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“Forsaken Oath...is informed, thrilling action in and out of the courtroom, and few can portray it better than V.S. Kemanis. Highly recommended.” — San Francisco Review of Books

“By far the best of the e-book originals under consideration is V.S. Kemanis’ Homicide Chart... Besides being a well-written novel with interesting characters and strong narrative impetus, it is a law buff’s delight, with intelligent discussions of unusual legal situations and excellent courtroom combat. Kemanis is an excellent writer...” — Jon L. Breen, Mystery Scene Magazine

“Riveting reading... V.S. Kemanis’s compelling legal thriller Deep Zero distinguishes itself with its powerful blend of vivid writing, legal expertise and insight, and finely and compassionately drawn characters.” — Foreword Reviews

Thursday’s List is an “engaging and thought-provoking account of financial crimes, money laundering and the workings of a drug cartel... A stunning portrayal of the deep bonds of friendship and the complexities that are encountered when that friendship is threatened... Well written, with a plot that is complex and presented in a way that will keep you captivated...” — The Kindle Book Review

“Kemanis writes in a precise prose that elucidates the stakes of the cases while delving into the interior lives of her characters... [Seven Shadows is] a finely crafted legal thriller with fully realized characters.” — Kirkus Reviews

Homicide Chart is “a page-turner, expertly written and well crafted, deftly plotted with characters that portray real, human emotions... Kemanis is a writer of high caliber worth noting, and this is a novel well worth reading.” — The U.S. Review of Books

Forsaken Oath “really shines. A powerful book...” — Mystery Sequels

“Kemanis writes in a style that adeptly dramatizes legal arguments while also finding moments of stark lyricism... [Deep Zero] is a well-drawn legal thriller.” — Kirkus Reviews

In Homicide Chart, “Kemanis meters out the suspense in compelling fashion... A well-paced, polished, and highly enjoyable read... Highly recommended.” — Carmen Amato, author of 43 Missing

Forsaken Oath is “clever, immersive... Kemanis, a talented weaver of scene and exposition, keeps the reader engaged with each new twist and bit of evidence. There is a lived-in feel to Bureau 90 that sets this work apart from lesser legal thrillers...” — Kirkus Reviews

In Deep Zero, Kemanis “vividly portrays the difficulties of balancing the intricacies of the practice of law with the intimacies of the practice of parenthood. Her principal players seem particularly real... This is a confident author as at home with courtrooms, legal briefs, and summary judgments as she is with bedrooms, term papers, and adolescent anxiety.” — The U.S. Review of Books

In Thursday’s List, “Kemanis draws on her experience as a prosecutor at the county and state levels and brings her personal knowledge of the investigation process into the story. Her overall attention to detail makes the work a true page-turner.” — Kirkus Reviews

“In Homicide Chart, V.S. Kemanis weaves three separate plot lines into a compelling tale. Her characters are well defined, very authentic, painted with a deft hand. This is Ms. Kemanis’ real talent. She makes us care for the characters.” — Online Book Club

“In Deep Zero...we return to the complex world of District Attorney Dana Hargrove, who, once again, in her line of work, is dealing with several unusual cases... There are no quiet moments, the plot is extremely suspenseful, and drama abounds as well... I was literally on the edge of my seat...” — Mystery Sequels

“Forsaken Oath is a terrific legal thriller, written by a prosecutor who knows her way around the legal trenches. Kemanis’s expertise brings wonderful authenticity to a twisting plot.” — Allison Leotta, author of The Last Good Girl

In Seven Shadows, “tension mounts and leads to a climactic confrontation that is surprisingly different from what one might expect. Kemanis has created an engaging plot on which to build her narrative—one chock full of technical legal expertise. Yet it is the emotional tributaries that flow from that plot that give this story a greater sense of literary weight. By honestly exploring the intimate feelings of her characters, she lifts this tale to a level above the average mystery. Recommended.” — The U.S. Review of Books
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Thursday, November 17, 1994

EVAN FELL INTO an easy rhythm, marked by his favorite internal mantra, the two syllables of his wife’s name. Da – na. Repeated every two steps, the refrain drove him forward with the climbing rate of his beating heart.

On the path ahead, another jogger approached and passed him by. Evan’s focus didn’t waver. He was smiling to himself, thinking of Dana. At six this morning, standing in the half light from the open doorway, he gazed at her profile and dark hair fanned out on the white pillow top. She was in a deep sleep, exhausted from a demanding week ungraciously crowned by last night’s ordeal. He had no doubt that her amazing resilience would see her through. Later, when he returned home after his run, she would be up and ready to take on the day.

Further up the path, his mantra changed. Tra – vis. After the third repetition, the boy’s face came to mind, a dimpled smile bursting over white pearls of baby teeth. Evan’s laboring chest filled with cautious joy, checked by an undercurrent of worry. Innocence and vulnerability played at the back of his mind.

Early mornings were the times he reserved for himself, alone in Central Park. In the breaking dawn, Evan would cover two miles or five, whatever his schedule allowed. Never completely alone, he carried his family in heart and mind. Sometimes, despite his intentions, the office jogged along with him. He was apart from his work but never free, his responsibilities merely held at bay.

These were the times he had the best chance of shaking any trifling worries. His life, really, was perfect. His family was at the center. Their voices resounded deep within him as the sweat flowed, soaking the band around his ears and his cotton shirt. His earlier life as a lonely, beer-drinking bachelor was a distant memory, replaced with sure and grounding connections. This exercise regimen was just another sign of his transformation and commitment. For a year now he’d been trimming the spare tire and building muscle. All for them.

Dana might know exactly how Evan’s mind worked, what he would be thinking and feeling on his morning runs. Others, his colleagues at the firm, couldn’t really know. His reputation for cheerful optimism preceded him. A ready smile and easy manner came naturally and provided his best defense against the tendency to overthink any situation. There’d been tough court dates, tense negotiations, difficult depositions. There’d been Tuesday’s deposition. Today’s settlement proposal. For Dana, homicide chart and phone calls in the middle of the night.

