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			‘My Dead Friends’

			I have begun,

			when I’m weary and can’t decide an answer to

			a bewildering question

			to ask my dead friends for their opinion

			and the answer is often immediate and clear.

			Should I take the job? Move to the city?

			Should I try to conceive a child in my middle age?

			They stand in unison shaking their heads and smiling –

			whatever leads to joy, they always answer,

			to more life and less worry. I look into the vase where

			Billy’s ashes were – it’s green in there, a green vase,

			and I ask Billy if I should return the difficult phone call,

			and he says, yes. Billy’s already gone through the

			frightening door,

			whatever he says I’ll do.

			Marie Howe

		

		
			Note

			The FBI declined to comment on the allegations made against it in this book.

		

		
			PROLOGUE

			West Palm Beach, Florida, 9 September 2022

			The Floridian heat overwhelms me as I step out of Miami International Airport and begin to make my way to the airport hotel. The air is heavy and full of moisture, the hot wind carrying an ominous feeling, a sense of dread. My flight out of Heathrow was delayed by several hours due to the queen’s death and so I have missed my train to West Palm Beach, and instead am staying in a hotel for the night and finishing my journey in the morning. Already, this trip feels doomed.

			I am here because, a few weeks ago, I sent an email to a lawyer named Jack Scarola about his client, who is known only by her first name – Carolyn. Carolyn, who is now 36, was sexually abused by Jeffrey Epstein and Ghislaine Maxwell, beginning when she was just 14 years old. Carolyn testified at Maxwell’s trial using only her first name to protect herself and her family from the disastrous consequences that too often come with speaking out. Carolyn has also never spoken at length to a journalist before.

			When I emailed Scarola asking to interview Carolyn, I did not expect that she would say yes. But I nonetheless sat down and wrote, as I always do, a long email about all the ways I ensure that my journalism is trauma-informed and that my interview style is safe, sensitive, and always puts victims’ needs and comfort first. I also, as I always do, disclosed that I myself am a survivor of child sexual abuse and have dedicated my investigative reporting skills to trying to contribute to a better understanding of the scourge of sexual abuse and its long shadow.

			To my great surprise, Carolyn responded to Scarola almost immediately.

			‘Please tell this journalist I would love to speak to her for her book and to call me ASAP.’ Before long, Carolyn and I had spoken on the phone and arranged for me to fly to West Palm Beach to see her.

			In the airport hotel that night, I reflect on how surreal it feels to be meeting with Carolyn after thinking about her so regularly for almost a year, ever since hearing her testimony on the stand at Ghislaine Maxwell’s federal sex trafficking trial in December of 2021. Her story affected me so deeply, and I feel honoured that she is willing to share more of her story with me; that she is willing to trust me with the intimate details of the worst things that have ever happened to her.

			Carolyn’s story was arguably the most important testimony in the Maxwell trial, for several reasons. First, because the charges associated with Carolyn’s story carried by far the longest sentence – the two charges that relied on her evidence carried a total sentence of 40 years, whereas the charges associated with the other victims’ stories carried between 5 and 15 years.

			That’s because Carolyn was trafficked by Jeffrey Epstein and Ghislaine Maxwell between 2001 and 2004, making her ordeal the latest of the four, with the other three victims being abused in the 1990s. When Maxwell and Epstein abused Jane, Kate and Annie – the other victims who testified at the trial – no substantive federal law existed criminalising sex trafficking. By the time Epstein and Maxwell abused Carolyn – unbeknown to them – a federal sex trafficking act had been passed that significantly toughened sentences for the offence. So it was that by the time Maxwell was charged for her crimes, 20 years later, the crimes she committed against Carolyn would be the only ones that could attract a substantive sex trafficking charge.

			But there’s a more important reason why Carolyn’s story was crucial to bringing Ghislaine Maxwell to justice: because it laid bare, in an excruciatingly honest way, just how severe the life-long effects of trauma really are; because Carolyn hid nothing from the jury about her life. Her testimony was raw, honest, unfiltered and completely heartbreaking.

			Carolyn’s story perfectly captures the way that trauma in childhood completely alters the course of our lives; the way it leaves us vulnerable to addiction, self-loathing and more trauma; the way it traps us in a cycle of violence and shame; the way it refuses to let us go.

			So here I am, almost a year after verdict day, sitting on a Greyhound bus from Miami to West Palm Beach, to meet Carolyn in the flesh. To meet the person who contributed to changing the course of history.

			As the bus makes its journey south down the Floridian coast, I get out my notebook from the trial and I review Carolyn’s testimony, to make sure I am familiar with her story for our interview.

			Carolyn has requested that I book a hotel room for our interview so that we can have some privacy. That afternoon, we meet at the hotel. I recognise her immediately, of course, from the witness stand, but what I didn’t expect is that she would recognise me, too.

			‘Oh, I remember you from the trial!’ she says excitedly, and hugs me. ‘You were the person I chose to look at every time my husband had to leave the courtroom to go to the bathroom.’

			We hug for a long time, and I thank her for being willing to speak to me.

			The following day, we sit down in Carolyn’s hotel room to begin our interview. Carolyn is open, warm and kind. When she asks me why I am interested in the Maxwell trial, I answer honestly.

