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For Anne
 From the luckiest guy in the world




PROLOGUE

 

 

 

I KNEW opening that red door would destroy my life.

Yes, that sounds melodramatic and full of foreboding and I’m not big on either, and true, there was nothing menacing about the red door. In fact, the door was beyond ordinary, wood and fourpaneled, the kind of door you see standing guard in front of three out of every four suburban homes, with faded paint and a knocker at chest level no one ever used and a faux brass knob.

But as I walked toward it, a distant streetlight barely illuminating my way, the dark opening yawning like a mouth ready to gobble me whole, the feeling of doom was unshakable. Each step forward took great effort, as if I were walking not along a somewhat crackled walk but through still-wet cement. My body displayed all the classic symptoms of impending menace: Chill down my spine? Check. Hairs standing up on my arms? Yep. Prickle at the base of the neck? Present. Tingle in the scalp? Right there.

The house was dark, not a single light on. Chynna warned me that would be the case. The dwelling somehow seemed a little too  cookie-cutter, a little too nondescript. That bothered me for some reason. This house was also isolated at the tippy end of the cul-de-sac, hunkering down in the darkness as though fending off intruders.

I didn’t like it.

I didn’t like anything about this, but this is what I do. When Chynna called I had just finished coaching the inner-city fourth-grade Newark Biddy Basketball team. My team, all kids who, like me, were products of foster care (we call ourselves the NoRents, which is short for No Parents—gallows humor), had managed to blow a six-point lead with two minutes left. On the court, as in life, the NoRents aren’t great under pressure.

Chynna called as I was gathering my young hoopsters for my postgame pep talk, which usually consisted of giving my charges some life-altering insight like “Good effort,” “We’ll get them next time,” or “Don’t forget we have a game next Thursday,” always ending with “Hands in” and then we yell, “Defense,” choosing to chant that word, I suppose, because we play none.

“Dan?”

“Who is this?”

“It’s Chynna. Please come.”

Her voice trembled, so I dismissed my team, jumped in my car, and now I was here. I hadn’t even had time to shower. The smell of gym sweat mixed now with the smell of fear sweat. I slowed my pace.

What was wrong with me?

I probably should have showered, for one thing. I’m not good without a shower. Never have been. But Chynna had been adamant. Now, she had begged. Before anyone got home. So here I was, my  gray T-shirt darkened with perspiration and clinging to my chest, heading to that door.

Like most youngsters I work with, Chynna was seriously troubled, and maybe that was what was setting off the warning bells. I hadn’t liked her voice on the phone, hadn’t really warmed to this whole setup. Taking a deep breath, I glanced behind me. In the distance, I could see some signs of life on this suburban night—house lights, a flickering television or maybe computer monitor, an open garage door—but in this cul-de-sac, there was nothing, not a sound or movement, just a hush in the dark.

My cell phone vibrated, nearly making me jump out of my skin. I figured that it was Chynna, but no, it was Jenna, my ex-wife. I hit answer and said, “Hey.”

“Can I ask a favor?” she asked.

“I’m a little busy right now.”

“I just need someone to babysit tomorrow night. You can bring Shelly if you want.”

“Shelly and I are, uh, having trouble,” I said.

“Again? But she’s great for you.”

“I have trouble holding on to great women.”

“Don’t I know it.”

Jenna, my lovely ex, has been remarried for eight years. Her new husband is a well-respected surgeon named Noel Wheeler. Noel does volunteer work for me at the teen center. I like Noel and he likes me. He has a daughter by a previous marriage, and he and Jenna have a six-year-old girl named Kari. I’m Kari’s godfather, and both kids call me Uncle Dan. I’m the family go-to babysitter.

I know this all sounds very civilized and Pollyanna, and I suppose it is. In my case, it could be simply a matter of necessity. I have no  one else—no parents, no siblings—ergo, the closest thing I have to family is my ex-wife. The kids I work with, the ones I advocate for and try to help and defend, are my life, and in the end I’m not sure I do the slightest bit of good.

Jenna said, “Earth to Dan?”

“I’ll be there,” I said to her.

“Six thirty. You’re the best.”

