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For Mike
my partner in crime


1

The courthouse coffee was terrible, but the morning after Valentine’s Day was no time for a domestic violence prosecutor to go uncaffeinated. Anna poured the inky brew into a Styrofoam cup, took a sip, and grimaced. Scalding and bitter—a fitting start to a day of sorting through last night’s crimes. At least she’d have help. Anna pulled out her cell phone and called her officemate.

“DV Papering,” Grace answered in crisp singsong.

“Hey, I’m in the cafeteria. Want some coffee?”

“That’d be fabulous.” Grace hushed her voice. “And grab a bunch of napkins. There’s a woman bleeding all over your chair.”

Grace had been a prosecutor for four months, but Anna was still new enough that the information jolted her. “Should we call an ambulance?”

“She’s okay. A lot of scrapes and bruises, and a very messy nosebleed. Nothing life-threatening. I can cover till you get here. And can you snag me a muffin? I’m starving.”

“Sure. Be right there.”

Marveling at Grace’s calm, Anna grabbed a muffin and got in line to pay. Three people stood in front of her: a tall guy in a dark suit, a man wearing a Redskins jersey over a blue collared shirt, and a buxom woman in fishnet stockings and a spandex miniskirt. Lawyer, Anna guessed of the first man. Then a policeman, hiding his uniform so courthouse visitors wouldn’t ask him questions. And a prostitute, just getting off work, here to see her probation officer. The one thing Anna liked about the courthouse’s grim basement cafeteria was its democracy. The cop might arrest the prostitute later tonight, and the lawyer might skewer the cop during cross-examination, but everyone had to wait in the same line to get their corned-beef hash.

After paying, Anna hurried to the napkin dispenser, but the tall lawyer who’d been ahead of her took the last ones.

She looked at him in dismay. “Actually, I really need those,” she said, nodding at the napkins in his hand.

Something about the man’s dark hair and lanky figure seemed familiar, but out of place. His tailored suit and buttery leather briefcase were common in the federal court next door, but marked him as several income brackets above the D.C. Superior Court crowd. He probably worked for some big Washington law firm, in one of the high-paying jobs she’d turned down to work for the government.

The man glanced down at her and suddenly grinned. “Anna Curtis! Hey! It’s been a while.”

“Hi, um . . .” She shook her head.

“Nick Wagner. Harvard Law School. I had a ridiculous beard? And hair down to here.” He tapped his shoulder and blushed slightly. “Your team beat mine in the final round of Ames Moot Court. Kicked our asses, in fact.”

“Nick! You used to play guitar in the Hark during Friday happy hour.”

“You got it.” His smile widened. “I guess you made more of an impression on me than I made on you.”

“Sorry—I’m just in a rush, and focused on those napkins.”

Nick placed them ceremoniously in her palm. “Some kind of food spill emergency?”

“Thank you. Bloody nose. Abuse victim in the Papering Room. So—I’ve got to go.” Anna began to walk out of the cafeteria, looking over her shoulder with regret. “I’m sorry I can’t really talk now.”

Nick hurried along with her through the labyrinth of the courthouse basement. “So, you’re a prosecutor—and you pulled papering duty on the day after Valentine’s Day? What’d you do, run over the U.S. Attorney’s dog?”

She had to laugh. Papering was the most despised assignment in the U.S. Attorney’s Office, a task only the greenest prosecutors could be compelled to do. Anna would turn arrests from the last twenty-four hours into criminal case files: typing information into a computer, two-hole-punching police paperwork, condensing lifetimes of violence into slim manila folders. The tedium was broken only when a victim came to tell her sad story in person. And Valentine’s Day was notoriously the worst time for domestic violence. People were two-timing each other, or paying too much attention to their baby’s mother and not enough to their wife, or just plain forgetting a card. It was surprising how often a lovers’ quarrel turned into a trip to lockup.

“I just started in January,” Anna explained, “so I’m still in the hazing period.”

“Well, we should catch up sometime.”

“Sure,” she said as they rounded a corner. A crowd of police officers lined the hallway outside the Papering Room. She’d never seen so many blue uniforms in one place before. It was going to be a long day.

“How about dinner tonight?” Nick asked.

“I don’t know.” Anna glanced sideways at him without slowing her pace. Despite the poor timing, it was a tempting offer. She’d been feeling homesick and disconnected in her new city. It’d be nice to talk with a law school acquaintance. She stopped in the doorway to the Papering Room and handed him her business card. “Call me. Let’s see how things look later.”

“I will.”

He smiled at her: a warm, radiant smile. Despite herself, she felt a natural pull toward him. This might not turn out to be such a bad day-after-Valentine’s Day after all.

That thought died as she walked into the Papering Room.

A tiny woman sat at one of the two sagging desks, flanked by Grace and a uniformed policeman. Blood had soaked the woman’s white button-down shirt and spattered the gray linoleum at her feet. A few dark red drops flecked the bottom of the mint green cinder block walls. Her beautiful brown face was marred by two black eyes so swollen they were nearly shut. Raw red abrasions covered her left cheek in a messy cross-hatch pattern. She held a piece of bloodstained office paper to her nose and rocked herself back and forth, moaning softly.

Although Anna had read a lot of police reports describing gruesome injuries lately, she hadn’t seen a woman this badly scraped up since her childhood. A wave of memories, guilt, and anger stunned her into a momentary paralysis. But today was her day to pick up cases, so this victim was her responsibility. Clenching her teeth, she strode over to the woman and held out a couple of napkins. “Here,” she said gently. “Try these.”

The woman swapped them for the paper at her nose.

“My name is Anna Curtis. I’m an AUSA, an Assistant U.S. Attorney. I’ll be handling your case.”

“Laprea Johnson,” the woman said. Her voice was so soft it was barely audible.

Suddenly Laprea gasped. The pain on her face transformed into a puckered mask of rage. At first, Anna wondered what she’d said to infuriate the woman.

But she was glaring past Anna—at Nick, who stood frozen in the doorway. His face had turned an ashy white. The wounded woman spat her words at him.

“What the fuck are you doing here?”
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Laprea Johnson couldn’t believe who was standing at the door. She’d come all the way downtown to see him? What kind of sick joke was this?

“Laprea—oh no.” Nick groaned and stepped into the office. “Was it . . .”

“D’marco?” Laprea stood up and stepped toward Nick. “You know it was.”

“Oh shit, Laprea, I’m so sorry.”

“You should be sorry!” She stood on her tiptoes, so close to Nick her nose almost brushed his chin. Her hand itched to smack his face.

