came to pick your brain. Only got here fifteen minutes ago and I was afraid I’d miss you if I didn’t head you off in the garage. Wild night in the naked city.”

“What happened?”

“Caught two kills, so I gotta go right back uptown to sort things out.”

That’s what homicides were to Mike Chapman. Kills. Hunters used that word to describe the slaughter of their prey, and fighter pilots spoke the same language when referring to the downing of enemy planes—the unnatural termination of lives.

“What kind of cases?” I asked.

“One’s a shooting, probably justifiable. Bodega owner on One Hundred Tenth dropped a guy who pulled a knife on him and tried to steal a six-pack of Bud. Other one’s really ugly. Thought you could help.”

“Sure. How?”

“Break-in at a brownstone in Harlem, West Side. Place was ransacked, lots of old junk strewn all over the place,” Mike said, shutting off the music. “Eighty-two-year-old woman. Looks like she was raped and then smothered to death with her own pillow. Thought you could tell me why.”

“Why what?” I asked.

“Why somebody does that? Who am I looking for? What’s inside his head? What the hell’s the motivation for a sexual assault on an octogenarian who’s already had a stroke and was partially paralyzed?”

“I can give you hours on this, but I probably still won’t be able to answer your question. No one can. Last time I had one like that, I called my favorite court shrink. ‘The guy either hates his mother, or he loves his mother too much. Your perp either has an Electra complex, or his mother beat him when he was a child. The guy either needed to control his victim, or has a thing about—’”

“How much does it take to control a semi-invalid eighty-two-year-old? I realize profilers are useless.”

“Have you checked burglary patterns? Try Special Victims. We’ve had a few cases with a guy who pretends to be a plumber, sent by the superintendent. Gets in, beats the women up pretty badly, and usually tears the place apart looking for cash and jewelry. Then he rapes them, almost like an afterthought.”

“Women as old as this?” Mike asked.

“No. But he’s just opportunistic. He takes whoever is there.”

He opened the car door to get out. “Will you look at the crime scene photos with me, and go over the autopsy report, in case I’m missing anything?”

“I’m in court all day today.”

“What’s this?” he asked, checking the date on his watch. “Thursday morning? I won’t have much to show you in the way of pathology results until Saturday.”

“Fine. Meanwhile, I’ll get Sarah to assign someone to work on it with you.”

Mike closed the door and I started the engine. He walked around to my side and leaned on the roof of the Jeep. “Did your mother let you wear white shoes in September when you were a kid?”

I was anxious to get down to the office. “What are you talking about?”

“The Chapman babes,” he said, referring to his three older sisters, “after Labor Day my mother never let them be seen in white.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” I laughed, remembering my own mother’s stories of the fashion rules of the fifties.

“So around two o’clock this morning, there’s a squad car parked in front of the projects where your buddy Kevin Bessemer disappeared. The guys see this fashion vision walking down the street. White high-heeled patent leather shoes and a white shoulder bag. The whole outfit just didn’t seem to fit.”

“With what?”

“Thermometer almost hit ninety last night. I’d give her a pass on the color of her footwear in that temperature, but she was sporting some kind of muskrat at the very same time.”

“Coat?”

“Yeah, a full-length fur-bearing rodent. May even be a mink for all I know. Kevin sure was grateful to his main squeeze and her rear window.”

“You got his girlfriend? Where is she now?” This brought us one step closer to getting a break on Bessemer’s whereabouts. “Talk about burying the lead. No wonder you came to deliver this news in person.”

He tapped his hand against the car door. “She’s up in the squad. I’ll keep you posted. We’re about to go interview her. Tiffany Gatts. And you can add a charge to Kevin’s arrest warrant.”

“What now?”

“Statutory rape,” Mike said, backing away from me up the ramp to the street. “Little Tiffany’s only just turned sweet sixteen.”
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“People of the State of New York against Andrew Tripping. The defendant, his attorneys, and the assistant district attorney are present,” the clerk announced in a flat monotone.