Jenna made a smooching noise into the mouthpiece and hung up. I looked at the phone for a moment, remembered our own wedding day. It was a mistake for me to get married. It is a mistake for me to get too close to people, and yet I can’t help it. Someone cue the violins so I can wax philosophical about how it is better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all. I don’t think that applies to me. It is in humans’ DNA to repeat the same mistakes, even after we know better. So here I am, the poor orphan who scraped his way up to the top of his class at an elite Ivy League school but never really scraped off who he was. Corny, but I want someone in my life. Alas, that is not my destiny. I am a loner who isn’t meant to be alone.

“We are evolution’s garbage, Dan. . . .”

My favorite foster “dad” taught me that. He was a college professor who loved to get into philosophical debates.

“Think about it, Dan. Throughout mankind, the strongest and brightest did what? They fought in wars. That only stopped this past century. Before that, we sent our absolute best to fight on the front lines. So who stayed home and reproduced while our finest died on distant battlefields? The lame, the sick, the weak, the crooked, the cowardly—in short, the least of us. That’s what we are the genetic by-product of, Dan—millenniums of weeding out the premium and keeping the flotsam. That’s why we are all garbage—the dung from centuries of bad breeding.”

I forwent the knocker and rapped on the door lightly with my knuckles. The door creaked open a crack. I hadn’t realized that it was ajar.

I didn’t like that either. A lot I didn’t like here.

As a kid, I watched a lot of horror movies, which was strange because I hated them. I hated things jumping out at me. And I really couldn’t stand movie gore. But I would still watch them and revel in the predictably moronic behavior of the heroines, and right now those scenes were replaying in my head, the ones where said moronic heroine knocks on a door and it opens a little and you scream, “Run, you scantily clad bimbo!” and she wouldn’t and you couldn’t understand it and two minutes later, the killer would be scooping out her skull and munching on her brain.

I should go right now.

In fact, I will. But then I flashed back to Chynna’s call, to the words she’d said, the trembling in her voice. I sighed, leaned my face toward the opening, peered into the foyer.

Darkness.

Enough with the cloak and dagger.

“Chynna?”

My voice echoed. I expected silence. That would be the next step, right? No reply. I slipped the door open a little, took a tentative step forward. . . .

“Dan? I’m in the back. Come in.”

The voice was muffled, distant. Again I didn’t like this, but there was no way I was backing out now. Backing out had cost me too much throughout my life. My hesitation was gone. I knew what had to be done now.

I opened the door, stepped inside, and closed the door behind me.

Others in my position would have brought a gun or some kind of weapon. I had thought about it. But that just doesn’t work for me. No time to worry about that now. No one was home. Chynna had told me that. And if they were, well, I would handle that when the moment came.

“Chynna?”

“Go to the den, I’ll be there in a second.”

The voice sounded . . . off. I saw a light at the end of the hall and moved toward it. There was a noise now. I stopped and listened. Sounded like water running. A shower maybe.

“Chynna?”

“Just changing. Out in a second.”

I moved into the low-lit den. I saw one of those dimmer-switch knobs and debated turning it up, but in the end I chose to leave it alone. My eyes adjusted pretty quickly. The room had cheesy wood paneling that looked as if it were made from something far closer to vinyl than anything in the timber family. There were two portraits of sad clowns with huge flowers on their lapels, the kind of painting you might pick up at a particularly tacky motel’s garage sale. There was a giant open bottle of no-name vodka on the bar.

I thought I heard somebody whisper.

“Chynna?” I called out.

No answer. I stood, listened for more whispering. Nothing.

I started toward the back, toward where I heard the shower running.

“I’ll be right out,” I heard the voice say. I pulled up, felt a chill. Because now I was closer to the voice. I could hear it better. And here was the thing I found particularly strange about it:

It didn’t sound at all like Chynna.

Three things tugged at me. One, panic. This wasn’t Chynna. Get  out of the house. Two, curiosity. If it wasn’t Chynna, who the hell was it and what was going on? Three, panic again. It had been Chynna on the phone—so what had happened to her?

I couldn’t just run out now.

I took one step toward where I’d come in, and that was when it all happened. A spotlight snapped on in my face, blinding me. I stumbled back, hand coming up to my face.