			‘I was sexually abused and groomed as a child,’ I say. ‘And I’m still living with the effects of it. I want the world to understand it better.’

			Carolyn’s face changes and becomes even kinder and more open than it had been before.

			‘I’m so sorry that happened to you,’ she says, very seriously. ‘I’m so, so sorry. It’s so unfair.’

			Our eyes are locked together now, and she walks across the hotel room and hugs me. She is limping, because she has a terrible leg injury, but her hug is fierce and certain.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ she says again. ‘You didn’t deserve that.’

			‘Neither did you,’ I say, holding her tightly and wondering, not for the first or last time while reporting for this book, how people who have lived through so much still have so much empathy to offer.

			‘What kind of consequences have you had to face from your abuse?’ Carolyn asks me in a quiet voice. ‘Have you ever struggled with drugs?’

			‘Yes,’ I say truthfully. ‘I have had many periods in my life of struggling with opioid addiction. I have a chronic pain condition, so I always have easy access to painkillers.’

			‘Ah, yes,’ she says knowingly. ‘I’ve been there.’

			Later that afternoon, her injured leg begins hurting. ‘I have Tylenol if you want some,’ I offer.

			‘Oh, thank you so much,’ she says. My handbag rattles as I dig around for the bottle. ‘Are you sure it’s just Tylenol you’ve got in there?’ she asks. ‘You’ve got me looking out for you now.’

			‘Just Tylenol, I promise,’ I say, and we smile broadly at each other, the warmth of shared understanding passing between us.

			‘Everything I said on that stand was true,’ she says. ‘You can put it all in your book.’

			‘Thank you,’ I say.

			Before we start our interview in earnest, Carolyn says she needs to tell me something.

			‘Someone turned up at my home this morning,’ she says. ‘He said he was a private investigator. He said something about someone writing a book. I think they know that you’re here.’

			‘W-what did you tell him?’ I ask, trying to hide the rattle in my throat.

			‘My husband told him to get off our property.’

			I would meet Carolyn’s husband, John, the following day. Like her, he strikes me immediately as genuine, open and warm. His smile is cheeky and infectious. He confirms to me the next day that a man in his sixties turned up at their house asking questions about a journalist writing a book.

			Soon after we begin talking, Carolyn tells me she needs to take a nap as the effects of her daily methadone dose are kicking in. Carolyn has been in recovery from opioid addiction for many years – and she is very proud of how far she has come. As you’ll hear later, Carolyn started taking opioids in order to cope with being regularly assaulted by Jeffrey Epstein. As someone who is chronically ill and requires a lot of naps, I understand this. I help her get into bed. We agree to meet later that night, for dinner, at the Italian restaurant across the street from the hotel.

			I walk across to the restaurant and decide to write up my notes from the day until Carolyn is ready for dinner. I smile at my server, Manny – I have already been to the restaurant several times since I arrived in West Palm Beach two days ago – and take my usual seat. I pull out my notebook and start writing down my initial observations about Carolyn. I write down the exact exchange we had about our trauma, about the Tylenol, the look we shared.

			I don’t think I am conscious of this in the moment, but the connection I’ve shared with Carolyn has pulled at me; has left me with an impulse for some justice of my own. I pull out my phone and start googling my old gymnastics mentor – an older man who was involved with our gymnastics club – from my hometown. He still uses his Facebook profile – under a pseudonym – to write to gymnasts he used to train, including myself. On every one of my birthdays, he sends me a message saying that he loves me. When I still used Facebook actively, I would hear from him every time I changed my profile photo.

			‘You were always so beautiful,’ he would say. ‘You turned out so well.’

			I scour his page and find image after image of him surrounded by gymnasts aged between 9 and 14 or 15. Many of the photos include girls I know – girls I grew up with. Almost all the photos are taken in the gym I used to call home.

			Seeing these photos makes me doubt my memories of him: the way he used to talk to me about sex, tell me what would happen to my body when it got aroused, the way he used to rub his erections on my feet through his trousers while giving me a foot massage. How could he have done all of those things, I wonder, while parading around in endless photos with underage gymnasts on Facebook? It’s like he is hiding in plain sight.

			To reassure myself that my memories are real, I revisit a message I once received from my closest friend at the gym. This girl was older than me, and acted as a mentor as my gymnastics career became more and more serious. Like me, she was chosen to be in the small group of girls selected for his morning training squad – the most promising young gymnasts were invited to train between 5am and when we started school each day, as well as our regular after-school training sessions from 4pm to 7.30pm.

			The girl (let’s call her Lucinda) and I were inseparable for years. We told each other everything – almost.

			One day in 2015, she messaged me on Facebook.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I just need to know: did anything bad ever happen to you at the gym?’

			The message sparked something electric in me; I knew immediately what she meant. The next message came through: ‘I’m sorry I didn’t protect you.’

			This girl was a mentor to me, and we had always been so close. She was five years older than me, so she was halfway between a peer and a coach. I knew how the guilt would eat away at her; I couldn’t stand to be the cause of that. So I lied.

			I wrote a long message back, and as I read it now, one phrase stands out: ‘You don’t have to worry, nothing ever happened to me.’