There were only three other people seated in the pews behind Peter Robelon, on what Mike Chapman referred to as the groom’s side of the courtroom.

Harlan Moffett put aside the racing sheet he was studying and asked each of us if we were ready to get started. The judge had a fondness for the ponies, and would often interrupt proceedings to check the off-track-betting phone line for the outcome of a wager.

“Who you got here today, Alexandra?”

“Your Honor, I don’t think any of the parties in court consider themselves prosecution witnesses. I assume,” I said, turning to look at the two women seated in the second row of benches, “that Ms. Taggart is present. I spoke with her last evening but she hasn’t identified herself to me.”

The middle-aged woman in a flowered dress that hung to the top of her ankles rose and stepped forward. “I’m Nancy Taggart, sir. I represent the Manhattan Foundling Hospital.”

She motioned to the woman sitting beside her, who was younger but just as severe-looking. “This is Dr. Huang. She’s the psychologist responsible for the supervision of the Tripping boy.”

“And you?” Moffett pointed his gavel at the man sitting alone in the first row. “You a legal eagle, too?”

“Jesse Irizzary. Counsel for the Agency for Child Welfare. We placed the child.”

“I got more damn lawyers in this case than I got witnesses. What’s the deal here? Can we reach any agreement on how we’re going to proceed?”

“Your Honor, last week I asked you to issue a subpoena directing the production of Dulles Tripping—”

“What’d I tell you? I didn’t do it?” Moffett asked me.

“No, sir.”

His pinky ring circled in Tripping’s direction. “What kinda name is Dulles? You name your boy for an airport?”

Both Peter Robelon and Emily Frith leaned in close and began whispering to their client, probably cautioning him not to open his mouth. Everything about Robelon’s physical appearance was in sharper focus than his client’s as their heads came together at the counsel table. His dark hair was well-groomed, his skin was tanned, and there was a reptilian veneer that made me distrustful of the earnest glances he flashed back at me from time to time.

“The child was named for Allen Dulles. Former head of the Central Intelligence Agency. I’m just reading from the statement the boy himself made during the hospital admission process, the day his father was arrested and Dulles was examined at Bellevue,” I told the court. “It’s relevant to the matter on trial. You’ll hear more about it during the case.”

Tripping was a control freak. Every detail Paige Vallis had told me confirmed that. He had started disciplining the child in military fashion from the time Dulles was a toddler, intent on being the spymaster for his own little soldier.

“You were saying?”

“That the subpoena was issued to direct Ms. Taggart and Mr. Irizarry to bring Dulles Tripping to your chambers, where I might interview him and make a determination, with the help of a forensic psychiatrist, about whether or not he is able to testify in these proceedings.”

Nancy Taggart spoke up. “I’m moving to quash that subpoena.”

Jesse Irizarry was connected to her at the hip. “I join in that application.”

“Why do you want the boy so badly, Al—sorry, Ms. Cooper?” Moffett asked. “He a witness to this rape you got?”

“Not exactly. Obviously, since I haven’t talked with him, I don’t know exactly what he saw and heard. But no, he was not in the room when the sexual assault occurred.”

“So what do you need him for?”

“He actually is part of the forcible compulsion, Judge. The treatment of the boy by his father that very evening is one of the reasons Ms. Vallis submitted to Mr. Tripping’s sexual demands.”

Peter Robelon read the puzzled expression on Moffett’s face and took advantage of the judge’s skepticism to knock my position. “That one is really a stretch for the prosecution.”

Moffett decided this was the moment to give me some paternal advice. “I know you like to be creative, dear, but this is a novel application of the law, isn’t it?”

“Ms. Vallis had never met Dulles Tripping before the point in the evening when she entered the defendant’s apartment. The boy was invited into the living room. His father directed him to sit on a chair in the corner and be drilled on a series of questions. There was a discussion about a pistol, a reference to the pistol actually being in the apartment. And there was talk of what the punishment would be if Dulles answered incorrectly. One of his eyes was swollen shut and badly discolored. There were bruises on the child’s forearm and—”

Robelon was on his feet. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves here, aren’t we?”