“Dan Mercer?”

I blinked. Female voice. Professional. Deep tone. Sounded oddly familiar.

“Who’s there?”

Suddenly there were other people in the room. A man with a camera. Another with what looked like a boom mike. And the female with the familiar voice, a stunning woman with chestnut brown hair and a business suit.

“Wendy Tynes, NTC News. Why are you here, Dan?”

I opened my mouth, nothing came out. I recognized the woman from that TV newsmagazine . . .

“Why have you been conversing online in a sexual manner with a thirteen-year-old girl, Dan? We have your communications with her.”

. . . the one that sets up and catches pedophiles on camera for all the world to see.

“Are you here to have sex with a thirteen-year-old girl?”

The truth of what was going on there hit me, freezing my bones. Other people flooded the room. Producers maybe. Another cameraman. Two cops. The cameras came in closer. The lights got brighter. Beads of sweat popped up on my brow. I started to stammer, started to deny.

But it was over.

Two days later, the show aired. The world saw.

And the life of Dan Mercer, just as I somehow knew it would be when I approached that door, was destroyed.

 

 

 

 

WHEN MARCIA MCWAID FIRST SAW HER daughter’s empty bed, panic did not set in. That would come later.

She had woken up at six AM, early for Saturday morning, feeling pretty terrific. Ted, her husband of twenty years, slept in the bed next to her. He lay on his stomach, his arm around her waist. Ted liked to sleep with a shirt on and no pants. None. Nude from the waist down. “Gives my man down there room to roam,” he would say with a smirk. And Marcia, imitating her daughters’ teenage singsong tone, would say, “T-M-I”—Too Much Information.

Marcia slipped out of his grip and padded down to the kitchen. She made herself a cup of coffee with the new Keurig pod machine. Ted loved gadgets—boys and their toys—but this one actually got some use. You take the pod, you stick it in the machine—presto, coffee. No video screens, no touch pad, no wireless connectivity. Marcia loved it.

They’d recently finished an addition on the house—one extra bedroom, one bathroom, the kitchen knocked out a bit with a glassed-in nook. The kitchen nook offered oodles of morning sun and had thus become Marcia’s favorite spot in the house. She took her coffee and the newspaper and set herself on the window seat, folding her feet beneath her.

A small slice of heaven.

She let herself read the paper and sip her coffee. In a few minutes she would have to check the schedule. Ryan, her third grader, had  the early Hoops Basketball game at eight AM. Ted coached. His team was winless for the second straight season.

“Why do your teams never win?” Marcia had asked him.

“I draft the kids based on two criteria.”

“That being?”

“How nice the father—and how hot the mom.”

She had slapped at him playfully, and maybe Marcia would have been somewhat concerned if she hadn’t seen the moms on the sideline and knew, for certain, that he had to be joking. Ted was actually a great coach, not in terms of strategy but in terms of handling the boys. They all loved him and his lack of competitiveness so that even the untalented players, the ones who were usually discouraged and quit during the season, showed up every week. Ted even took the Bon Jovi song and turned it around: “You give losing a good name.” The kids would laugh and cheer every basket, and when you’re in third grade that’s how it should be.

Marcia’s fourteen-year-old daughter, Patricia, had rehearsal for the freshman play, an abridged version of the musical Les Misérables . She had several small parts, but that didn’t seem to affect the workload. And her oldest child, Haley, the high school senior, was running a “captain’s practice” for the girls’ lacrosse team. Captain’s practices were unofficial, a way to sneak in early practices under the guidelines issued by high school sports. In short, no coaches, nothing official, just a casual gathering, a glorified pickup game if you will, run by the captains.

Like most suburban parents, Marcia had a love-hate relationship with sports. She knew the relative long-term irrelevancy and yet still managed to get caught up in it.

A half hour of peace to start the day. That was all she needed.

She finished the first cup, pod-made herself a second, picked up  the “Styles” section of the paper. The house remained silent. She padded upstairs and looked over her charges. Ryan slept on his side, his face conveniently facing the door so that his mother could notice the echo of his father.

Patricia’s room was next. She too was still sleeping.

“Honey?”