Later, not now. The morning is still mine.

A subtle dawn pinked the tree trunks to his right. Da – na – Da – na ... Travis. His rhythm seized up, grabbed by insecurity. Evan felt no more prepared to be a parent at the age of thirty-seven than he felt a decade ago. What kind of world was this for a child? He and Dana had seen enough of the mean streets, the possibilities in human behavior, the threats and hidden dangers. They, better than most people, understood that no one, really, was safe.

Today, Evan didn’t have time for the long route. He made his way up the west side of the park but skipped the path around the reservoir and turned back at the Great Lawn, retracing his steps back down to the 70s. In the last few minutes before exiting the park, he liked to go all out, pushing his limits. He sprinted from 77th down to Strawberry Fields and slowed again to a jog as he emerged onto the concrete at 72nd.

Traffic was picking up on the avenue, the rush hour well begun. Evan used the city pavement for his cool down period, decelerating to a brisk walk on his way back home to West End Avenue at 75th. A biting wind cut his cheek and pressed the wet cotton fabric of his tee-shirt into his chest, under the sweatshirt. It couldn’t be more than forty-five degrees, and in minutes he would lose his self-manufactured heat. The chill was a reminder of the deepening autumn, the shortening of the days. Soon, he’d be running in the dark, but for now there was light, the new day beginning.

He felt an urgency to get home and into the shower. A quick breakfast with Dana and Travis. Instructions for Anneke. Kisses for wife and son. The office.

There were several ways back and he never planned it out, making a random pattern of zig and zag according to whim. Today he took Central Park West, crossed over at 73rd, and walked on the north side of the street. The curb was lined with parked cars on both sides, bumper to bumper. A handful of people bustled east and west, in contrast to a white-haired, stooped man who lingered next to a tree with his leashed, sniffing cocker spaniel.

After crossing Columbus Avenue, partway into the block, a taxi rushed westward, the direction in which Evan was headed. Further up, closer to Amsterdam Avenue, the taxi slowed to maneuver around two double-parked vehicles, a blue and white Crown Victoria and a drab-colored detective’s ride. Police activity. Something was going on. The building of interest was a brownstone on the north side of the street, with stairs up to the front door and a basement apartment underneath. A uniformed police officer stood on the sidewalk in front of the stairway, resting a hand on his utility belt as he rocked back and forth, heels to toes.

From about half a block away, Evan saw a woman emerge from the front door of the brownstone and descend the stairs. She was an efficient early riser, dressed in business attire with a briefcase slung across on a shoulder strap. The police officer stopped the woman and showed her a piece of paper. They exchanged words. She shook her head and pointed toward the front door. Perhaps she was indicating that she’d already seen the detective inside.

Evan was nearly to the stairway when the woman and police officer finished their short conversation. From his days in the New York County District Attorney’s Office, Evan had gotten to know many of the men and women in blue. But he didn’t recognize this one, a young cop with an accessible face and a slim body, almost dwarfed by the uniform. The officer permitted the woman to continue on her way. She turned right and headed west, a short distance ahead of Evan.

As he passed the officer, Evan glanced at him and nodded a pleasant “hello.” The officer warily nodded in return. There was no way the officer could know that this sweat-soaked exercise nut was a former assistant district attorney married to a current ADA. Evan felt slightly ridiculous.

He snapped his head straight again and picked up the pace, closing the distance between him and the woman. She was barely a dozen yards ahead, clacking the pavement in new, chunky heels. Evan no longer desired to make eye contact with anyone. Resuming his jogger persona, he intended to pass her on the left without a glance. But then, something caught his eye.

The woman’s right heel just missed it, an object lying on the sidewalk where it intersected with the front steps of the next building. The object was so familiar and imbued with tender memory that the sight of it there, forlorn, discarded, kicked and stepped upon, filled his chest with emotion.

The antlers gave it away. Yellow against the dark brown head. Evan came to a halt, the woman forgotten. He rushed to pick it up. If this was the one, the tag would be torn halfway, nearly off... Yes, this was it, Chocolate the Moose.

Evan examined the small stuffed animal, not much bigger than his hand. Maybe it could be cleaned up? Beanie Babies had become collectibles, and this particular character could no longer be found in any of the stores. Yesterday evening, Travis had tearfully related the loss of his favorite toy, yet Anneke couldn’t say where he might have dropped it. They’d been to the park that day, as usual.

How crazy was this? To be walking along, and so unexpectedly, to be looking straight at it!

The desire to get home surged anew. In a break from habit, Evan abandoned his cool down period and ran at top speed, as traffic allowed, all the way home.
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A week earlier

Thursday, November 10, 1994

ONE OF THE JURORS winked at Dana. Number Ten. She pretended not to notice and avoided his eyes. Her adversary, defense attorney Seth Kaplan, couldn’t have seen it. Otherwise, he’d be out of his chair screaming, “Mistrial!”

She continued her summation, letting her eyes fall briefly on the faces of the other jurors one at a time, seven women and four men. “Lawrence Kleeger wasn’t asking to be a witness to a murder. It was just another day on the job for him. At about three o’clock, Larry pulled the Glass Works van into the service drive at the projects. He was there to install a window in Dwayne Little’s building.”

Dana sensed the continued attention of the winking juror. Number Ten, the pharmacist, gray at the temples and old enough to be her father. His lips formed a crooked smile. Why now, when the trial was almost over? She’d done nothing to bring this on. Dana strolled along the rail of the jury box and took up a spot on the other side.

“Larry started to unload the van when something caught his eye. Dwayne rushed out the front door with two men chasing him. The men were about the same height, but one was very muscular, the other thin and slight. Larry thought the first guy looked like a ‘body builder,’ and the skinny one, well, you recall Larry’s testimony. He told you, ‘I’ll never forget that face.’”