			Later that year, Lucinda went to the police to report that she had been raped by the same man who abused me. Another girl came forward, too. She said she was never raped but she was groped by him repeatedly, and she reported exactly the same conversations about sex and arousal, the same massages, that I remembered from my own experiences.

			The police ended up dropping the investigation because the statute of limitations on the rape charges had expired. The statute of limitations is a legal mechanism which mandates that you only have a certain amount of time after a crime or civil wrong is committed to bring a lawsuit. The basis for the principle is that justice should be swift and alleged perpetrators should know within a certain timeframe whether they are being charged. This is problematic when it comes to cases of ongoing child sexual abuse – but more on that later. I cannot stand that my abuser still has daily access to underage girls.

			In Florida, I stare at the message, which proves, in black and white, that I lied to my friend when she asked me about our mentor’s abuse. I lied because I didn’t want her to feel bad for not protecting me. I lied because it wasn’t her fault. Because I hadn’t yet fully acknowledged to myself that I had been abused. That he had abused me.

			Almost every day, my mentor used to say to me: ‘You know I love you, right? You know I love you like a daughter?’ I still dream about those words; they play like a refrain in my head. They intrude when I am awake, too. When my defences are down, they reappear like ticker tape running on repeat across my mind.

			All I wanted was his approval. All I wanted was to impress him. So when I was about nine and he started talking to me about what happens to a girl’s body when she gets aroused, when he started asking if I had begun thinking about sex yet, it felt new and thrilling, as if we were entering new territory together. I instinctively knew there was something secret about it, and I remember him telling me to keep it between us. I knew it was something that other people wouldn’t approve of, but it was ours, and that was all that mattered to me.

			Over the next few years, we grew closer and closer, and the conversations about sex became more frequent. As my gymnastics career took off – I started winning national titles; I competed at my first World Championships and things got more serious; I trained more and more often – my mentor started talking about all the ways my body needed to change if I was going to be the best.

			He said my point needed to be better, so he asked me to sit down with my legs straight out in front of me while he sat with his full weight on my toes, bending them to artificially improve my point and my arches. I distinctly remember when I started noticing that he had an erection while he was doing this.

			I had bad ankles as a gymnast; they constantly needed strapping and protecting. Every day, he would pull my feet into his crotch and massage them there while we chatted. I remember feeling queasy when I realised I could feel his erection, but I also didn’t really understand what an erection was, so I said nothing.

			I was getting more and more successful, training more, reaching ever more dizzying athletic heights. I was invited to go away with my mentor to a rural country town where he was the benefactor of a big gymnastics club.

			I had a great time. But I remember coming home from one competition and he said how well I had done, and how he was going to give me a long massage to say congratulations. We were staying in a granny flat outside the house of a friend of his who lived in the rural town where we had competed (I ask myself now: did that friend know?) and the abuse escalated. It is a confusing memory. I did not understand what was happening. I never said a word to anyone.

			Back in the Italian restaurant in West Palm Beach, I try to make sense of the memories, try to reassure myself that they are real, even though, at one time, I myself had denied them.

			I realise as I look through my mentor’s Facebook photos that I do not even know his real name. There is one surname that I was given when I was a child, but when I google it alongside ‘Gymnastics’ and the name of my home town, nothing comes up. I trawl through the internet and find nothing. Who was he?

			Eventually, I read through hundreds of pages of annual reports from a gymnastics governing body and I find someone with his first name but a different surname, who is regularly given awards for services to the sport.

			I google that name, and before long I find a photo of him, the man I’m looking for. The photo is from 2019, when he was interviewed by a local newspaper about one of his high-achieving gymnasts.

			————

			This is why I’m writing this book; why I set my alarm for 1.30am each morning for almost five weeks to ensure I was one of the first four reporters in the press line at the Maxwell trial; why I have put myself and my family at risk for this story, and why investigating it has consumed me for years.

			My own experience of trauma had started early, and there was much more to come. While the abuse from my gymnastics mentor was still happening, and I was on track to compete at my second World Championships, I went on a night out with my friends. We were 15, we were underage, we were drinking – I would not have fared well under the kind of extreme cross-examination you will read about in this story.

			A group of men distracted my friends while one man grabbed me by the hand, out of nowhere. I remember two things: first, the startling feeling of being touched when you aren’t expecting it; second, the way his grip tightened and tightened and tightened until I couldn’t feel my fingers. By the time the pins and needles kicked in, I knew he was a threat.

			But as you’ll learn from the brave survivors in this book, being sexually abused as a child encodes survival responses in you that you cannot control. Mine, I have learned over years of therapy and a stint in a trauma psych ward, is usually ‘freeze’, also known as submission. So when the man led me into a nearby McDonald’s and up several flights of stairs to a disused bathroom, still with that terrifying grip, I followed him. I was frozen inside.

			Once he locked the door to the bathroom, he pushed me onto my knees so hard I would have bruises for weeks and forced me to give him a blow job. Then he pulled out a Swiss army knife and raped me, over and over. I was sure that when he was done, he was going to kill me.