“Ms. Vallis was not going to leave,” I continued, “unless or until she could take the boy with her and find out what had happened to him.”

“So why didn’t she just stay up and watch TV all night? Who said she had to go to bed with my client? If that’s all Ms. Cooper has to—”

“I’ve got more than that, as you’re well aware.” Not a lot more, but Paige Vallis was a good witness, with a harrowing story to tell.

Moffett scratched his head. “What’s this kid gonna say?”

“Quite honestly, I don’t know what he’s going to say at this point, Judge. That’s why I want the opportunity to speak with him. We’ve been at a terrible disadvantage in this matter.”

“Ms. Taggart,” the judge asked, “are you familiar with what caused the remand of the child to your facility back in March?”

“After Mr. Tripping’s arrest and incarceration, sir, there were no living relatives to care for Dulles. There was a complete physical and psychological workup ordered, and the findings made it clear to the family court judge that even when the father was released, no one would authorize an immediate return to his custody.”

“There was an Article Ten proceeding,” I explained, “on neglect and abuse. Every eighteen months there’s to be a hearing held about the continued care of the child.”

“Have you got all the institutional records, Ms. Cooper?” Moffett shifted his attention to me.

“No, sir. Only the meds from Bellevue, the morning Ms. Vallis reported the crime.”

“You two,” he said, waving at Taggart and Irizarry. “Why can’t you give the district attorney all your reports? She’s got a job to do.”

Taggart pursed her lips. “We’ve got serious concerns about the confidentiality of the material here. The foster parents don’t want to be identified, nor do we want to reveal the location of the child, for his own security.”

“So we redact the papers. Take out specific names and locations.” Taggart and Irizarry huddled with each other to think of a response to the court’s suggestion.

Tripping was agitated now. He was writing furiously on a legal pad, sticking his notes under Robelon’s nose.

“Are you at least prepared to discuss the psychological findings, so I can make a decision here?”

Taggart nodded to Moffett as she answered. “I’ll let Dr. Huang do that.”

I rose to my feet. “Your Honor, I’d like the witness to take the stand so that we might do this under oath. I’d like to question Dr. Huang myself.”

“Sit down, Ms. Cooper. I can handle this.”

“Most respectfully, Judge Moffett, I’m more familiar with some of the history here and might be better able to direct the cross—”

He glared at me and I took my seat. “Don’t test me, Ms. Cooper. I still got some tricks up the big black sleeves of this robe. I didn’t get here just on my good looks.”

The heavy old door creaked open behind me and I turned to see who had entered. Two men, suited like bookends, walked in shoulder to shoulder and sat in the last row of benches on the bride’s side, behind me. If Saturday Night Live was doing a spoof of spooks, they would have cast this pair. Dark glasses in a dim courtroom on an overcast day, government-issue suits with drab patterned ties, and haircuts from the local PX.

I focused back on the witness. Huang stated her credentials and gave the background of Dulles’s history, from his mother’s death shortly after he was born, to his grandmother’s care, to his placement with his father after her loss.

“It was my recommendation that there be no visits, no contact, between Mr. Tripping and his son. There is a strong bond between them, but it is a pathological one. Dulles is worried about losing his relationship with his father”—she stopped speaking and glanced over at the defendant—“but he is even more fearful of retribution.”

Tripping was talking in Peter Robelon’s ear, while Frith tried to ease him away so Robelon could follow the proceedings. Tripping had no use for Emily Frith, aware that she was just seated at the defense table for decoration.

Robelon interrupted Huang’s narrative, fumbling through his notes. “And your colleague, I think it’s a Ms. Plass, her view was entirely opposed to yours. Her opinion was that it would be good to arrange visitation between the two because this child adores his father and will eventually be given trial visitation opportunities with him at the conclusion of these proceedings.”