Dana turned to look at the defendant, and most of the jurors followed her gaze. His face was remarkable. Regular features and tough-guy good looks, but the medium brown complexion was marred with distinct, large white patches, a paint splatter near the mouth and an oversized amoeba next to an eye. A noticeable case of vitiligo.

Tyrone Marshall was the man with the unforgettable face. His friends and enemies alike called him “Stain.” He was nineteen years old and belonged to a street gang known as Bred Nation, a fact which the jury was not allowed to know. In pretrial hearings, Seth had convinced the Honorable Jacquelyn DuBois that Marshall’s gang affiliation was irrelevant, since there was no evidence of a gang-related motive for the murder. At most, there was an allegation of a personal grudge. Stain was sensitive about his skin condition, and Dwayne Little had dissed him badly about it in front of his peers. The judge agreed with Seth that any reference to Bred Nation would be unduly prejudicial to the defense and precluded that evidence during the trial.

After using the “personal grudge” argument to win his point in pretrial hearings, Seth trampled on it during his summation to the jury at the end of the trial. The prosecutor’s theory of motive was ludicrous, he argued. “Sticks and stones.” Who would murder someone over a bit of name calling?

Dana silently admitted that the theory was a bit thin. She suspected a gang-related motive but couldn’t prove it. What remained, however, was still a very strong case, including her credible identification witness.

“That’s right, ladies and gentlemen,” she continued. “Larry couldn’t forget that face. In broad daylight, from a distance of twenty feet, he had a clear view of this defendant and his friend. There can be no mistake.”

Seth jumped to his feet. “Objection, Your Honor. ‘Friend’? ‘No mistake’? Counsel is testifying.”

“Overruled. Members of the jury, Ms. Hargrove’s arguments are not evidence. Your recollection of the testimony is what counts.” And I’m entitled to keep going without these interruptions, Seth! Judge DuBois may have shared Dana’s thought as she instructed the jury in a deep and even tone. Her voice commanded respect, and together with the black robe and her perch behind the elevated bench, created an illusion of a presence much larger than her five feet and one hundred pounds might otherwise convey.

“The defendant and the body builder moved in front of Dwayne, blocking his way to the street. Two against one. They jabbed at his shoulders and chest, pushing and arguing. Dwayne put his hands in the air and shook his head, ‘no.’ The defendant stepped back, pulled out a gun, and fired twice into Dwayne’s chest. This was the man Larry saw firing the gun, the man with the unforgettable face.” Dana turned and pointed at Stain for emphasis.

Seth turned a blasé eye up to the ceiling. Theatrics. Dana saw the look and could only imagine what else might be going on behind her back as she addressed the jury. Maybe it was good that Seth was preoccupied with his own playacting. Less chance he would notice Number Ten’s inappropriate attention.

On the other side of the room, a wellspring of positive energy emanated from the prosecution table. As Dana turned back to the jury, she caught the shining, buttery-brown eyes of Eric Trumble, the junior assistant district attorney who was second-seating the trial. For any junior ADA, second-seating was a great opportunity to gain experience on a major case. For Eric, this was another chance to sit next to Dana at counsel table, where he could smell her perfume and absorb her aura of greatness. Eric was somewhat in awe.

“The defendant ran, but he couldn’t hide. Larry’s detailed description led the police in the right direction, and two days later, the defendant was placed in a lineup. Larry had no trouble identifying him as the shooter.”

Dana was now ready for her next move, to debunk the alibi defense. Marshall had testified in his best schoolboy manner that he’d been visiting his girlfriend “Midnight” in the building next door and left her apartment at about three o’clock. The seventeen-year-old Midnight—true name Janlee Wilkerson—dutifully testified for her boyfriend and corroborated that fact. Marshall claimed that, after he left Midnight’s apartment, he was walking in front of Dwayne’s building when the shots rang out. Instinctively, like everyone else nearby, he ran.

“This is a case of mistaken identity,” Seth had argued to the jury during his summation. “In the confusion of shots and faces and people running, Larry identified the wrong guy. I’m not saying he isn’t honest and well meaning. Larry is a likeable window repairman who has no reason to lie. But we all make mistakes, and quite simply, Larry made a mistake. He just got it wrong. We can’t convict a man based on a mistake. And even if you’re not quite sure whether Larry made a mistake, we still can’t convict a man on that basis either. If you’re not quite sure, then you have a reasonable doubt, and if you have a reasonable doubt, you must return a verdict of not guilty.”

Seth’s magnetism and sincerity had the power to convince. In the past six years, he and Dana had squared off a number of times in court. Seth was a formidable adversary. But the years had seen a slow change since his days as a rookie. A slight tarnish. A sag in his suit coat. Dishwater blond hair brushing his collar line. Mornings, the face in shadow. A creeping sarcasm. Still, his aqua blue eyes possessed a glimmer of hope and idealism, something Dana tried to ignore with the memory it evoked of that time so long ago, the attraction she’d felt...

“Mr. Kaplan asked you not to credit Larry’s testimony. All a mistake, he says.” Dana glanced at Seth again, this time holding his eyes for a good second. “But Larry gave the only scenario that makes any sense. It fits the evidence of the defendant’s vendetta. Stain never forgot how Dwayne humiliated him in graphic language. This murder is about retribution, pure and simple. But even if you have a doubt as to motive, that isn’t a reason to acquit. We can never know what goes on in a person’s mind. Motive isn’t an element of the crime, and I have no obligation to prove it. Don’t let Mr. Kaplan’s arguments about motive distract you from the other evidence in this case which has no innocent explanation. It’s the evidence that tells you beyond any doubt that Tyrone Marshall is the killer. I’m talking about the previous shooting and the testimony of Darlene Little.”