The police officer put a gentle hand on Laprea’s arm and backed her up a few steps. “Hey, hey. Easy, ma’am,” the officer said. “Calm down.”

Laprea yanked her arm away, but softened when she saw the sympathetic look on his face. Officer Bradley Green had been polite and kind since he’d come to her house in response to the 911 call. It was hard to be mad at him.

“I’m sure D’marco feels terrible about this,” Nick said.

“He was feeling fine when his fist was in my face!” Laprea glared at Nick. In a way, this was his fault.

“Excuse me.” Anna stepped between them. “How do you two know each other?”

“He’s D’marco’s lawyer.” Laprea pointed at Nick.

Anna turned to him in surprise. “You represent the man who beat her up?”

“Allegedly,” Nick said. “I’m with the Office of the Public Defender. I’ve represented D’marco Davis on different matters for two years.” He turned to Laprea. “I really am sorry. I’ll have a talk with him.”

“He don’t need no talk!” Laprea shouted. “He needs to be locked up!”

“Nick, I think you need to leave this office,” Anna said. “Now.”

“Right. Sorry.” He started backing out of the room. “I should go to the cellblock anyhow, apparently. I’ll talk to you later.”

As soon as Nick was gone, Laprea’s anger drained, leaving just pain and exhaustion. Her eyes throbbed, her cheek stung, and her arms ached. She collapsed into a chair. Now that she wasn’t yelling, her chest started to tremble and her breathing became shallow gulps. She’d been bawling all morning; she couldn’t seem to stop. Laprea put her head in her hands and cried as quietly as she could. She was ashamed to be here like this: a bleeding, sniffling mess, beaten up by the man who was supposed to love her. Everyone in this room must think she was such a loser. Her embarrassment just made her cry harder. She wondered where her mother was. She felt so alone.

Laprea was surprised to feel the prosecutor put an arm around her shoulder. Anna knelt down so they were face-to-face.

“It’s okay,” Anna said, patting her back. “You’re safe here. It’s going to be all right.”

Grateful for the comfort, Laprea leaned onto the lawyer’s shoulder. Anna kept holding her and murmuring soothing words. Laprea hoped she didn’t get any blood on the woman’s suit.

When she finally ran out of tears, Laprea lifted her head and accepted another napkin from the prosecutor.

Anna Curtis hardly looked old enough to be a lawyer. Real pretty, with honey blond hair and big, serious blue eyes. She had the tall, slim figure of an athlete on a Wheaties box. But the woman obviously did nothing to play up her looks. Hair in a tight ponytail, plain black pantsuit, sensible low-heeled shoes. Would this girl be any match for D’marco’s lawyer?

“Did that attorney have something to do with all this?” Anna asked. She sat in her desk chair and faced Laprea.

“He just keep getting D’marco off,” Laprea said, blowing her nose. “D’marco’s gotta learn a lesson.”

The woman at the other desk looked up from her computer. “What was Nick Wagner doing here anyhow?”

Laprea looked over at Grace, the woman who’d greeted her when she and Officer Green first came in. Was she a lawyer, too? She didn’t look like she belonged in this sad little basement room full of mismatched furniture and old office equipment. The elegant black woman had the bone structure of Queen Nefertiti and the style of Oprah, in a gray silk suit and a string of giant pearls.

“You know him?” Anna asked Grace.

“Oh yeah. Whenever a local station needs to trot out an impassioned defense attorney, they call that guy. He’s always railing about police corruption on WTOP or denouncing something in the D.C. Bar Bulletin. The man’s made quite a name for himself.”

“I had no idea. We went to the same law school. Ran into him in the cafeteria—he gave me the napkins. I didn’t know he was a defense attorney.”

Didn’t know? How inexperienced was this girl? Laprea wished the older black woman had her case. But Laprea understood how the government worked—she didn’t have much of a choice. And she didn’t want to hurt the younger woman’s feelings by making a fuss.

Anna turned back to Laprea. “So tell me—when did this happen?”

Laprea struggled to put a time to the flurry of violence this morning. The kids had just left with Rose, and Laprea was getting dressed for work, so it must have been—

“Just after seven this morning, ma’am,” Green answered.

“Almost an hour ago.” Anna looked at the officer with surprise. “Why hasn’t she been to the hospital?”

“Ms. Johnson refused medical treatment, ma’am.”

“What? Why?”

“If we called an ambulance, she’d get charged for it. It’s a couple hundred dollars a call.”

At least the policeman understood the system. He looked pretty boyish, with his cropped light brown hair and scrubbed-pink baby face, but Laprea guessed he was around thirty. And he was cute—although he could probably lay off the Ben & Jerry’s. The buttons on his blue uniform shirt strained against his stomach.

“Anyway,” Green said, “she stopped bleeding before I brought her over here. But she started crying again, and it got her nose bleeding all over again.”

“We have a nurse here in the courthouse,” Anna said. “Let’s go upstairs.”

Laprea didn’t need a nurse. She would put some Neosporin on her cheek when she got home. For the rest of it, there was nothing a nurse could do. She’d been through this enough before. Her body just needed time to heal. She just wanted to go home and lie down in her own bed.

“No,” Laprea said. “I want to get this done now.”

Just then her mother walked into the room. Laprea exhaled with relief. “Sorry I’m late,” her mother said. “I got somebody to watch the kids.”

Rose Johnson wore her favorite pink tracksuit and a pained expression. Laprea had called her as soon as D’marco ran off. Rose was the one who had called 911, put an ice pack on Laprea’s face, and shepherded the twins to the back porch so they wouldn’t see their mother covered in blood. Rose was great in an emergency—but Laprea dreaded the lecture she’d get when they got home.

Anna introduced herself as Rose and set her wide body down with a grunt. Rose kissed her daughter’s head, then rested her elbows on her knees and leaned toward the prosecutor.

“What you gonna do about this, Ms. Curtis? D’marco Davis is outta control. You gonna keep him in jail this time?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“The hell does that mean? That man done this before and he just keep getting away with it! Does my daughter have to be dead before you people will lock him up? If he kills her, it’ll be your fault!”

Anna grimaced, and Laprea felt sorry for her. Her mother was taking her anger out on the only available target. The person Rose really wanted to yell at was D’marco. Or her.

“We’ll ask for pretrial detention, Ms. Johnson. But it’s up to the judge.” Anna paused to thumb through some paperwork. “Since D’marco’s already on probation for a prior conviction, he’ll probably be kept in jail until trial. Even if he’s released, we’ll get a restraining order so he can’t contact your daughter.”