“You’ll get your chance, Mr. Robelon,” Moffett said. “I want to hear what Dr. Huang has to say. Has there been any regular contact at all?”

“By telephone, sir. That was the compromise we reached.”

“Monitored?”

“No, sir. But there were rules. Mr. Tripping was forbidden to discuss the allegations before this court, or anything to do with the criminal proceedings. And brief meetings. There were two meetings which I conducted at the hospital.”

Now I was as agitated as the defendant. “What? When did this occur? There has been an order of protection in place since Mr. Tripping’s arraignment. There was to be no contact with the child. I’m not even blaming the defendant for the violation—I have to find out here in court that it’s two professional agencies that are responsible? Your Honor, it would appear that everyone except for me has had the opportunity to talk with this child. What more do you need to hear?”

Huang was nervous, biting her lower lip as she ran her fingers across the top page of her records, looking for dates.

“Were you aware of the order of protection?”

“Yes, sir. The family court judge said she was overriding it. In the best interests of the boy.” Huang gestured toward Ms. Taggart. “The lawyers told me to arrange the meetings.”

Put that in the category of “nice to know.”

“When were they held?” Moffett asked.

“I’m trying to find you an exact time. The first one was early on, when the defendant was still incarcerated. I remember that clearly. The second one was midsummer, before I left for my vacation in August.”

There must be one enormous stretch of beach on the Atlantic coast where every psychiatrist and psychologist in New York disappear for the month of August, hoping the city’s supply of antidepressants and mood elevators will hold all the patients at bay.

“How’d they go, these meetings?” Moffett asked.

“Perhaps you can understand my reluctance to respond to you, Judge. My conversations with the child are privileged in nature. If I betray that confidence to the court, especially in the presence of the father, I’m not certain I’ll be able to get Dulles to speak with me again.”

“Well, was there any discussion of these criminal charges in your presence?”

“No, sir. Not these charges.” She spoke with hesitation. “But others. That’s why I terminated the conversation.”

“What did Mr. Tripping talk about?”

“Not him, sir. Dulles.” Huang spoke softly and stared at a spot on the floor in front of her. “The boy asked his father whether it was true that Mr. Tripping had been involved in a plot to assassinate the president of the United States seven or eight years ago. The child had brought a news clipping with him. Something he had taken off the Internet.”

Robelon was on his feet, pounding his fist on the table. “I’m going to object to this line of questioning, Judge. That case was never brought by the government. There’s no need to add any mention of it to this record. I move to strike.”

Moffett seemed to miss the point about the gravity and magnitude of the accusation, as well as the boy’s concern about his father’s possibly violent history. The judge seemed more interested in the level of the child’s intelligence.

“Motion denied. The boy was able to find that news article by himself?”

Huang was on firm territory here. “On-line, on his computer. Dulles is a very smart young man. Tests way beyond his age range. Although he’s only ten, he’s capable of reading at a college level.”

“So I don’t have to worry about swearability?”

A child of ten could not be presumed to understand the meaning of an oath. Moffett seemed relieved to know he would not have to grapple with that problem, too.

“He has the intellectual capacity to have an oath administered. What I can’t guarantee is whether or not he will choose to give false testimony in your courtroom.”

“That puts Ms. Cooper in a very difficult position, Ms. Taggart. Suppose I let her call the boy to the stand, and you haven’t allowed her to speak with him first. Suppose he testifies in an exculpatory fashion, denies that his father injured him. Let’s say—and I never know what Ms. Cooper has in her arsenal—but say she knows the boy’s statement is inconsistent with things he has said before.”

“That’s possible.”

“Well, then Ms. Cooper’s stuck. She can’t cross-examine him. She can’t impeach her own witness.”

Taggart glared at me. “She can have Dulles declared a hostile witness.”



OEBPS/images/9780743264204.jpg
_nda
Fairstein

[HE

RILL

RRRRRRRR