			I noticed a glass bottle next to the toilet seat and I smashed it, hard, across the porcelain toilet bowl. My attacker was drunk and, I think, on drugs, so he was slow to react and to orient himself to the sound. It was enough time for me to unlock the door and run.

			I got a taxi home and washed the blood off my thighs. I took time off training so no one would see the bruises. Two weeks later, my mentor – the one you know about already – was examining me and said: ‘How did you get this cracked rib?’

			The injuries from that rape ended my gymnastics career, and I have hardly been able to set foot in a gym since. I’ve developed chronic abdominal pain from the internal injuries caused by my assault, and have been diagnosed with endometriosis and Crohn’s disease, both of which have been linked to early experiences of sexual trauma.

			I did not tell anyone about my rape, for the same reason I did not tell anyone about my gymnastics mentor: because I lived in a world that had taught me that I had done something wrong. Because I believed it was my fault. It took me ten years to work up the courage to speak about what happened to me, a refrain you’ll hear again and again from the courageous voices in this book. So, here’s something I can tell you for certain: if you have kept a secret out of shame and fear of punishment, this does not mean that it didn’t happen. If anything, this is evidence that it did.

			These complex traumas left me with some of the same symptoms as the survivors you’ll hear from in this book: substance addiction, much like Carolyn’s; eating disorders; addiction to abusive relationships and chronic self-harm. These symptoms, as you will see, would be weaponised against Epstein’s survivors on cross-examination at trial, in an attempt to undermine their credibility, their morality, their memories. But I’ve written three books about the impact of sexual trauma, and I can tell you that some combination of these symptoms will show up in almost every single trauma survivor. So even though our society stigmatises and shames them – as Maxwell’s defence team did – the evidence is clear: the presence of these difficulties in someone’s life is not proof that the trauma they are describing didn’t happen. It is proof that it did.

			I understand – and sympathise with – a feeling you might have that you already know the Jeffrey Epstein story. But I am not here to tell you a story about Jeffrey Epstein, or even Ghislaine Maxwell. I am here to tell you the stories of these women, many of whom have never spoken at length before, and about the real impact of sexual trauma on their lives. I don’t want to tell you about billionaires or private jets or Prince Andrew; I want to tell you about the actual people – both the 14-, 15-, 16-year-old versions of them that I’ve learned about through two years of interviews, and the 36-, 49-, 50-year-old versions of them that I know now. I want you to hear the voices of those who were abused, and then ignored, and then silenced – not only by Epstein and Maxwell, but, as you’ll see in this book, by the police who were meant to protect them, by the FBI who knew of Epstein’s crimes for almost 30 years before doing a single thing to stop him, by their own lawyers, and by the courts and the justice system who retraumatised them again and again and again and again.

			Testifying at trial does not allow you to tell your story – and as you’ll come to see, this particular trial certainly did not give Epstein’s victims that chance. These are real people, with real lives, with real pain and real memories and real symptoms that haunt them every single day, even 30 years later. Because that’s how sexual trauma works; it bleeds and metastasises until it shows up in every area of your life. I don’t want the story of the Maxwell trial to end with what you read in the newspapers when it was happening, because those stories did not tell you who these women really are, or how hard they’ve fought to stay alive.

			I’m telling this story because it hasn’t been told before and because it deserves to be told. Like me – but to a far greater extent – these victims have been denied justice for 30 years and counting. Although I am legally trained, I am not a criminal prosecutor, so I cannot do anything about this in the courts. All I can do is attempt to do these courageous women justice on the page.

			To be clear: a degree of justice was delivered in this trial, and for that, I know all the survivors are grateful. But as you’ll see in this book, this story – and this investigation – is far from over, and one trial and one verdict does not even scratch the surface of what these women deserve. This is why I set my alarm in the middle of the night to stand in line in the mid-winter New York snow to make sure I got a seat in the courtroom. This is why I’ve dedicated years of my life – and I cannot tell you how much blood, sweat and tears (mostly tears) – to this investigation. Because the Maxwell trial was the first hint of justice in 30 years, and even before it began I had done enough reporting to know that it wouldn’t tell the full story. So I had to be there every day, sitting a foot away from Ghislaine, so I can tell you my first-hand experience of that trial – and so I can tell you what it was missing.

			I have been accused many times of being a biased journalist because of my history of abuse. To that I say: yes, I am biased. Everybody is, whether we own it or not. I did not choose to be sexually abused beginning at nine years old, or raped at 15, and the only way I could approach a story with complete neutrality would be by writing about subjects that don’t touch on any of my life experiences. But all journalists have had a great deal of life experiences, and so this is a tall order.

			But here’s the more important thing: the journalists I met at the Maxwell trial – mostly men in their forties – who did not have any experience of sexual trauma are also biased. These issues have never affected their lives and so they inherently subscribe to a patriarchal, societal and defensive narrative that believes that ‘real victims’ come forward immediately, have injuries, leave their abusers and never look back, go to the police, tell their parents, their friends. I know these journalists have these biases, because they said as much to my face during the trial. As you will see from the expert evidence presented at trial, none of those things are true of sexual abuse survivors.