“Piece of paper can’t stop a fist.” Rose harrumphed. But she sat back and let the lawyer continue.

Anna looked at Laprea. “I know this is hard, but I need you to tell me what happened. First, what’s your relationship with D’marco Davis?”

A simple question, but Laprea didn’t have a simple answer. What do you call the man who used to be the boy of your dreams? They’d been sixteen when they met. He was fine. All the other girls had been jealous when they saw him waiting for her after school. Back then, when D’marco got mad about her talking to other boys, it seemed romantic, a sign of how much he cared about her. She’d been crazy about him—heart-pounding, hand-sweating crazy. She got pregnant her junior year. She thought it would bind D’marco to her forever. Instead, as she got bigger and needier, his mean streak came out. He started hitting her when she was six months pregnant. Laprea realized—just a little too late—that they weren’t going to live some modern fairy tale. Then the twins arrived. They were beautiful, and for a minute, everything was okay. But the reality of being teenage parents set in. D’marco didn’t come by much. When he did come around, she needed so much from him: money for diapers and formula, baby chores, but mostly his attention. He pulled away. But the less D’marco was around, the more he thought she was with other men, even though she was stuck in a house with her mother and two babies. He started drinking more, and the beatings got worse. He always apologized afterward. He cried about how sorry he was; he begged her to forgive him. When he was apologizing, he was the nicest he ever was to her. He lavished her with attention and finally said all the things she wanted to hear. It was like he only realized how much he loved her right after he’d hit her. She always took him back.

Laprea put a hand to one throbbing eye.

“He’s my babies’ father,” Laprea said at last. “We been on and off since D’montrae and Dameka was born. They twins—a boy and a girl. Four years old. Anyway, since D’marco been out of jail, we was on, I guess. I thought it’d be different this time.”

Anna nodded. “What happened this morning?”

“I was getting ready for work. I’m a cashier at the Labor Department cafeteria.”

Laprea looked at her watch. She was over two hours late for work. She would call them as soon as she got out of here. She hoped they’d understand. She needed that job.

“My mom left out—she was taking the kids to visit family in Baltimore. D’marco came over after she was gone. At first, I was happy to see him. But he was drunk and suspicious because I wasn’t home last night, on Valentine’s Day. We didn’t have no plans—I was just at my girlfriend’s! But he ain’t believed me.

“I told him he was being crazy, and that put him over the edge. He started hitting me. Once he started, he wouldn’t stop. He was just punching me everywhere, my arms and chest and legs. I couldn’t get away.”

Her mother cut in. “Show her the bruises.”

Laprea rolled up her sleeves to show the nasty welts on her arms. She spread apart her shirt’s neckline, where a big bruise was forming on her chest. She grimaced as she remembered the thudding sounds D’marco’s fists made as they landed on her body.

“He must’ve been hitting you very hard,” Anna said.

“I think he been working out in jail.” Laprea let out a short, bitter laugh. “I ran out the house, but he caught me right outside the door. He smooshed me right there, out on the front porch, for all the world and God to see.”

“‘Smooshed’?” Anna asked.

“To grab by the face and push, ma’am,” Green said.

“It was so embarrassing,” Laprea continued. “I wasn’t even thinking about how much it hurt right then—I was thinking I didn’t want my neighbors to see. I just wanted him to go away. So I told him I should see someone else, ’cause he don’t deserve me.”

Laprea began crying again. Anna handed her another napkin.

“Then he grabbed me and threw me against the side of the house and started punching my face. My nose was bleeding, and I couldn’t hardly see out my eyes. He mashed my face into the brick wall so hard, I felt the skin on my cheek burning.”

Laprea dabbed her swollen eyes delicately. The worst thing about this beating wasn’t the pain, or the shame, or even the heartache. It was how she was going to explain her face to her kids. Other times, she’d told them she walked into a door or fell on the sidewalk. But they were getting old enough that they were questioning her “accidents.” They had seen D’marco lay hands on her. It terrified them.

She swore to herself that they would never have to see that again. She would do whatever it took. For now, she just had to finish this terrible story. She took a ragged breath.

“He was holding my face against the wall, and he came in real close. He put his mouth to my ear, like he about to tell me some sweet nothing. And he whispered if he ever caught me with another man—he’d kill me.”
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At five-thirty that night, Anna and Grace closed up the Papering Room and walked across the street to the U.S. Attorney’s building. Anna still had hours of work ahead of her, but at least she’d have quiet and privacy in the office she shared with Grace. As a rookie prosecutor, Anna was responsible for a caseload of about two hundred misdemeanors, the lowest-level crimes. Even cases like Laprea’s were relegated to misdemeanorland. There was so much crime, the victim had to get shot or seriously stabbed for it to be considered a felony.

A wall of scuffed filing cabinets dominated their cramped office. Anna immediately began to file the twenty-one new cases she’d been assigned that day. Organizing her new files was the only way she could keep up with the caseload. Her officemate had a very different approach. Files, 911 tapes, and designer shoes covered Grace’s desk and the floor around her desk. Despite her crisply tailored appearance, the woman was a complete slob. She was also the best friend Anna had in D.C.

Collapsing into her chair, Grace kicked her conservative courthouse pumps into a corner and pulled a pair of scarlet patent-leather stilettos from her desk drawer.

“Those shoes’ll be doing something more exciting than I will tonight,” Anna guessed.

“Charles is taking me to the opera.”

“Nice!” Anna had to force the enthusiasm into her voice. She’d be alone tonight, as usual.

Grace’s husband was a partner at a big law firm, and she could’ve spent her days lunching with ladies and organizing charity events. She’d chosen this job the way some women might take up quilting or belly-dancing lessons—because it was an interesting way to fill the time.

Anna had taken it as a form of penance.

“Don’t work too late tonight,” Grace scolded, as she headed out the door. “Get a pedicure, or watch The Bachelorette, or do something frivolous and girly.”

“Have a great time! I won’t be here much longer.”

“Liar. But at least you’re a cute liar.”

Grace left a faint cloud of expensive perfume in her wake.

As Anna filed, she thought about Laprea’s situation. Of all the cases Anna had seen in her short tenure, this one stuck out. Part of it was the age of Laprea’s children. The other part was Laprea’s injuries. Would Anna always be this upset when she saw someone with a gash on her cheek?

Anna shoved another folder into the drawer, channeling her anger into the act of filing. She wasn’t a helpless little girl anymore. She was in a position to stop the violence.

Her thoughts turned to Nick Wagner. He’d seemed like a decent guy. How could he keep defending his monster of a client? She understood the system needed defense attorneys, but she couldn’t get why anyone would want that job.