Just two weeks before his death, Dwayne Little had been grazed by a bullet in another shooting. The bullet was recovered from a wall at the scene. A few days after that, Dwayne was on the street with his sixteen-year-old sister Darlene when he saw the defendant and pointed him out. “He’s the one,” Dwayne said. Darlene testified for the prosecution and was a believable witness, with no reason to lie about her brother’s accusation.

The gun itself was never found, and predictably, the defendant denied any involvement in the earlier shooting. But the defense was left without any explanation for the ballistics evidence and Darlene Little’s testimony. Why would she manufacture a false accusation? She had nothing to gain by putting the wrong person away.

“What does the ballistics evidence tell us? The same weapon was used in both shootings. The bullets that killed Dwayne Little were fired from the same gun as the bullet that grazed him two weeks earlier. Ballistics evidence doesn’t lie. It doesn’t make a mistake.”

A few heads nodded in agreement.

Dana concluded her argument and returned to her seat at counsel table next to Eric. She was satisfied with her summation. The jury had been receptive. A guilty verdict was never a sure thing, but she was feeling optimistic.

The judge instructed the jurors on the law and dismissed them to begin their deliberations. It was lunchtime, and sandwiches would be ordered and delivered to them in the jury room.

The stenographer and the court clerk took a break. The sole spectator in the audience patiently waited. The court officers escorted the defendant to the rail and allowed him a brief visit with her before taking him back to the lockup to await the verdict. After the visit, Stain’s mother slowly retreated down the aisle and pushed through the swinging door of the courtroom. Dana knew she wouldn’t be going far. She’d attended every day of the trial, maintaining a calm presence in the first pew, her eyes wide and expressive. She would be back for the verdict, and no doubt there’d be tears to go along with it.

When the courtroom was cleared, Judge DuBois chatted with the lawyers at the bench.

“It’s been just like old home week, hasn’t it?” the judge quipped. They all knew each other well except for Eric, who was somewhat out of the loop. He smiled sheepishly.

“I couldn’t have said it any better,” remarked Dana.

“I’m not going to comment, Judge,” said Seth with a faint smile. “It seems the two of you have more of a history.” He wagged his index finger back and forth between the two women for emphasis.

Judge DuBois, former chief of the Special Narcotics Bureau, fondly known as “Jack” to her ex-colleagues, had been a mentor to Dana. But in her fifteen years at the DA’s office, she’d also tried several cases against Seth, and they shared a mutual respect. When pitted against Jack, Seth had never been able to win points for his clients by pinning their crimes on poverty and sorry circumstances. The judge was a shining example of perseverance over adversity. She’d pulled herself up from impoverished beginnings as a foster child, worked her way through school on pure smarts, and built her distinguished career in the law, stomping out some of the worst villains from her old neighborhood in Harlem. Her latest accomplishment, an appointment to the criminal trial bench, was the logical progression in her career.

The judge gave a hearty laugh. Gold hoop earrings and a close natural haircut added personality to the neutral black robe she wore. “All I can say is, it’s good to have such talent in the courtroom. Nice job, counselors.” With a sly smile, the judge caught Dana’s eye and gave a surreptitious wink that suggested her awareness of Number Ten’s inappropriate attention. The two women felt this shared secret, a very small but unassailable nugget of their former solidarity. In anything that really mattered, however, Jack’s rulings from the bench were eminently fair to both sides. Hadn’t she given Seth a gang-free trial against a known gang member?

“Robert has your numbers?” The judge was referring to the court clerk.

Seth, Dana, and Eric answered in the affirmative. Mobile phone numbers and office numbers had been left with Robert, who would summon them to return to the courtroom when the jury had questions or arrived at a verdict. Dana didn’t mourn the inconvenience of an earlier time in her career when she had to remain glued to her office telephone whenever a jury was out. Now, she was completely attached to her Nokia mobile phone, lovingly caressing the bumps of its number pad as it rested in her jacket pocket. She also used it religiously to keep in touch with home. Travis was always at the back of her mind.

If only there weren’t so many dead zones in the Criminal Court building. She had to keep looking at her display to make sure she had a signal.

“Don’t go far,” said Seth. “Their first question is gonna be, ‘what happened to Bounce?’”

“The judge already gave an instruction,” said Dana. “But she didn’t call him Bounce.”

“Right. The body builder.”

“I didn’t call him that either,” said Judge DuBois. “I believe the instruction was that they weren’t to speculate as to the whereabouts of the second person allegedly with the defendant at the scene of the crime.”

“When you tell them not to speculate, it only invites speculation,” said Seth in a sour grapes tone of voice.

“It goes both ways, counselor,” the judge retorted. “ADA Hargrove would like me to tell the jury that the DA declined to prosecute Bounce for lack of evidence, and you’d like me to tell them that he’s a notorious gang member and suspected murderer being prosecuted by the feds. The middle road is that the jury is not allowed to speculate.”

Seth had to nod his head in agreement with the fairness in this.

The young man known as Bounce (given name Brendon Hayes) was an eighteen-year-old gang member currently under indictment in the federal system. Dana had no doubt he was the “body builder,” but Larry had been unable to identify him in a lineup, and no other witness had come forward. Under the circumstances, Dana was happy enough that the feds were taking care of Bounce’s future by prosecuting him for racketeering in connection with his gang activities, while she prosecuted Stain for Little’s murder in the New York State system.

The assistant U.S. attorney had also told her that Bounce was cooperating with the feds to provide evidence against the leaders of Bred Nation, those higher up in the chain. As part of the deal, he would be pleading guilty to racketeering, admitting criminal acts he’d committed for the gang. These were known as “pattern acts” under the federal racketeering statute. If Bounce ratted on enough bad guys before his sentencing date, he would get a break in the amount of time he’d have to serve.

Dana had divulged all of this to Seth, complying with her legal obligation to reveal anything she knew which might be remotely exculpatory. A common defense strategy was to pin the crime on a missing cohort. From Dana’s point of view, it was surprising that Seth hadn’t adopted that strategy at trial. She guessed that it was the defendant’s strategy—against Seth’s advice—to present his transparent alibi defense.