Patricia stirred, might have made a noise. Her room, like Ryan’s, looked as if someone had strategically placed sticks of dynamite in the drawers, blowing them open; some clothes sprawled dead on the floor, others lay wounded midway, clinging to the armoire like the fallen on a barricade before the French Revolution.

“Patricia? You have rehearsal in an hour.”

“I’m up,” she groaned in a voice that indicated she was anything but. Marcia moved to the next room, Haley’s, and took a quick peek.

The bed was empty.

It was also made, but that was no surprise. Unlike her siblings’ abodes, this one was neat, clean, anally organized. It could be a showroom in a furniture store. There were no clothes on this floor, every drawer fully closed. The trophies—and there were many—were perfectly aligned on four shelves. Ted had put in the fourth shelf just recently, after Haley’s team had won the holiday tournament in Franklin Lakes. Haley had painstakingly divided up the trophies among the four shelves, not wanting the new one to have only one. Marcia was not sure why exactly. Part of it was because Haley didn’t want it to look like she was just waiting for more to come, but more of it was her general abhorrence of disorganization. She kept each trophy equidistant from the others, moving them closer together as more came in, three inches separating them, then two, then one. Haley was about balance. She was the  good girl, and while that was a wonderful thing—a girl who was ambitious, did her homework without being asked, never wanted others to think badly of her, was ridiculously competitive—there was a tightly wound aspect, a quasi-OCD quality, that worried Marcia.

Marcia wondered what time Haley had gotten home. Haley didn’t have a curfew anymore because there had simply never been a need. She was responsible and a senior and never took advantage. Marcia had been tired and gone up to sleep at ten. Ted, in his constant state of “randy,” soon followed her.

Marcia was about to move on, let it go, when something, she couldn’t say what, made her decide to throw in a load of laundry. She started toward Haley’s bathroom. The younger siblings, Ryan and Patricia, believed that “hamper” was a euphemism for “floor” or really “anyplace but the hamper,” but Haley, of course, dutifully, religiously, and nightly put the clothes she’d worn that day into the hamper. And that was when Marcia started to feel a small rock form in her chest.

There were no clothes in the hamper.

The rock in her chest grew when Marcia checked Haley’s toothbrush, then the sink and shower.

All bone-dry.

The rock grew when she called out to Ted, trying to keep the panic out of her voice. It grew when they drove to captain’s practice and found out that Haley had never showed. It grew when she called Haley’s friends while Ted sent out an e-mail blast—and no one knew where Haley was. It grew when they called the local police, who, despite Marcia’s and Ted’s protestations, believed that Haley was a runaway, a kid blowing off some steam. It grew when, forty-eight hours later, the FBI was brought in. It grew when there was still no sign of Haley after a week.

It was as if the earth had swallowed her whole.

A month passed. Nothing. Then two. Still no word. And then finally, during the third month, word came—and the rock that had grown in Marcia’s chest, the one that wouldn’t let her breathe and kept her up nights, stopped growing.




PART ONE




CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

THREE MONTHS LATER

 

“DO YOU PROMISE to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”

Wendy Tynes said that she did, took the stand, looked out. She felt as though she were onstage, something she was somewhat used to, what with being a television news reporter and all, but this time it made her squirm. She looked out and saw the parents of Dan Mercer’s victims. Four sets of them. They were there every day. At first they’d brought photographs of their children, the innocent ones of course, holding them up, but the judge had made them stop. Now they sat silently, watching, and somehow that was even more intimidating.

The seat was uncomfortable. Wendy adjusted her position, crossed then uncrossed her legs, and waited.

Flair Hickory, celebrity counsel for the defense, stood, and not for the first time, Wendy wondered how Dan Mercer had the money  to afford him. Flair wore his customary gray suit with thick pink stripes, pink shirt, pink tie. He crossed the room in a way that might be modestly described as “theatrical,” but it was more like something Liberace might have done if Liberace had the courage to be really flamboyant.

“Ms. Tynes,” he began with a welcoming smile. This was part of Flair’s style. He was gay, yes, but he played it up in court like Harvey Fierstein in leather chaps doing Liza jazz hands. “My name is Flair Hickory. Good morning to you.”

“Good morning,” she said.