Sure, it was a coveted position. Public defenders often got a bad rap, but Washington’s Office of the Public Defender was the most prestigious defender’s service in America. Like the U.S. Attorney’s Office, OPD had hundreds of applicants every year for a few openings. Both offices were famous for providing young attorneys with the best litigation training and trial experience in the country. Both organizations took their pick of graduates from the best law schools.

But brains alone didn’t get anyone a job at OPD. The organization prided itself on being one of the most zealous defense shops in America. D.C.’s public defenders believed that the system was stacked against their clients; that the police were racist, fascist, or corrupt; and that mass imprisonment, not crime, was the real problem with D.C.’s poor communities. OPD lawyers were famously devoted to getting their clients off—in any way possible.

The result was bitter acrimony between OPD and the U.S. Attorney’s Office. In other cities, it was common to have friendships between prosecutors and public defenders, casual softball games, happy hours. But not in D.C. They were adversaries in the tradition of cats and dogs, Montagues and Capulets, Angelina and Jennifer.

That morning, for just a moment, Anna had felt a real spark between them. Now Nick Wagner was just one of a hundred lawyers she had a case against. She would have no problem treating him just like any other defense attorney.

Anna’s phone rang, and she stepped to her desk to pick it up. “Hello?”

“This is security calling from downstairs. A Mr. Nicholas Wagner is here to see you.”

Her heartbeat sped up—which wouldn’t have happened if it was any other defense attorney.

Damn.

•  •  •

“Come on in. Have a seat.” Anna gestured to Grace’s desk chair and pulled a box of 911 tapes out of the way.

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” Nick said, stepping over a pile of Grace’s shoes.

“We were going for a postmodern, deconstructionist look.”

“If this was any more deconstructed, you’d need a FEMA trailer.”

She laughed. They both sat down and faced each other across the cluttered office. “Seriously, to what do I owe the honor of this visit?”

“I just wanted to touch base with you, since we’re going to be working together on this Davis case.”

“Not together, exactly. More like against each other.”

“Maybe so.” He smiled. “But still, I wanted to check in. It was a rough morning. For everyone.”

“Everyone except D’marco Davis.” Anna’s words were sharper than she intended.

“I know prosecutors don’t believe this, but a day in the central cellblock is no picnic. It’s a filthy, dangerous place. And now D’marco’s behind bars for the next few months, at least until trial. I’d say that’s a pretty bad day.”

“I doubt a few more months in prison will mean much to a thug like him.”

“He’s a human being, Anna. He just hasn’t had all of the advantages you and I have had.”

“Oh, come on.” Anna thought about the trailer home her family had moved into after they lost the house. What advantages did Nick imagine she’d had?

“There’s another side to the story, you know,” Nick said. “You saw how aggressive Laprea got this morning in the courthouse, just from seeing me. She could’ve started the fight with D’marco.”

“Oh come on. I’ll bet D’marco didn’t have a scratch on him, did he? She’s tiny! How much of a threat could she be to him?”

“All I’m saying is, she’s no angel. She’s got a criminal record that shows she can be violent.”

Anna pulled D’marco’s file out of the cabinet and handed Nick a printout showing Laprea’s criminal history. “She had a couple minor arrests when she was a teenager. No convictions. Then she graduated high school and got a steady job. She’s raising two kids with her mother’s help—but not much help from D’marco. I wouldn’t have a job if everyone in D.C. lived like Laprea Johnson. On the other hand, look at your client’s criminal record.”

Anna held up the thick rap sheet. D’marco had a string of drug-related arrests. He was on probation after serving a year in jail for armed drug dealing. He’d also been arrested for a series of escalating assaults on Laprea—but never convicted.

“Well.” Nick sighed. He kicked clear a spot on the floor, stretched out his long legs, and laced his hands behind his head. “What are we going to do about this?”

Anna liked the way he said “we.” Like they were a team, working to find the answer to a tough problem together. She shook off the thought. There was no “we” here. She and Nick were in as adversarial a position as two people could be. Especially because she felt more invested in cases like Laprea’s, where the woman was a longtime victim of abuse but kept going back to her abuser. Men like D’marco just got more violent. If he wasn’t stopped, D’marco might very well kill Laprea.

“Your client could plead guilty,” she suggested.

“Can’t do that. He’s on probation for that drug case. So if he gets convicted of assault, he’ll get all the backup time in the old drug charge. In effect, he’ll serve six years for a crime that carries less than a year. How ’bout a DSA?”

“He can’t get a Deferred Sentencing Agreement with his record. You know that’s our office policy.”

“I guess we’ll just have to fight it out in court then.” Nick threw his hands up in the air. “Hate to do it—I still remember the trouncing you gave me in Moot Court.”

“Hey, I just graduated from law school a few months ago. You’ve been doing this for two years. It’ll be a fair fight.”

“I have learned a few tricks.” His eyes were laughing. What did he know that made him so confident?

Nick sat up suddenly, his attention caught by something on her desk.

“Are those Krispy Kremes?” he asked.

“You want one?” She held out the box and he reached for a chocolate frosted. “I bring snacks to Papering for the police officers. Especially the ones working midnights, who haven’t been home yet in the morning. They’ll wolf down cookies, candy, even week-old pizza. No one touched these, though.”

Nick swallowed a big bite. “Bet it’s the stereotype about cops and doughnuts. Mmm,” he said, licking his fingers. “Their loss.”

She laughed and chose a sugar-glazed.

“Don’t fill up now,” Nick chided. “You’ll spoil your dinner.”

“This is my dinner.”

“Oh no, you’re not getting away that easily, Anna Curtis. I asked you to dinner. You said yes. A prosecutor has certain duties of honesty in dealing with defense counsel. Backing out now would be prosecutorial misconduct.”

Anna laughed. “I don’t think people from my office have dinner with people from your office.”

“I’m not trying to make an historic peace accord here.”

“I’m just saying. I’m not sure I should go out with you.”

“We’re not ‘going out.’ I just want to catch up with an old friend.”

She glanced at the clock to have a moment to collect her thoughts. It was just after six; she normally stayed at the office past nine. Having dinner with Nick was probably a bad idea. On a professional level, she was nervous about socializing with a defense attorney. On a personal level, it wasn’t wise to spend any more time with an adversary this attractive. She found it hard enough to trust men who weren’t on the other side of a criminal case.

“There’s no rule that says a prosecutor and a public defender can’t talk over food,” Nick continued. “Anyway, we won’t talk about the case. It’s good to see another HLS grad who chose public interest over a firm, even if we are on opposite sides of the courtroom.”