The judge and attorneys discussed a few remaining details before going their separate ways to await the verdict. Seth hurried out first, and Dana took a slower pace down the center aisle with Eric at her side. His silence during their conferences with the judge was understandable in light of his junior status and slight insecurity around experienced attorneys, but it stood in stark contrast to his normal loquaciousness and borderline foul mouth. Eric was not one to be shy about his opinion around Dana, and she asked him now for his thoughts on the trial.

“You scored big with that summation. This’ll be a quick one for guilty. That sonuvabitch is going down. Can I carry that?”

“No thanks, got it.” Dana shifted the handle of her fat briefcase from right hand to left. “I wouldn’t say that word too loudly. Mom is waiting outside.” They were about to step through the swinging door.

“Always putting my foot in it.” He shook his head, hand on the door. “If I had your way with words...”

“Don’t slight yourself. You really nailed it with Detective Blake.” Dana had asked Eric to handle the direct examination of a few police witnesses, including the ballistics expert Blake, and he’d done a decent job.

Eric looked pleased. They paused in the wide corridor outside the courtroom. Their expressions betrayed awareness of Marshall’s mother standing at the far end near a large window, looking down at the street ten floors below.

“Do you want lunch?” Eric asked. He wasn’t past attempting to spend every possible moment with Dana, although his former infatuation had been realistically tamed to a sort of academic admiration in deference to her marital status. In 1988, during his year between undergraduate studies and law school, he’d been Dana’s trial preparation assistant when she was a rookie. His work as a TPA had been impressive and helped to pave his way into the DA’s office upon his graduation from law school in 1992.

Dana fingered her Nokia and pulled it out. Good signal strength. “No, I’ve got to call home first, then I’ll grab something downstairs.” She was referring to the hole-in-the-wall coffee shop with shrink-wrapped sandwiches of questionable freshness. She usually bought only a piece of fruit and a protein bar.

“Okay, but hey. You know I have a conflict this afternoon. My CW is coming in at four. It’s the only time she could make it.”

“Right.” Eric was starting a trial tomorrow, an apartment burglary, and he needed to prepare his complaining witness for her testimony. “That’s okay,” Dana assured him. The world will go on without you, she thought with a smile, not unkindly.

“I’ll be pissed if I can’t be there for the verdict.”

“I know, but if you’re tied up, I’ll give you a blow-by-blow later.”

Eric waved goodbye and turned toward the elevator in the opposite direction from Mrs. Marshall. This was Dana’s name for her, although she wasn’t sure if “Mrs. Marshall” had ever married Stain’s father. She was a single mom who looked to be only thirty-six or thirty-seven, four or five years older than Dana. Her son Tyrone, a boy of nineteen, was headed for state prison. Or a walk. Nothing was sure in this business. Tyrone. Dana tried to think of him with his given name, to remind herself of the person underneath the external trappings of behavior and street moniker.

Briefly, instinctively, Dana followed Eric, watching the back of his flaxen head and gangling stride as he made his way to the elevator. She took up a spot in the corridor at a greater distance from Mrs. Marshall, on the edge of diminishing signal strength for her Nokia. The courthouse quieted down during the lunch hour, and only a few attorneys mingled in the echoing, broad corridor.

She dropped her briefcase to the floor, leaned against the wall, and pressed the number “1” in speed dialing. After the second ring, Anneke picked up. “Hello? Goodhue residence,” said the girl in a Dutch accent.

“Hi, Anneke.” Pronounced like “ah-nuh-kuh,” although Dana’s version didn’t quite match the authentic sound of her au pair’s accent. My God. This trial wouldn’t leave her mind. This was the first moment it occurred to her that Anneke was the same age as Tyrone. Two nineteen-year-olds from different worlds. But Anneke had proven her maturity and good judgment a hundred times in the past few months, quelling any lingering misgivings about her age. Next month she would turn twenty, a number that felt better. “How’s everything going?” Dana asked.

“Good. Everything’s fine. Travis just had his peanut butter sandwich and applesauce. We’re going to the park later. Want to talk to him?” Anneke always asked this, and Dana always said “yes” unless she absolutely didn’t have a single available minute.

“Want to speak to Mommy?” she heard in the background, followed by toddling footsteps on a hardwood floor and a sudden whoosh of panting breath from the child’s mouth pressed into the receiver. “Mommy?”

“Hi, Tug.” Travis Ulrich Goodhue. “You having a good day?”

“Mommy!”

“Yes—”

“Mommy, Chockit had choos.” Dana understood this to mean that Chocolate the Moose had been drinking juice.

“Really?”

“My sippy cup.”

“Chocolate was drinking from your sippy cup? How nice.” Juice on moose and possibly elsewhere. She would be asking Anneke about this later. “Are you going to the park?”

“Park. Bye-bye Mommy!”

“I love you! Hugs for Tug.”

There was a clunk, and Anneke picked up the receiver from the floor. “Sorry,” she said.

“It’s okay. I’m not sure when I’ll be home. I have a jury out, so I’ll call you later.”

“All right.”

Dana gave a few instructions about dinner, and the conversation was closed. Without another glance at the mother standing by the window, she picked up her briefcase and continued in the opposite direction, toward the elevator.

––––––––
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THERE WAS A CALL at about two thirty. All three lawyers returned to the courtroom to hear the jury’s requests. Bounce was not a subject of inquiry. They wanted a read-back of Darlene Little’s testimony and asked to bring the bullets with them into the jury room. Two from Dwayne’s abdomen and one from the earlier shooting, pulled out of a wall. In plastic evidence baggies.

“What the hell for?” asked Eric as they walked out again. “The bullets don’t mean squat without Blake’s testimony.”

“Some juries just need something physical,” Dana told him. “Makes it real to them. Since there’s no gun, the bullets will have to do.”