			The people who have not experienced what I experienced are the ones deemed ‘objective’. In fact, they are operating with a deeply entrenched bias that is completely refuted by scientific and medical evidence. We are all biased; none of us is objective. I am owning my bias and my experience. It’s the ones who truly believe themselves to be free of bias that you should look out for – trust me, I’ve met them, and I’ve heard the way they speak about the women you’ll get to know in this book.

			Women like Carolyn, who, as I become lost in my online search for the ghost of my gymnastics mentor in that Florida restaurant, is ten minutes late for dinner. I push away the memories and force myself back into the restaurant. I call her mobile, and then her room at the hotel, but there is no answer. I wait another 15 minutes, and I call both her numbers again. Nothing. She never shows up.

			In truth, it had occurred to me that this might happen. Carolyn has five young children and, on many occasions over the years we’ve known each other, has asked to borrow money to make rent or pay her electricity bills. She and her husband struggle every day to keep food on the table. Neither of them is able to work full-time because they are dealing with substance abuse issues, so they subsist on the meagre amount of money that the Jeffrey Epstein Victims’ Compensation Program pays them, which is only $2,500 a month. It doesn’t surprise me that when Carolyn has an opportunity to spend a night away from her kids, away from the chaos of their home life, and rest in a hotel room to herself, she ends up sleeping through our meeting.

			I send her a message saying that she should take the opportunity to sleep and put my phone down as I notice a man in his sixties approaching my table.

			He nods at my blue notebook, open to the last page I have been scrawling on, and says: ‘When you finish that book, I want a signed copy.’

			I smile nervously.

			‘How did you know I was writing a book?’

			‘I’ve seen you here a few times, writing furiously in that notebook of yours.’

			I shift uncomfortably in my seat, feeling watched. I laugh, trying to placate him.

			‘What’s the book about?’ he asks, taking a seat next to me and signalling to the server that he’d like another drink, and ordering one for me.

			‘It’s about Jeffrey Epstein,’ I say, sounding more confident than I feel.

			‘Ah, I thought so,’ he says, and something on the back of my neck prickles.

			‘I know one of his pilots,’ he continues. ‘Would you like to go and meet him?’

			Cautiously, I say yes and write down the name he gives me. I feel, in this moment, that playing along is the best strategy. I wonder to myself whether this man sitting next to me is the private investigator who visited Carolyn earlier that day, and I kick myself for not getting more of a physical description from her.

			I ask him a few questions about the pilot, to try to figure out who this man sitting next to me really is, but he keeps changing the subject – he is offering me drugs, then showing me a pile of cash in his wallet, which he says adds up to $5,000. He asks me to tell him more about the book, and I offer vague descriptions – mostly I lie, not knowing what to say or how best to remain in control of my fear; I say it is a rehashing of what is already known about the Palm Beach aspects of the Epstein story – but he wants more. He says again how wealthy he is, how he likes to give his money away to people like me in exchange for favours – such as not writing books.

			By this time, he has moved his chair so close to mine that his thighs are touching mine. There is a slit in my long skirt up my left thigh and he starts thumbing it, staring at me, saying, ‘This slit is too tempting for people like me.’ And then he has his hands all over me, under my skirt now, large, rough, strong fingers digging into the tops of my thighs and my groin.

			I excuse myself and move towards the bathroom, catching Manny’s eye on the way through. He comes over to me.

			‘Manny,’ I say, ‘I need help. I can’t get away from this man. I don’t know him; he’s making me uncomfortable.’

			‘Okay, got it,’ Manny says and walks off decisively.

			I go into the bathroom and as I come out, the manager – a woman – is waiting for me outside the stall.

			‘My colleague said you are having trouble with that man?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. You stay inside the restaurant, and I’ll ask him to leave.’

			I nod, and she ushers over another server to take me discreetly back into the main restaurant. All the doors are shut – it’s closing time – and I can see through the window that the man is arguing with the server who is asking him to leave.

			Once the man has exited, the manager turns to me. ‘Let’s just wait a bit, to make sure he’s not outside waiting for you.’

			We watch his truck, sitting outside with the window down. Manny gets me a glass of water in a pint glass, full of ice. We all wait, but the man doesn’t leave. We wait for 30 minutes, and he is still there.

			‘Okay,’ the manager says, ‘this seems dangerous. I’m going to take you out the staff exit and put you in an Uber.’

			Once I am safely back at the hotel, I do not sleep all night. When I tell Carolyn and John the next day, they confirm that the man from the restaurant was the same man who turned up at their house.

			Carolyn says: ‘Someone knows you’re here.’

			We return to the same restaurant for Carolyn’s rescheduled interview and, half jokingly, check underneath the table for recording devices. As Carolyn laughs about this, I see, suddenly, 20 years’ worth of running from this, 20 years’ worth of fear and isolation, and all of that has enabled her to be so brave, to sit in this restaurant, even in the face of intimidation. And in that moment, I decide that if she isn’t scared, then I won’t be scared to tell her story.