Anna thought about how quiet the office got after seven o’clock. Nick was right. There was nothing wrong with them having a meal together.

“What’ve you got in mind?” she asked.

•  •  •

They went to Lauriol Plaza, a popular Mexican restaurant in the Adams-Morgan neighborhood. Crowds of young professionals gathered there, still wearing their suits. Waiters steered trays of margaritas around clusters of people waiting in the bar area.

Anna and Nick scored a table by one of the big windows overlooking 18th Street. Their waiter arrived with chips and salsa and took their order. When he left, Anna scooped salsa onto a warm chip and smiled at Nick. She had spent so many nights alone at the office, immersed in the worst things that happened in the city. She was glad to be out for a change, surrounded by the happy chatter and bustle.

Nick, she noticed, looked a bit less lawyerlike with his suit jacket slung on the back of his chair and his tie loosened. Anna had draped her own suit jacket on her chair; underneath, she wore a sleeveless ivory shell. She noticed Nick’s eyes skimming her bare arms. She looked away and smoothed back her ponytail, suddenly self-conscious.

“So,” Nick said, taking a pull from his Corona. “How does a bright and beautiful lawyer from Michigan end up slaving away for a government wage in D.C.?”

She was more touched that he remembered where she was from than by his flattery. “I was never going back to Flint,” she said. Too many bad memories. “I looked at a few cities and fell in love with D.C.—its American history, and the idealism of the people who follow politics like you might follow sports.”

“But why not go to some fancy law firm? You have something against mahogany desks and six-figure salaries?”

She liked Nick too much to give her half-true stock answer about wanting to be in court instead of reviewing documents in a warehouse. But she wasn’t ready to tell him the real reason yet. She guessed it would shock him.

“I wanted to do something good with my law degree,” she said. She grinned at Nick as the waiter set down their food. “How ’bout you—did you grow up wanting to set criminals free?”

He didn’t seem to take offense. “I like to think that I can see the good in everybody. If I give a voice to someone who might be going down the wrong path, maybe I can help him turn around instead of harden in prison. But let’s not talk about work. I have a much more important question: How are those fajitas?”

She laughed. The fajitas were great. Their conversation moved to gossip about classmates and funny childhood anecdotes. Nick told her about mischief he and his friends had gotten into at St. Albans, a private school in D.C. Anna reciprocated with tales of the hearty Midwestern things that East Coast people liked to hear. She told him about GM’s annual summer picnic, and how as a nine-year-old she’d gotten in trouble for galloping away on one of the ponies from the pony rides.

“That’s when you needed a defense attorney!” Nick said.

They ordered coffee and kept talking long after their plates were cleared. When the busboys started stacking chairs on the tables, Anna noticed with embarrassment that they were the only diners still there. This was the best time she’d had since moving to this city.

Emerging from the restaurant into the cool winter night, Nick asked if he could walk her home. Telling herself they were just two old law school acquaintances reconnecting—certainly not a conflict of interest—Anna pointed Nick in the direction of her apartment, a few blocks away. Although it was a Monday night, Adams-Morgan was still busy. Groups of suited Capitol Hill staffers, interns in high-heeled boots, and Ethiopian men from the neighborhood all vied with each other for elbow room outside the bars and restaurants.

Anna and Nick walked comfortably side by side, talking and joking. She was surprised by how easily she let her guard down with him. Maybe it was the very fact that she was professionally prohibited from dating Nick that put her at ease. As long as they were on opposite sides of a pending case, he wasn’t an option—so he was safe. In any case, Anna didn’t want the night to end. Too soon, they turned onto Wyoming Avenue, a quiet street lined with trees and stately brick town houses. She pointed to one of the elegant homes.

“It was advertised as an ‘English basement’ apartment,” she explained, pointing down a flight of steps to a subterranean entrance. “I was hoping there’d be fish ’n’ chips.”

“Nope, ‘English basement’ is just a fancy way of saying ‘medieval dungeon.’”

Anna laughed and looked up at him. Although she was five eight, she still needed to tip her head back to meet his gaze. He had beautiful eyes, brown with green and gold flecks. “I had a lot of fun tonight. Thanks for getting me out of the office.”

They stood facing each other, their breaths making cloudy puffs in the cold night air. She found herself leaning forward at the same time he did. Coming to her senses at the last minute, she stepped back and stuck her hand out to shake his. “I’m still not dismissing your case, though.”

Laughing, Nick tried but failed to look hurt. He took her hand and held it for several beats longer than a handshake. “Fair enough, but how about dinner on Friday?”

She pulled her hand away. “I don’t think so.” Her skin tingled where his fingers had touched. She couldn’t hang out with him anymore, that much was clear. “Call me if your client wants to plead guilty.”

“Mm, not gonna happen. But I will call you when our trial is over.”

“Good night, Nick.”

She rushed down the little walk, down the three steps to her front door, and let herself in. When she was safely inside, she turned and looked back. He waved and walked away. She contemplated his receding figure. It was too bad they had a case against each other. She hadn’t felt so attracted to anyone in a long time.
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A week later, D’marco Davis sat at a table with his lawyer. D’marco felt calm and relaxed, ready to listen to Nick’s advice. He wasn’t happy to be back in D.C. Jail, no doubt, but unlike some of the younger men there, he wasn’t spooked by his orange jumpsuit, the dull cacophony of other inmates talking outside, or the stale smell of bleach and urine that permeated the facility. He knew how to operate in this world, and he wouldn’t be here long anyway. Not on this domestic bullshit. Nick had gotten him out of far worse.

The two men were sitting inside one of the tiny rooms reserved for attorney-client meetings. A small table and two wobbly chairs were the only furniture. The room would have felt claustrophobic except that all four walls were floor-to-ceiling panels of smudged Plexiglas. Identical Plexiglas rooms flanked both sides, all overlooking the jail’s even less private visiting area. There, a long bench of young men in orange jumpsuits huddled into phones on one side of a wide pane of glass. Women of all ages—girlfriends, mothers, grandmothers—spoke into phones on the other side. A few children sat on their mothers’ laps and sucked their thumbs or knocked on the glass. The men said “I love you” to the women they couldn’t touch.

Nick tossed some paperwork on the table, sat back in his chair, and regarded his client coolly. “Couldn’t you just be nice to Laprea?”

“She cheatin’ on me!” D’marco tried to stoke the righteous fury he’d felt last week. But all he could muster now was sick regret. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. She just pushed him over the edge sometimes.

“So leave her,” Nick said.