They went back to their offices in Trial Bureau 90, in the state office building across the street from the Criminal Court building, and tried to go about other business while they waited. Eric’s office was at the end of the hall reserved for multiple-attorney offices. He’d recently graduated from misdemeanors to felonies and was no longer in a four-person rookie office but still had an officemate, just one, Ernest Chin. Dana’s title was senior trial counsel, and she had a private office at the other end of the hall, closer to the offices of Bureau Chief Patrick McBride and Deputy Bureau Chief Michele Seidman.

Dana loved this place, TB 90, where she’d been initiated into the world of criminal law in the fall of 1987. In 1988, she’d been transferred—involuntarily—to the elite Financial Crimes Bureau, and after a two-year stay, asked for a transfer back to her original bureau. The work on complex money crimes had been valuable, but the investigations were paper intensive and slow moving. In the end, Dana came to realize that she thrived on the constant activity and pressure of street crime, even with all the extra aggravation and frustration that came with it.

Big changes were in the offing. Their highly revered chief had just won the election for district attorney. Come January 1, Patrick would be taking over his new digs, an immense office on the eighth floor of the Criminal Court building. Everyone assumed that Michele would be bumped up to the head spot in the bureau, leaving her position vacant. Any senior attorney hoping for a long-term career path within the office had an eye on the deputy spot.

At four forty-five, the second call came into Dana’s office line. “This is it,” Robert said. She bolted out of her chair. Depending on the traffic in the elevator banks of the two buildings, she’d be back in the courtroom within three to five minutes.

On her way out, she passed Eric’s office and glanced through his open door. His officemate was gone, but a middle-aged woman sat across from him at the desk with her back to the door. Eric turned his eyes up to meet Dana’s. He gave her a shrug and a chagrined look. She responded with her own shrug and a quick wave.

Back in the courtroom, the participants were beginning to assemble. Dana walked up the center aisle in her two-inch pumps, the sound magnified in the stillness. Mrs. Marshall was the lone spectator, sitting in the front pew, her head and shoulders visible above the back of her seat. She wore the same conservative taupe-colored suit she’d worn every day of the trial and sat with erect posture, head held high.

Seth had already taken his seat at counsel table. Dana pushed through the gate into the area reserved for the participants, nodded at Seth, and placed her briefcase on the prosecution table, the one closest to the empty jury box. The elevated bench was cold and vacant. The stenographer sat at her machine, feeding in a new accordion-folded stack of paper. Robert was at the clerk’s table to the side of the bench, ready to use his desk phone to call Judge DuBois when everyone was assembled. Dana said to him, “Did you speak to Mr. Trumble? He’s unable to make it. We can go ahead without him.” Robert nodded his assent.

A side door opened and Tyrone Marshall entered, his hands cuffed in front of his body. A court officer held one elbow and another officer ambled behind. Over the past few days, Marshall’s “gansta” strut had slowly transformed into a stoop-shouldered shuffle in moments when he appeared defeated. He would drop his head and move his lips in speech, silently muttering to himself. He showed these behaviors now. As he approached the defense table, his head bobbed up. He glanced at his mother and gave a fleeting smile. The whites of his eyes were pink and suggested a hint of the fear underneath his play at nonchalance.

One of the officers removed the cuffs, and the defendant sat down. Seth bent forward in his seat, looked up into his client’s eyes, and placed a hand on his back. A few words were whispered. Seth was an excellent lawyer, but the most prominent feature of his lawyering was the personal concern that beamed from his face. He genuinely cared about his clients.

Robert picked up the phone, and seconds later, the judge strolled in. “All rise,” intoned the clerk. Judge DuBois ascended the bench. “Bring in the jury,” she said.

They remained standing as the door to the jury room opened. This was the moment of truth. Most experienced lawyers could predict the verdict from the jurors’ behavior as they filed into the courtroom, even before the foreperson spoke. A light mood, smiles, a sense of relief, and the temerity to glance at the defendant most often preceded the words “not guilty.” A somber mood, clenched jaws, and a dogged refusal to meet the defendant’s eyes most often preceded a declaration of “guilty.”

This jury was very somber indeed.

One by one they filed in, seven women and five men, each one wearing blinders on the way to his or her seat in the jury box. Number Ten had completely forgotten his attraction to Dana.

A half dozen were seated when Dana heard the clunk of the courtroom door behind her and the scuffle of footsteps. She turned to see Eric rushing up the aisle, piece of paper in hand. He pushed through the gate and handed it to Dana just as the last juror took her seat. Everyone sat down.

Eric was out of breath, and his boyish brow was crunched in worry. She looked at him with a puzzled expression on her face. Everyone looked at him. Then Dana’s eyes fell to the paper and she read the brief note written there.

The judge waited for the word before proceeding.

Time stood still while Dana made her decision. She had a choice, and there would be dire ramifications either way. She’d seen the looks on the jurors’ faces and felt the tense expectancy in Eric’s body at her side. Her heart pounded out the seconds. Five beats.

The judge raised an eyebrow. “All is well?”

“Yes, Your Honor, I’m sorry for the interruption.”

The judge turned to Robert and nodded the go ahead.

Dana felt a hand on her forearm. Eric seemed to disagree. But she didn’t look at him, and he removed his hand. She knew he wouldn’t do anything else to interrupt.

“Will the jury please rise,” instructed the clerk.

The jurors complied.

“Will the defendant please rise and face the jury.”

Tyrone did so.

“Madam Foreperson, has the jury agreed upon a verdict?”

“We have.”

“What say you on the count of murder in the second degree, guilty or not guilty?”

“Guilty.”

A cry escaped the throat of Mrs. Marshall.

The defendant turned to his mother and dropped to his seat.

Mrs. Marshall gave her son a single, intense pain-filled look, but did not stand or protest further. Her proud posture sagged and she lowered her face into a handkerchief, sobbing quietly.