“You work for a lurid tabloid TV program called Caught in the Act, is that correct?”

The prosecuting attorney, a man named Lee Portnoi, said, “Objection. It’s a TV program. There has been no testimony to support the allegation that the program is either lurid or tabloid.”

Flair smiled. “Would you like me to present evidence, Mr. Portnoi?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Judge Lori Howard said in a voice that already sounded weary. She turned to Wendy. “Please answer the question.”

“I don’t work for the show anymore,” Wendy said.

Flair pretended to be surprised by this. “No? But you did?”

“Yes.”

“So what happened?”

“The show was taken off the air.”

“For low ratings?”

“No.”

“Really? Why then?”

Portnoi said, “Your Honor, we all know the whys.”

Lori Howard nodded. “Move along, Mr. Hickory.”

“You know my client, Dan Mercer?”

“Yes.”

“And you broke into his house, didn’t you?”

Wendy tried to hold his gaze, tried not to look guilty, whatever the heck that meant. “That’s not really accurate, no.”

“It’s not? Well, my dear, I want to make sure that we are as accurate as humanly possible, so let’s back up, shall we?” He strolled across the courtroom as though it were a catwalk in Milan. He even had the audacity to smile at the families of the victims. Most made a point of not looking at Flair, but one of the fathers, Ed Grayson, stared daggers. Flair seemed unfazed.

“How did you first encounter my client?”

“He came on to me in a chat room.”

Flair’s eyebrows went skyward. “Really?” Like it was the most fascinating thing anyone had ever said. “What sort of chat room?”

“A chat room frequented by children.”

“And you were in this chat room?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not a child, Ms. Tynes. I mean, you may not be to my taste, but even I can see that you are a rather luscious female adult.”

“Objection!”

Judge Howard sighed. “Mr. Hickory?”

Flair smiled, waved his apology. This was the kind of thing only Flair could get away with. “Now, Ms. Tynes, when you were in this chat room, you were pretending to be an underage girl, isn’t that correct?”

“Yes.”

“You then engaged in conversations designed to entice men into wanting sex with you, isn’t that also correct?”

“No.”

“How’s that?”

“I always let them make the first move.”

Flair shook his head and made a tsk-tsk noise. “If I had a dollar for every time I said that . . .”

A smattering of laughter rippled through the courtroom.

The judge said, “We have the transcripts, Mr. Hickory. We can read them and decide for ourselves.”

“Excellent point, Your Honor, thank you.”

Wendy wondered why Dan Mercer wasn’t here, but that was probably obvious. This was an evidentiary hearing, ergo, there was no requirement to attend. Flair Hickory was hoping to persuade the judge to throw out the horrible, sickening, stomach-turning material the police had found on Mercer’s computer and hidden throughout his house. If he could pull this off—everyone agreed it was a long shot—the case against Dan Mercer would probably vanish and a sick predator would be out on the streets.

“By the way”—Flair spun back toward Wendy—“how did you know it was my client on the other end of these online conversations?”

“I didn’t at first.”

“Oh? With whom did you think you were conversing?”

“I didn’t have a name. That’s part of it. I just knew at that stage that it was some guy who was trolling for sex with underage girls.”

“How did you know that?”

“Excuse me?”

Flair made quote marks with his fingers. “ ‘ Trolling for sex with underage girls,’ as you put it. How did you know that was what the person on the other end of the conversation was doing?”

“Like the judge said, Mr. Hickory. Read the transcripts.”

“Oh, I have. And do you know what I concluded?”

That got Lee Portnoi up. “Objection. We don’t care what Mr. Hickory concluded. He isn’t giving testimony here.”

“Sustained.”

Flair moved back to his desk and started checking through notes. Wendy looked over at the gallery. It helped her resolve. Those people out there had suffered greatly. Wendy was helping them find justice. Much as you could pretend to be jaded or claim that it was just her job, it meant a great deal to her—the good she had done. But when she met Ed Grayson’s eyes, she saw something there that she didn’t like. Something angry in his stare. Challenging maybe.

Flair put the papers down. “Well, let me put it to you this way, Ms. Tynes: If a reasonable person were to read those transcripts, would they definitely, without a doubt, conclude that one of the participants was a luscious, thirty-six-year-old, female news reporter—”

“Objection!”