“Naw, you don’t understand.” D’marco settled his massive arms on the wobbly metal table. “I love her.”

“You’ve got a funny way of showing it. Try chocolates next time.”

“Look, I’m sorry, a’ight?” D’marco flashed his most charming grin. “I do better, swear to God.”

“Dammit, D’marco. It’d be hard to do worse.” Nick held up a probation report. “And you’re still on papers. You just had to keep your nose clean for a year.”

D’marco snorted. “I ain’t kept my nose clean for a year since I been eleven.”

“Yeah, laugh. It’ll be hilarious when you get convicted of this DV case, and they revoke you. You’ll serve the five years left on your drug charge, plus whatever time you get for the assault.”

D’marco paused. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Just like I told you when you got released, not even two months ago.”

“Hunh.” D’marco grunted to appease his lawyer. But he didn’t need a lecture. Nick’s job was to get him off, not tell him how to live his life. “So, what’s the plan?”

Nick sighed and inclined his head toward the bank of visitors. D’marco followed the lawyer’s gaze. A woman was pressing her palm to the glass barrier separating her from her boyfriend; the boyfriend brought his hand against the glass so their fingers matched up. The woman gazed into his eyes, her face full of longing and hope.

“You know how this works,” Nick said grimly. “The surest way out of this is if Laprea drops the charges. She loves you, and a big part of her wants to stand by you. You just need to give her a reason.”

“Should I tell her not to come to court?”

“No, no.” Nick shook his head. “If she reports you, it’ll get you an obstruction charge. Don’t go telling her not to testify, or to lie.” Nick leaned forward and met D’marco’s eyes squarely. “Look, you have to rekindle Laprea’s good feelings toward you. It’ll be harder than before, to do it from jail. But you still have phone privileges.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Just be nice. Remind her why she fell for you in the first place.”

D’marco nodded with respect. The man knew what he was doing. The same old plan, but it had always worked before.

•  •  •

The homes on C Street SE were boxy, two-story brick duplexes across the street from Fort Chaplin Park. The park’s dense trees provided a surprisingly wooded view for homes in the middle of the city. Inside one of the houses, Laprea sat on a couch between her twins, watching Dameka’s favorite movie, The Little Mermaid, again. Through the living room window, Laprea could see her mother sitting on the front porch. Rose was talking to their neighbor Sherry, who sat on her own porch next door. The two old friends waved royally to passersby and gossiped about their neighbors: who had a baby on the way, whose boyfriend had made probation, whose son was back from Iraq. Laprea knew Rose wouldn’t mention her own daughter’s troubles.

The phone rang. “I got it,” Laprea called as she picked up the cordless. A computerized voice asked if she’d accept a phone call from D.C. Jail. Laprea hesitated a moment before quietly saying yes. Then she walked into the bathroom, locked the door, and turned on the faucet.

D’marco’s voice greeted her warmly. “Hey, baby. It’s me.”

“D.” Wary, Laprea kept her voice neutral. It had been two weeks since the assault. “Why you calling?”

“I just miss you, shorty. I been thinking about you and the kids. How’s D’montrae? He ask for me?”

“Every day.” Not that he deserved to know.

“What about Dameka?”

“She doing real good in school. Got an award for spelling.”

“She take after her mother.” D’marco gave a low chuckle. “I miss you all so much. I’m so sorry about what happened, baby. I don’t want us to fight like that.”

“Me neither.” She allowed a tinge of bitterness to her tone.

“Pree, I met this guy in jail, a pastor. We been talking ’bout families and the man’s role. Kids need their father. I want to be that. I don’t want them growing up without a father, like I did. I’m gonna change, I promise you. I’m not gonna drink. I’m getting job training. I wanna support you and the kids.”

Laprea considered his words, wondering whether this time would be different. D’marco sounded sincere. She knew he wanted to be a better man. And she wanted so badly to believe that he could be—wanted the twins to have their father in their lives, wanted this man, the man she fell in love with, to cherish her.

Then she noticed her reflection in the mirror. The bruises around her eyes had faded into a sickly purplish green. The scrapes on her cheek were still pink.

“You hurt me, D. I don’t think I can keep going through this.”

“Please, Pree, gimme another chance. Every night I lie on the cot thinkin’ how beautiful you look when you holdin’ Dameka in your lap. How much I want to see that again and hold you.” His voice cracked. “I love you, baby.”

Laprea started to tear up. But before she could decide how to respond, Rose’s voice bellowed through the phone. “D’marco Davis, how dare you call here!”

Great. How long had her mother been listening in? Laprea didn’t need the receiver against her ear to hear Rose screaming from the kitchen.

“Don’t you ever call this house again! If you try talking to my daughter again, I swear to God, I’ll whup your sorry hide till you ain’t got nothing left to feel pain with! Laprea, you hang up that phone right now!”

Laprea pressed End and threw the phone on the counter. A moment later Rose was banging on the bathroom door, yelling for her to come out. The twins started shouting, too, their little voices full of excitement and fear. Laprea sat on the toilet, put her head in her hands, and cried.

•  •  •

The phone’s insistent ringing tore Anna’s attention from the brief she was writing. She looked at the clock: 8:30 p.m. Grace had gone home hours ago. Anna picked up, wondering who’d be calling now.

It was Rose Johnson, and she was furious.

“D’marco called Laprea from jail tonight, Ms. Curtis! I thought you got a stay-away order. What kind of system you running, where a man with a restraining order can call the woman he beat up?”

Anna tried to calm her enough to get the details. As Rose told the story, Anna heard the fear in her voice—the real emotion under her fury. She assured Rose that she would contact the jail and have D’marco’s phone privileges revoked. She’d also get a recording of the call. Maybe they could use it against him at trial. In the meantime, D’marco would be stuck in jail with no way to contact Laprea.

“Thank God.” Rose sighed in relief. “If he gets through to her, she gonna let him off, just like before.”

As she hung up, Anna considered calling Nick and demanding that he instruct his client not to contact Laprea anymore. Would she do that with another defense attorney, or was she just looking for an excuse to call him? She hadn’t spoken to him since their dinner two weeks ago. Although he’d called and left her a couple of friendly business-related voice messages, she’d responded with short e-mails addressing business and nothing more. She cringed remembering that she’d almost kissed him outside her apartment. She was a professional, not some tart. Professionally, she didn’t need to call him now.

Instead, Anna spent the next hour sending e-mails and faxes to the D.C. Jail, working through the bureaucracy to cut D’marco off from the world. By tomorrow morning, he wouldn’t be allowed to use the jail’s phones or Internet services any longer. Would Nick be annoyed? Too bad.