		

		
			PART ONE

			The Trial

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			New York City, 2021

			It is 3.04am and I am freezing cold, walking fast down Pearl Street in Lower Manhattan as light rain hits my winter hat. My fingers shake from cold as I take my gloves off to open Google Maps and try to find somewhere open to sell me a coffee. I find a 24-hour store a few minutes’ walk away, and as I open the door and step into the warmth my whole body relaxes. I buy a scalding-hot coffee and three bottles of Tylenol for my chronic pain. Today is going to be a long day in court. The man who pours my coffee will become a close friend over the coming five weeks.

			I know from my newsroom colleagues that us journalists need to arrive extremely early for high-profile trials if we want to secure one of the seats in the press gallery in the actual courtroom where the trial takes place. With these kinds of trials, the courts set up a series of ‘overflow rooms’, where reporters can watch video feeds of the trial from a separate, empty courtroom. But I am not in the least bit interested in that – I am going to be in the room if it kills me. Which is why I am here at just past 3am, hunting for number 500 Pearl Street – the building listed on all the official court documents for this trial.

			I find the building and sit down on the cold cement floor outside, furiously rubbing my hands together to get warm. I pull on my headphones and start listening to my audiobook, hoping to pass the time. It is six hours until the courthouse will open.

			About 30 minutes later, I am approached by a security guard.

			‘Everything okay, miss?’

			I am crouching against the cold and he is standing over me, tall and muscly, so I am immediately intimidated.

			I press stop on my audiobook and say, ‘O-oh, yes, sorry, I am a journalist, just lining up for a trial.’

			‘Ah,’ he says, and I realise that I needn’t be intimidated. His tone is very kind and warm. ‘I thought that might be the case, and I was worried you’d get cold. It’s freezing out here!’

			I laugh, and nod. ‘I am very, very cold. But not much can be done about that!’

			‘Well, actually, that’s why I’m here,’ he says. ‘I’ve been watching you from my office up on the twenty-first floor.’ He motions towards a tall building behind him – the Metropolitan Correctional Center. ‘And I can see you’ve been here for a while, and it’s still hours before the court will open, so I wanted to let you know, if you take a few steps to your left – see this grate here? That’s exhaust from the subway, which passes right underneath us. Every time a train goes past, you’ll get a blast of warm air.’

			I stand and smile at him and step across onto the grate.

			‘Thank you so much,’ I say.

			‘Give it a minute or two,’ he says. ‘You’ll see what I mean.’

			After a beat, he says, ‘So, the Maxwell trial, right?’

			‘Yes,’ I say.

			‘I’ll tell you a secret,’ he says, and I think – not for the last time during this trial – that so much of good journalism is simply showing up; being in the right place at the right time.

			‘This building behind me,’ he says, motioning to the tall, imposing, 35-ish-storey building, ‘this is where she’s being held. The MCC. That’s my building. So at some point this morning, they’ll walk her to the courtroom along this path here.’ He motions to a dark, cordoned-off path that runs between the building he has just indicated and the one I am standing outside of. ‘So keep your eyes peeled,’ he says.

			He winks at me as he says this, and I begin to express a gushing thank you for his kindness, but my breath is interrupted by a strong gust of deliciously warm air from beneath me, accompanied by a loud whooshing sound.

			‘It happened!’ I said. ‘Thank you so much – for the warmth and the inside info,’ I say, and he nods.

			‘Take care of yourself,’ he says as he walks away.

			I smile to myself as I watch him go, and scribble down notes from our conversation in my notebook so I don’t forget it.

			I hit play on my audiobook again and close my eyes against the cold. I wrap my gloved fingers around my coffee, searching for some of its warmth.

			It is around 4am when the security guard appears again.

			‘Miss!’ he says, appearing frantic.

			I pull my headphones out of my ears and stand up as he approaches me. He appears puffed, as though he has run down those 21 flights of stairs from his office to where I am standing.

			‘They’ve changed the courtroom,’ he says. ‘She’s not being tried at 500 Pearl Street anymore – she’ll be in the Thurgood Marshall. I’ll take you there.’

			Amazed at this man’s kindness, I thank him profusely and follow him through a gated-off pathway that deposits us in the middle of a square surrounded by tall, slate-grey courthouses.

			‘That one over there,’ he says, pointing towards a building I would come to know impossibly well in the weeks that followed.

			‘Thank you so, so much,’ I say, very sincerely. I shake his hand and rush off, because I can see the shapes of other bodies waiting outside the courthouse, and I realise that others knew about the change of venue before I did – a fact that threatened my spot in the main courtroom.

			I arrive to find three reporters and a man – who I would come to know as Robert – sitting alongside a bright yellow sign that reads ‘SAME OL LINE DUDES’. Intrigued, I approach him.

			‘Hello,’ I say, ‘I love your sign. What does “SAME OL LINE DUDES” mean?’

			Robert looks up at me. ‘I have a business where I sit in line for people. Punters pay me to come here and line up for them, for big sales, or big trials. I got a load of work during the El Chapo trial.’

			‘That is fascinating,’ I say, and I mean it. ‘So who is paying you to be here today?’

			‘A journalist,’ he says. ‘I’m not supposed to tell you who.’

			‘Of course,’ I say, holding up my hand. ‘How did you get into this line of work?’