Seth asked the court to poll the jury. One by one, each juror was required to say the word “guilty.” When the verdict was indelibly recorded, Judge DuBois gave a brief speech, thanking them for their service and telling them they were free to go.

After the jurors filed out through the side door and it was closed behind them, Dana rose. “Your Honor.”

“Yes, Ms. Hargrove.”

“This is somewhat irregular, but I have a post-trial disclosure to make.”

Seth stood. “Disclosure? Now? If this is about that mysterious note, Your Honor asked Ms. Hargrove what was up the moment Mr. Trumble walked in. She said it was nothing.”

“I don’t believe I said it was nothing.”

“What do you have?” asked the judge.

The paper was now wet and crumpled in her hand. She did not need to refer to it. A muffled expletive slipped from Eric’s lips. Dana squared her shoulders. “Brendon Hayes, the man allegedly with the defendant at the scene of the murder, pled guilty today in federal court to the charge of racketeering.”

“We were aware of his impending guilty plea,” said Seth.

“But the indictment had been sealed. We didn’t know the pattern acts in support of the racketeering charge. This afternoon, Hayes admitted that the shooting of Dwayne Little was a gang hit, and that he, Hayes, was the one who fired the gun.”

Mrs. Marshall jumped to her feet. “Bitch! You bitch let this jury—”

“Mistrial!” yelled Seth over the mother. “My client is innocent of this charge.”

The judge banged the gavel. “The trial is over counselor. You can’t move for a mistrial—”

“We move to set aside the verdict on the ground of newly discovered evidence. This evidence proves my client’s innocence. He must be released—immediately.”

Dana was trying to get a word in edgewise when the courtroom door behind them opened and two burly men in navy blue nylon jackets marched forward in the aisle. There! They would be the ones to set this straight.

Judge DuBois banged the gavel again over the din. As the two men passed through the gate, she asked them to state their business with the court.

“Special Agent David Bergin, FBI, Your Honor. I have a federal warrant for the arrest of Tyrone Marshall on the charge of racketeering.”
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2: Anneke
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WHEN DANA CALLED, Anneke was clearing away the lunch dishes on the dining table, and Travis was in the playroom, a small alcove off of the living room. The boy had turned two in August, the week Anneke started this job. He got into absolutely everything, and she had to watch him closely. She could leave him on his own for a few minutes in the playroom, the only place in the apartment that Dana and Evan had fully baby-proofed.

The dining area was a rectangle of hardwood floor between the kitchen and the carpeted living room. At lunchtime, Travis always sat up to the table in his booster seat, placed on top of a regular chair. Getting the food precisely into his mouth was a challenge, as well as keeping it off the floor and his clothing, face, and hair.

This lunchtime, against house rules, Anneke had allowed Travis to put Chocolate the Moose on the table next to his plate. She’d regretted her laxness the minute he lifted his sippy cup to Chocolate’s lips and tipped it up to give his friend a swallow. Gently, she took the moose away, and the boy didn’t cry for long. Anneke prided herself on a soft touch and maintained a conscious vigilance over her behavior. Her own mother had been rough.

Occasionally Anneke would pretend Travis was her child. Not often. But it was helpful at moments when he was especially trying, and it felt natural at moments when he was especially lovable.

No one could possibly think they were related. Travis had inherited Dana’s dark brown hair, eyebrows, and lashes, and Evan’s blue-gray eyes with flecks of gold, an arresting combination to go along with his pudgy, dimpled cheeks in olive skin. Anneke had an unruly mop of coarse, strawberry-blonde curls, green eyes, a few freckles across her chubby nose, and pale skin that went ruddy-cheeked and blotchy in a cold wind.

Dana always called around lunchtime, never a specific time, and would try the landline first, although she’d given Anneke a mobile phone as a backup. Anneke would spend the noon hour in anticipation of the call, postponing any afternoon outing until she received it. There was always a chance that one of them would be out of range on their mobile phones, causing unnecessary anxiety if Dana couldn’t get through. One day, they failed to connect, and Anneke could hear the tension in Dana’s voice when they finally spoke, late in the afternoon.

Perhaps there were times, like today, when Dana could discern from the noises over the line that Travis was not under a watchful eye at the moment of the call. Anneke picked up the cordless phone in the kitchen where she’d just placed the dishes in the sink. As she talked, she went back to the dining area before she called out to Travis, who came running across the carpet of the living room and onto the hardwood floor. The receiver was too large for his little hand. She helped him to hold it to his ear and stood helplessly by as he made his confession about the “choos” before pushing the phone away, causing Anneke to drop it.

She wasn’t too worried. The Goodhues were excellent employers and tolerant of her small mistakes and slip-ups. But she was still adapting to this new life abroad and her first full-time job. August, September, October, and now November. Going into the fourth month.

Anneke had replaced a middle-aged woman, a live-out, who’d been wonderful with Travis, but not very punctual, making Evan or Dana late to work several times. The family lore now included a few colorful anecdotes about cases thrown out of court owing to the former nanny. They decided that a live-in au pair was the sensible solution and were “so happy” to have Anneke with them. This is what they told her.

The arrangement was somewhat awkward. Not for Travis, of course, who loved human contact and thrived on extra attention. But this modest three-bedroom apartment on the ninth floor was a bit cramped for four people. Anneke’s room was the smallest one, but she was used to tight quarters. The apartment she’d grown up in and shared with her younger sister and parents was a converted single floor of an old house on a canal in Amsterdam.

In her new home, she was well past the initial shock of her confinement with strangers and their slowly-revealed habits. Now, it wasn’t so much the limited space but her awareness of unspoken thoughts that made everything so awkward. Daily, she felt the tension between her need for privacy and the desire to know and understand her new family. But if outward appearances were any indication, they were getting along just fine.