When she finally left the office, Anna tried to push her work out of her mind. Grace was always telling her to take a few minutes a day to think about normal, fun, girl things, so Anna read the celebrity section of the Express during her subway ride home and tried to concentrate on which actresses had recently adopted children from abroad. When she emerged from the Metro, she made herself window-shop, skimming the fiction titles propped in the window of Kramerbooks and admiring the low riders displayed in the darkened Lucky Brand Jeans store.

But she couldn’t stop thinking about D’marco’s phone call to Laprea that night. Prosecuting this case, Anna wasn’t just up against D’marco, or his lawyer, or the challenges in the legal system. She was in a very real way trying to protect Laprea from herself. Laprea had a history of taking D’marco back and refusing to press charges against him. If she did it again, a conviction would be nearly impossible.

As Anna pushed her apartment door open, her cat ran over and threw himself against her legs, meowing and purring ecstatically. She scooped up the orange tabby and buried her face in his soft fur. The creature purred even louder. Raffles had been a neighborhood stray that Anna occasionally fed. He’d started meowing outside her door every night until she eventually relented, took him for a thorough deworming, and let him move in. Now she was glad for the company at night.

Most of the time, Anna loved having her own little place, but tonight she felt a wave of loneliness as she turned on the lights. She’d cheered up the basement apartment as much as possible. The small living room was decorated with a bright red couch, colorful Kandinsky prints, and a row of bookshelves sagging under the weight of her books. All the furniture was IKEA; Anna was proud of the fact that she’d put the pieces together herself. A few plants struggled to live in the stingy sunlight of the high half windows. On one of the bookshelves, a framed photo showed Anna, her sister, Jody, and their mother smiling in front of the carousel at the Michigan State Fair. That day was one of Anna’s best childhood memories. Anna was twelve in the photo; her sister was ten. Anna held an enormous stick of cotton candy, its pink puff bigger than her head. Jody was in profile—for a decade, she turned her face just enough to hide her scarred cheek.

Anna remembered the bloody crosshatch of scrapes on Laprea’s cheek where D’marco had mashed it into a brick wall. Would Laprea turn her face away the next time someone took a picture of her?

Anna looked at the clock, wondering if it was too late to call her sister: 9:55—just under the wire. She set the cat down, grabbed her cell phone, and padded to the galley kitchen at the back of the apartment. As the line rang, Anna rummaged through her pantry until she found a can of chicken noodle soup. She dumped it into a bowl and stuck it in the microwave.

“Hey, it’s my long-lost sister!” Jody greeted her. They hadn’t spoken all week.

“Sorry, I’ve been slammed at work. How are you?”

Jody told her Michigan had been hit with a snowstorm, but the GM plant stayed open so she’d made crazy overtime when others couldn’t make it in through the snow. While they spoke, Anna ate spoonfuls of soup. They lived such different lives. Jody had cheered Anna through college and law school, and encouraged her to take her dream job in D.C. But Jody seemed content to stay in Flint, working on the General Motors assembly line, like many of their friends. Jody had always been the stronger one. She had nothing to prove to anyone.

Anna knew that much of her own drive was fueled by a need to atone for the unforgivable thing she’d done sixteen years ago in the kitchen of their trailer home. Jody had never berated her for it—in fact, they never spoke about it. Anna suspected they both avoided the topic for the same reason: their friendship might not withstand close scrutiny of what happened. Their relationship felt like the nuclear reactor built on the San Andreas fault line: a good and positive source of energy, always at risk of blowing up if the ground shifted.

“How ’bout you?” Jody asked. “Are you running Washington yet?”

“Hardly.” Anna swallowed a mouthful of broth. “In fact, it’s a constant struggle just to keep my cases from falling apart.” Anna told her about Laprea and how D’marco was trying to win his way back into her heart.

“Sounds familiar,” Jody said somberly. “But is there anything you can do about it?”

“I’ll call her tomorrow and give her the ‘go team’ speech. There’s an advocate—she’s like a social worker, she helps the victims get resources and support—I’ll make sure she keeps in touch. And I’m getting the guy’s phone privileges suspended. This won’t be like the other times. He’ll be totally cut off from her.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it covered.” Jody’s voice held a smile. “Of course.”

As they said good-bye, Anna felt reassured she’d done everything she could. She changed into soft cotton shorts and a tank top, washed up, and climbed wearily into bed. But sleep eluded her. The case kept running through her mind. She knew that however hard she worked, D’marco Davis’s defense attorney was working equally hard on the other side.

•  •  •

The next Sunday, Laprea peered out the small window at the top of her front door and watched the MPD cruiser pull off. Rose had taken the children to Sunday school, so Laprea had a few hours to herself, the sort of alone time that was so unusual for a single mother like her. She brushed away a twinge of guilt and allowed a smile to creep onto her face as she replayed the afternoon she’d just spent.

Ten minutes later, as Laprea straightened up the kids’ play area, there was a knock at the door. She peered out the window and narrowed her eyes when she saw who was standing there: Nick Wagner.

Laprea no longer felt like yelling at the man who’d so often let D’marco crawl out from under his mistakes without a scratch. Her anger had faded, like her bruises, to a dim memory. And D’marco’s recent phone call had softened her. Curious to find out why he was there, she opened the door. The lawyer wore khakis and a light spring jacket instead of the usual suit and tie. He sure didn’t want this visit to seem official.

“Hello, Ms. Johnson,” Nick said pleasantly, cautiously. “How are you?”

“Okay.”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry to bother you here in your home, but— Can I come in?”

“Mmm.” Laprea led him into the living room and offered him a seat on the couch. She sat down in the La-Z-Boy and waited to hear what he had to say.

“I really appreciate you letting me in, and I’ll try not to take up too much of your time. But I had to stop by because, well, D’marco misses you. And the kids. He’s upset that he can’t talk to you anymore.”

Laprea nodded and kept her mouth shut.

“D’marco really cares about you,” he continued. “And D’montrae and Dameka. You know I do, too. I’ve been involved with your family for a long time; I’ve seen you stand by D’marco through some pretty rough situations. But if he gets convicted of this assault, he’s going to serve all his backup time, all five years. Plus up to a year for the charges in this case.”

“So . . . D’montrae and Dameka would be, like, ten when he got out?”

“Right.” Nick nodded. “That’s a long time for your kids to go without a father in their lives.”

“Hm.” She hadn’t realized that.