			‘My life was feeling a bit meandering. I was working as a tour guide over on the High Line, and then the lockdowns happened and I was out of work. And I thought to myself: why don’t I set up my own business? I’ve always felt like New York could use a service like this – you hear about people camping out overnight for concert tickets and the latest iPhone and sample sales, and I thought maybe I could turn that into a business plan.’

			‘What a great idea!’ I say enthusiastically.

			He smiles at me, and I can tell he knows I am being genuine. ‘And how’s it all going?’ I ask.

			‘Really great, actually,’ he says. ‘It started off as just me, about 18 months ago, but we grew so quickly that I now have about 50 line sitters on my staff, and they’re all working constantly.’

			‘Wow,’ I say. ‘Well done.’

			‘Thank you,’ he says earnestly. ‘What’s your name? Are you a reporter?’

			‘I am,’ I say. ‘Lucia.’ I reach out my hand to shake his, and as I do I hand him my business card and ask if he has one. He hands me a bright yellow card with ‘SAME OL LINE DUDES’ emblazoned across the top. Twelve months later, as I write this, I still have the card in my coat pocket from that first day.

			‘So,’ I say, ‘tell me all your best stories.’

			His eyes light up. ‘Well,’ he says, rubbing his hands together. It is only as he does this that I clock his surroundings. He is sitting on a bright-yellow fold-out chair – the same yellow as the business card – and he has covered himself with a yellow blanket and sleeping bag. Over the six weeks that follow, I will learn just how many tricks Robert has up his sleeve to protect himself from the elements. There will be more sleeping bags, hand-warmers, foot-warmers and even a plastic tent that he erects outside of his chair when it is raining or snowing – which it will be, a lot, as November turns into December and winter deepens.

			The next person in line arrives. She is my friend for life – but at 4.30am on 29 November, I do not know this yet.

			She is small and glamorous, wearing heeled boots, very flattering tight jeans and a gorgeous coat. She has a shoulder-length brown bob with a red tinge to it, and enormous, kind brown eyes, whose every expression I will come to know.

			She offers her hand to me and then to Robert.

			‘Hi,’ she says. ‘I’m Leslie.’ She smiles her winning smile. ‘What are you guys both doing here?’

			I tell her that I am a journalist, and Robert explains SAME OL LINE DUDES. Leslie’s eyes light up as she listens to him.

			I turn to her. ‘And what about you, Leslie?’

			‘I’m an actor and a writer,’ she says. This, I will soon learn, is a huge understatement – Leslie is an incredibly well-known Broadway actor and television star, and is beginning a career in screenwriting as well. But she is impossibly modest, so it takes me some time to work this out.

			‘I’m interested in trials,’ she explains. ‘In what they tell us about our society and about ourselves. I love to watch people in the courtroom, to see what I can find out about them. I love the complex psychology of big trials like this – as an actor, those things fascinate me. I came to a few days of the El Chapo trial, and it made me realise that it would be great to really commit to coming to every day of one of these trials and trying to make something out of it. So I’m coming to this one, and I’m going to write about it.’

			I tell her I’m writing a book about this trial, that my journalism career has always been focused on sexual abuse, trauma and recovery, but I realised when Maxwell was arrested in 2020 that this particular trial was going to ask, and perhaps even answer, really complex questions about grooming, abuse, power dynamics and trauma. I tell her that, like her, I just realised one day: I have to be there. I have to try to understand what this trial is going to reveal to us about how this kind of abuse works, and how it has hidden in plain sight for so long.

			Leslie is smiling and nodding. ‘Exactly,’ she says.

			We continue to talk as the queue grows, about El Chapo, about what we already know about Maxwell, about what it’s like to make it on Broadway. In a quieter moment, Leslie nods towards the south side of the square we are standing in. The sun is coming up behind one of the other courthouse buildings.

			‘It’s finally getting light out,’ Leslie says, and we both pause for a moment and watch the golden light seep onto our tired eyelids.

			We check the time: 6am.

			It’s about an hour later when a very tall man comes over to us from his spot at the very front of the line.

			‘Hi,’ he says, in a quiet voice, and I immediately notice a British accent. ‘I’m Dan – are you guys reporters?’

			‘I am,’ I say, and I allow Leslie and Robert to introduce themselves.

			Dan turns to me. ‘We are starting an email thread with all the reporters who will be here every day, so we can share info and resources. I don’t know about you, but we’ve all had a terrible time dealing with the press office here.’

			My experiences of the court press office have been nothing short of impossible. Gratefully, I write down my name and email address.

			As I am doing so, a woman makes a beeline for our group. I recognise her immediately. Though this is my first time seeing her in real life, I feel as if I already know her, having read all of her books and listened to her podcast.

			Vicky Ward walks straight up to Robert – identifiable a mile off with his yellow sign. She is the journalist that he is standing in line for. She hands him a wad of cash and they shake hands.

			Vicky Ward has been a part of this story for a very long time. As a young journalist at Vanity Fair in the early 2000s, with twins on the way, she was assigned to write a story about Jeffrey Epstein. It was supposed to be a piece about how the Long Island boy with unglamorous roots ended up a billionaire managing the asset portfolios of New York’s elite. Epstein was an enigma then – as, in some ways, he still is – and Vicky’s feature was intended to capitalise on a growing feeling among uptown New Yorkers that they had someone special in their midst.