All in all, Anneke counted her blessings. She’d heard a few stories from other au pairs she knew in Manhattan, contacts that the agency had given her when she started the job. Marije, a girl of twenty from Holland, was having a particularly difficult time with her employers in an apartment several blocks north, on 85th Street. The mother was constantly breathing down Marije’s neck, calling her two, three and four times a day, asking detailed questions about their eighteen-month-old Elise, a toddler with spontaneous sunny smiles and equally spontaneous blood-curdling tantrums.

There were days when Anneke and Travis would be alone together for ten hours at a stretch. There were days when Anneke experienced small flashes of panic and instants of crushing loneliness. But everything could have been much worse. By the luck of the draw, she’d ended up with Travis and Marije got Elise. Daily, Anneke reminded herself of her good fortune, blocking out other things. She made an effort to keep the mood lively, even if the effort tired her.

“Come on, Travis. Let’s get ready for the park.”

“Park!” He hurtled into her presence and halted at her feet, taking up a rhythmic chant as he rocked right and left and back again: “Vitt-a bloom-in, road-a bloom-in, blou-a bloom-in, hail-a bloom-in.”

Oh, she was so proud of him! Reciting the Dutch she’d taught him during their late summer outings in the park. Witte bloemen, rode bloemen, blauwe bloemen, gele bloemen. It was their own little game.

“Heel goed, Travis. Do you remember what all those words mean?”

“Flowers.”

“Right. Do you remember the colors?”

“Red ones.”

“White, red, blue and yellow. But the flowers are all gone now.” Anneke’s English was excellent, with a few, endearing mispronunciations. Her “th” was more like a “d,” and “gone” sounded a bit like “con.” But like all well-educated Dutch girls, she was fully bilingual. English was a staple of the school curriculum every year from age six through eighteen.

“Come on, then, we’ll get your coat.” Chilly outside, but still fine enough for a walk to the park. She dreaded the days with pouring rain when they had to stay inside all day. Even then, she tried to find a way to get outside. There was an indoor play area just two blocks away if she could get to it. Colder weather would be here soon, but the Dutch were hearty folk, walking and cycling daily on the cobblestone streets of Amsterdam. Anneke was sturdily built and thick-boned. She would make Travis into a true little Dutchman, at least as far as the weather was concerned. It was good for him.

He followed her to the foyer, where she grabbed his puffy, hooded jacket from the coat closet. She crouched down to his level, aimed a sleeve toward an arm, and pushed it through. Her senses were alert. Intuitively, she determined that no other item of dress was needed since she’d changed him after lunch. Travis was not potty trained—yet—but Dana had promised they would start “working on it” soon.

Anneke pulled on her own pea coat and grabbed her mobile phone from the little table in the foyer, dropping it into a coat pocket and patting the outside. She grabbed the collapsible umbrella stroller from the coat closet as well.

“Want to get Chocolate?”

“Chock-it!” Travis spun around, looking blimpish and bundled as he ran to the playroom. She heard him thrashing about, calling for his friend, and then she remembered.

“I’ve got it, Tug.” She raced to the kitchen and grabbed the moose from the counter where she’d cleaned its mouth after the juice incident. “Come on, now. I’ve got Chocolate.”

He came running and watched as she tucked the small moose into a pocket on the back of the fabric seat of the stroller. They were ready to head out.

Down nine floors in the elevator and into the lobby they walked, Anneke holding Travis’s hand with her right and clutching the curved handles of the folded lightweight stroller with her left. They took it slow. She always made him walk as long as possible before giving in to his inevitable fatigue, popping open the stroller, and letting him ride.

She said hello to the doorman, who sat on a stool by the front door. Seeing her hands full, he jumped up to open the glass door. “Thanks, Bashkim,” she said.

“You’re welcome, Miss. But it’s Endrit.”

“I’m sorry, Endrit.”

He laughed, a gold tooth flashing in his top row of teeth toward the back. “I know, I know. So impossible.” He had black, wavy hair and a brilliantly happy smile in a craggy face of mismatched features.

Anneke laughed too. She could never tell them apart, the Albanian brothers, Bashkim and Endrit. It had taken her long enough just to learn their names. She could swear they were twins. Perhaps only Endrit had a gold tooth. She would have to look more closely at Bashkim’s mouth.

Endrit crouched a bit and waved at Travis, who returned the gesture.

Outside, a gust of wind knocked into them and vanished. It felt good to be released from that apartment, to shrink into insignificance within a world of tall buildings and pavement. The city trees had lost half their leaves. The sky was bleak. A car horn sounded. Peering down the street, she found the sidewalk strangely empty and quiet, an endless path of concrete. Skyscrapers loomed, hovering overhead, closing her in. It was a vast landscape, yet so confining, pressing in on all sides.

Anneke froze, crushed alive in a transparent, soundless vacuum. Where had everyone gone?

Reflexively and unthinking, she tightened her grip on Travis’s hand. What am I doing here? She twisted back to the left and saw two teenage girls at a distance behind them, twisted again and saw several more people across the street. Strangers.

Travis pulled at her hand. Sound rushed into her ears, and she heard voices behind her. The teenage girls.

“Okay.” She forced a laugh. “It’s okay. Let’s go, Travis.” The girls passed them by at a quick clip.

“Vitt-a bloom-in.” Travis started his chant to go along with his plodding, rhythmic footsteps.

They made their way eastward, one step at a time, toward the park. Alone together, a teenage girl and her two-year-old, unknown to every passerby.

Anneke’s mind fell into a dull, blank, numbing hum.

––––––––
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THIS WAS A DAY without toddling playmates. Anneke didn’t have the energy to go up to the playground on 81st and seek them out. She loitered here and there at the edge of the park, pointing out to Travis anything that seemed noteworthy, providing comments with appropriate, excited inflection in her voice. A Lhasa Apso on a leash. A very fast rollerblader. A man with knobby calf muscles speed walking in a tipping gait.

Already she could feel it coming. A dwindling of life, a darkening of days. There was less activity in the park today than there
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