“—or might they conclude that it had been written by a thirteen-year-old girl?”

Wendy opened her mouth, closed it, waited. Judge Howard said, “You can answer.”

“I was pretending to be a thirteen-year-old girl.”

“Ah,” Flair said, “who hasn’t?”

“Mr. Hickory,” the judge warned.

“Sorry, Your Honor, couldn’t resist. Well, Ms. Tynes, if I were just reading those messages, I wouldn’t know that you were pretending, would I? I would think you were indeed a thirteen-year-old girl.”

Lee Portnoi threw up his hands. “Is there a question in there?”

“Here it comes, sweetie, so listen up: Were those messages written by a thirteen-year-old girl?”

“Asked and answered, Your Honor.”

Flair said, “It’s a simple yes or no. Was the author of those messages a thirteen-year-old girl?”

Judge Howard nodded that she could answer.

“No,” Wendy said.

“In fact, as you said, you were pretending to be a thirteen-year-old girl, correct?”

“Correct.”

“And for all you know, the person on the other end was pretending to be an adult male seeking underage sex. For all you knew, you were talking to an albino nun with herpes, correct?”

“Objection.”

Wendy met Flair’s eyes. “An albino nun with herpes didn’t show up looking for sex at the child’s house.”

But Flair would have none of it. “What house would that be, Ms. Tynes? The house where you set up your cameras? Tell me, did an underage girl live there?”

Wendy said nothing.

“Please answer the question,” the judge said.

“No.”

“But you were there, correct? Perhaps whoever was on the other side of your online communications—and we really don’t know who that was at this point—but perhaps that person had seen your news”—Flair said it as though the word “news” itself tasted bad in his mouth—“program and decided to play along so he could meet a luscious thirty-six-year-old TV star. Isn’t that possible?”

Portnoi was up. “Objection, Your Honor. These are matters for the jury.”

“True enough,” Flair said. “We can argue the obvious case of false entrapment there.” He turned back to Wendy. “Let’s stay on the night of January seventeenth, shall we? What happened after you confronted my client at your sting house?”

Wendy waited for the DA to object to the word “sting,” but he’d probably figured that he’d done enough. “Your client ran away.”

“After you leapt out with your cameras and lights and microphones, correct?”

She again waited for an objection before answering, “Yes.”

“Tell me, Ms. Tynes. Is that the way the majority of men who come to your sting house react?”

“No. Most of the time they stick around and try to explain.”

“And are most of those men guilty?”

“Yes.”

“Yet my client acted differently. Interesting.”

Portnoi was up again. “To Mr. Hickory, it might be interesting. To the rest of us, his shenanigans—”

“Yes, fine, withdrawn,” Flair said as though he couldn’t be bothered. “Relax, Counselor, there’s no jury here. Don’t you trust our judge to see through my ‘shenanigans’ without your guidance?” He fixed a cuff link. “So, Ms. Tynes, you turned on the cameras and lights and came jumping out with your microphone and Dan Mercer ran away, is that your testimony?”

“It is.”

“What did you do then?”

“I told my producers to follow him.”

Flair again feigned shock. “Are your producers police officers, Ms. Tynes?”

“No.”

“Do you think private citizens should engage in chasing down suspects without the aid of police officers?”

“There was a police officer with us.”

“Oh, please.” Hickory looked skeptical. “Your show is pure sensationalism. Tripe tabloid at its worst—”

Wendy interrupted him. “We’ve met before, Mr. Hickory.”

That slowed him down. “Have we?”

“When I was an assistant producer on A Current Affair. I booked you as an expert on the Robert Blake murder trial.”

He turned to the spectators and bowed deeply. “So, ladies and gentlemen, we’ve established the fact that I’m a media whore. Touché.” Another smattering of laughter. “Still, Ms. Tynes, are you trying to tell the court that law enforcement was in favor of your journalistic twaddle to the point of cooperation?”

“Objection.”

“I’ll allow it.”

“But, Your Honor—”

“Overruled. Sit down, Mr. Portnoi.”

Wendy said, “We had a relationship with the police and the DA’s office. It was important for us to stay on the correct side of the law.”