			But as she investigated the story, it morphed into something very different indeed. One of the people Vicky spoke to was a recent employee of Epstein’s – Maria Farmer. During Vicky’s conversations with Maria, she became the first journalist to ever be told about Jeffrey Epstein’s sexual abuse of young girls.

			Maria told Vicky, on the record, that both she and her little sister Annie had been sexually abused by Jeffrey Epstein. Vicky took the allegations to her editor, Graydon Carter, but Carter refused to include the allegations in the piece. In the 20 years since this happened, Vicky and Carter have tussled over what exactly happened – a tussle that culminated in Vicky releasing transcripts of her conversations with Carter at the time.

			Vicky says that Carter, and her line editor, told her that the story would be better as a straightforward business story. Carter also told Vicky – on tape – that he believed Epstein’s denial of the allegations, and so he didn’t want to print them.

			Carter says now that Vicky did not have the reporting to back up the allegations, an assertion she disputes. Vicky had Maria and Annie Farmer on the record, as well as their mother, and two other sources close to Epstein who were willing to corroborate the story. Carter also argues, now, of Vicky, that ‘my staff – to a person – did not trust her’.

			I am recounting this to you because it, like everything in this story, is much more complicated than it seems, and because it looms large in the story of what happened over the 30 years that this sex trafficking ring went unpunished. The story was published without the sexual abuse allegations, and with Vicky Ward’s name on it. That has meant that she is a complicated figure for victims of Epstein. They see her as someone who failed to report the truth back in 2002. But it is clear to me that Vicky fought very, very hard for her story to be published, and that as a very junior journalist going up against a media figure like Graydon Carter, it is not all that surprising that she failed.

			Vicky and I now know each other very well, but on this morning, she is still a stranger. I tell her immediately that I admire her work and I ask her for a photo, and she kindly agrees. It is the beginning of a close friendship, during which we will sit in the same room, often right next to each other, for six weeks, and we will discuss everything – everything that happened back in 2002 with the Farmers, and then with Carter, and everything that’s happened since.

			Finally, there is movement at the door to the courthouse. By this point, I feel sure that the cold and rain has seeped all the way into my bones. My teeth are chattering and my extremities shaking; Vicky and I are doing squats and lunges to try to warm up our muscles. But it looks like we are about to be allowed inside.

			Vicky is the fifth person in line that day, I am the sixth and Leslie is the seventh. We learn that only four people will be allowed in to the main courtroom, and we have just missed out. This is a mistake that none of us will make again. After that first day, I manage to get into the main courtroom for every single day of the Ghislaine Maxwell trial.

			After extensive security checks and after handing in our phones, laptops and even all of our chargers – this federal courthouse does not allow reporters or the public to have any electronic devices at all in the courtroom – we are siphoned off into the first two overflow rooms. Vicky and I are directed to courtroom 901, and Leslie is directed across the hall to courtroom 902.

			We take our seats and absorb our surroundings. The empty courtroom has TV screens set up at the front of it, and on the screens we can see a live feed of the main room – which, we will soon come to learn, is courtroom 318, below us on the third floor. The live feed only takes up about a third of the TV screen and the image quality is terrible, so it’s hard to see anything clearly. I make a decision to arrive at 2am the following morning, and every morning after that. This is too important.

			We are complaining about the screens when we notice movement in the courtroom. Eight attorneys have filed in and are separating themselves between the prosecution table, on the right-hand side of the room, and the defence table, on the left. A few moments later, Ghislaine Maxwell enters the courtroom from a secure door behind the judge’s bench. She is flanked by two federal marshals, but to our collective surprise they are both very small, very young women – about 25, I would guess – who, it transpires over the coming weeks, have a warm and friendly relationship with their charge.

			For weeks after this, I will sit within two feet of Ghislaine Maxwell. I will get to know her mannerisms, her moods and her habits intimately. But for now, I am seeing her only on a screen and I do not get a fraction of a sense of who she really is. We can’t even work out whether Ghislaine’s jumper is white, cream or pink, because the image quality is so bad. I will often reflect on this day, in the weeks and months to come, and think about the fact that the dominant media narrative told about this trial will, and did, come from reporters watching it on this tiny screen. The only reporters in the actual courtroom consistently were me, Vicky Ward, and two others whom you will soon meet.

			Two loud knocks ring out and Judge Alison Nathan enters the courtroom for the first time.

			Nathan is short in stature but has a powerfully commanding

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		
OEBPS/Images/1.jpg
THE
LASTING
HARM

WITNESSING
THE TRIAL
OF GHISLAINE
MAXWELL

LUCIA
OSBORNE-CROWLEY

4th ESTATE « London





OEBPS/Images/Cover.png
th
‘POWERFUL, VIVID  ‘URGENT, NECESSARY .I
AND AFFECTING' AND COURAGEOUS'

DAVID NICHOLLS ELIZABETH DAY

T H E nunpm
LASTING
HARM

WITNESSING THE TRIAL
OF THE CENTURY

LUCIA OSBORNE-CROWLEY

Award-winning author of My Body Keeps Your Secrets