“It may be hard to believe, but I really think he’s a changed man this time. He’s working very seriously at his anger management classes. If he had your support, I don’t believe he would do anything like this again. He loves you. He loves D’montrae and Dameka. He wants to be a good father to them. I think counseling, rather than jail, is the answer here.”

Laprea wondered if Nick Wagner really believed his words or if he was just trying to chalk up another W in his win/loss column. But D’marco had said similar things on the phone. She wanted to believe he’d been sincere, that she could still work things out with the father of her children. Nick’s words gave her hope that might happen. Against her better judgment, she let that hope creep into her heart, settle in, and start to grow.

Nick kept talking softly, telling her what made this time different, how their lives were going to be better if D’marco got out of jail this time. She was momentarily lulled by the words she wanted to hear. Then she shook herself out of the reverie.

“Ain’t my fault he’s in trouble. He hit me.”

“Of course,” Nick soothed. “But . . . you know that they can’t even have a trial if you don’t come to court.”

She noticed that he didn’t come right out and tell her not to show up for trial. Laprea had enough experience with the system to know lawyers could get in big trouble for doing that.

“Well, it ain’t up to me,” Laprea said flatly. “They sent a policeman with papers saying I gotta show up.”

“A subpoena. So they may make you testify, whether you want to or not.”

Laprea expected him to ask her side of the story then—but he didn’t. Instead, he launched into the defense theory. “If it happened this way . . .” he started, and then he outlined different facts that would make a good defense for D’marco. None of them were true. She noted how deliberately the lawyer phrased things—never asking her to lie, but just telling her what might help D’marco, hypothetically, if that was what happened on the day of the assault. He was covering his own hide, she saw that—but she listened all the same.

Laprea wasn’t making any decisions now. She just listened carefully, storing it all away for consideration at a later time. There were still weeks left before the trial.

The sound of a key rattling in the front door startled them both. Laprea stood quickly and looked around the living room as if she could find a place to hide the defense attorney. Rose walked into the house trailed by the twins, who were chattering about their Sunday school lessons. Rose stopped in her tracks when she saw Nick getting up from the couch.

“Get out.” Rose didn’t yell—probably didn’t want to frighten the children—but there was no mistaking the steel in her voice, and no questioning her authority.

Nick slipped past Rose, murmuring apologies.

“Come back here again,” Rose said, “I’ll call the police.”

As soon as he was gone, Rose turned toward Laprea. “What that man say to you?”

For just a moment, Laprea had been taken in by the lawyer’s smooth voice and pretty promises, but now that her mother demanded an explanation, she couldn’t fool herself.

“Slick talk and lies,” she said, going into the kitchen to fix lunch for the kids. “I don’t even know why I let him in.”
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The morning of Laprea’s trial, Anna couldn’t find a single witness in her case. “Officer Green!” she shouted, trying to make her voice heard over the din of the witness room. Weary police officers stood gossiping with each other about last night’s foot chase through the Sursum Corda housing complex. At the counter, four snot-crusted children clung to a fat woman waving a subpoena at the bulletproof Plexiglas and demanding to speak to the Attorney General. Less assertive civilians waited in rows of plastic chairs for prosecutors to call their names. Prosecutors rushed to talk to as many people as they could before the nine thirty trial call, when they would have to tell a judge whether their witnesses were present and the government was ready for trial.

Anna finally found Brad Green in the hallway outside the witness room. He was absorbed in conversation with one of the newer DV attorneys, standing close to her and smiling deeply into her eyes.

“Officer Green, have you seen Laprea Johnson?” Anna didn’t have time for pleasantries.

He shook his head. From their guilty looks, Anna guessed the officer and lawyer hadn’t been talking about a case. She sighed. In the three months since they first met, Anna had learned that Green was something of a player, a cop who enjoyed the attention the uniform brought. Well, he could flirt all he wanted—on his own time.

Anna was heading to the desks behind the counter to call the Johnson household when she spotted Rose walking up the hallway. Relief turned to concern when she saw that Rose’s eyes were red and she clutched a tissue. Anna hurried down the hall to greet her.

“Hi. What’s wrong, Ms. Johnson?”

“Laprea’s not coming. I begged that girl. She say she won’t testify against her babies’ daddy. She don’t want to be responsible for him going to jail for five or six years.”

“It wouldn’t be anything she did that makes him go to jail. He’s the one that hit her.”

“I know that,” Rose snapped through her tears. “I’m here.”

Of course. It wasn’t Rose who needed convincing. Anna nodded.

“Can’t I just say what happened?” Rose asked. “Laprea told me. I can testify.”

“I wish it were that easy. But you didn’t see what happened yourself. Anything Laprea told you would be hearsay.” Anna turned to Green. “Officer, I need you to go to Laprea Johnson’s house and pick her up. If she’s not there, go to her job, the Department of Labor cafeteria. Remind her that she’s been subpoenaed. That’s a court order. She has to come to court, or else she’ll be arrested on a material witness warrant.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Green said happily. Some cops might have grumbled, but he appeared glad to get out of the courthouse on an official mission.

Anna looked at Rose. “I hate to threaten her with arrest like that, Ms. Johnson, but it may be the only way to get her in here today. If she doesn’t show up, the case will be dismissed.”

Rose took a deep breath, then nodded. “Thank you, Ms. Curtis.”

•  •  •

The seats were filling up as Anna and Grace walked into the courtroom. Anna couldn’t resist glancing around for Nick Wagner. Since their one dinner together, she’d studiously ignored him in the courthouse except for the bare minimum of polite contact necessary for doing business. She had thought about him regularly, though, and knew some of her nervousness this morning was in direct anticipation of facing him head-on today. But she didn’t see him in the crowded courtroom yet.

Friends and family of the various defendants eyed Anna and Grace hostilely or hopefully as the prosecutors wheeled their briefcases through the spectator section. The men wore baggy jeans and T-shirts. The women wore colorful acrylic fingernails, elaborate shellacked hairdos, and—fat or slim—skintight pants. Everyone showcased their tattoos. The days of wearing your Sunday best to court were gone. Every day in Superior Court was casual Friday.

A fleet of uniformed police officers sat scattered among the friends and family; there was no bride’s or groom’s side. A handful of probation officers and defense attorneys sat in the front rows, scanning their files before the judge took the bench.

Although D.C. Superior Court was the training ground for some of America’s most renowned litigators, this windowless courtroom had seen better days. Yellow foam poked out through tears in the scuffed beige fabric covering the jury box and judge’s bench. The thin brown carpeting had worn out in patches along the most trafficked areas. An irregular brown stain spread across several fluorescent light panels, where, according to legend, a rat had gotten trapped and died.
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