“I see. You were working together with law enforcement then, weren’t you?”

“Not really, no.”

“Well, which is it, Ms. Tynes? Did you work this entire sting on your own without the knowledge and cooperation of law enforcement?”

“No.”

“Okay, fine. Did you contact the police department and DA’s office before the night of January seventeenth in regard to my client?”

“We contacted the prosecutor’s office, yes.”

“Wonderful, thank you. Now, you said that you had your producers start chasing my client, is that correct?”

“That’s not how she worded it,” Portnoi said. “She said ‘ follow.’ ”

Flair looked at Portnoi as though he had never seen a more annoying gnat. “Yes, fine, whatever—chase, follow, we can discuss the difference another time. When my client ran, Ms. Tynes, where did you go?”

“To his residence.”

“Why?”

“I figured that at some point, Dan Mercer might show up there.”

“So you waited for him there, at his residence?”

“Yes.”

“Did you stay outside his residence while waiting?”

Wendy squirmed. They were coming to it now. She looked out over the faces, locked on the eyes of Ed Grayson, whose nine-year-old son was an early victim of Dan Mercer. She could feel the weight of his stare as she said, “I saw a light on.”

“In Dan Mercer’s house?”

“Yes.”

“How odd,” Flair said, his voice set on full sarcasm. “I never, not once ever, heard of anyone ever leaving a light on when they weren’t home.”

“Objection!”

Judge Howard sighed. “Mr. Hickory.”

Flair kept his eyes on Wendy. “So what did you do, Ms. Tynes?”

“I knocked on the door.”

“Did my client answer?”

“No.”

“Did anyone answer?”

“No.”

“So what did you do next, Ms. Tynes?”

Wendy tried to stay very still when she said the next part. “I thought I might have seen movement through the window.”

“You thought you might have seen movement,” Flair repeated. “My, my, could you make your wording any more vague?”

“Objection!”

“Withdrawn. So what did you do then?”

“I tried the knob. The door was unlocked. I opened it.”

“Really? Why would you do that?”

“I was concerned.”

“Concerned about what?”

“There have been cases in which pedophiles have done themselves harm after being caught.”

“Is that a fact? So you were worried that your entrapment might cause my client to attempt suicide?”

“Something like that, yes.”

Flair put his hand to his chest. “I’m touched.”

“Your Honor!” Portnoi shouted.

Flair waved him off again. “So you wanted to save my client?”

“If that was the case, yes, I wanted to stop him.”

“On the air, you’ve used words like ‘pervert,’ ‘sicko,’ ‘depraved,’ ‘monstrous,’ and ‘scum’ to describe those you entrap, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“Yet your testimony today is that you were willing to break into his house—in truth, break the law—to save my client’s life?”

“I guess you could say that.”

His voice not only dripped sarcasm but seemed to have spent days marinated in it: “How noble.”

“Objection!”

“I wasn’t being noble,” Wendy said. “I prefer to see these men brought to justice, to give the families closure. Suicide is an easy way out.”

“I see. So what happened when you broke into my client’s home?”

“Objection,” Portnoi said. “Ms. Tynes said the door was unlocked—”

“Yes, fine, entered, broke in, whatever pleases Mr. Man over there,” Flair said, fists on his hips. “Just stop interrupting. What happened, Ms. Tynes, after you entered”—again stressing the word beyond all measure—“my client’s home?”

“Nothing.”

“My client wasn’t trying to harm himself?”

“No.”

“What was he doing?”

“He wasn’t there.”

“Was anybody, in fact, inside?”

“No.”

“And that ‘movement’ you maybe saw?”

“I don’t know.”

Flair nodded, strolled away. “You’ve testified that you drove to my client’s house almost immediately after he ran out with your producer chasing him. Did you really think he’d have time to go back home and set up a suicide?”

“He would know the fastest route and he had a head start. Yes, I thought there was time.”

“I see. But you were wrong, weren’t you?”

“About what?”

“My client didn’t go straight home, did he?”

“He did not, that’s correct.”

“But you did go into Mr. Mercer’s home—before he or the police arrived, correct?”

“Just for a brief moment.”

“How long is a brief moment?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Well, you had to check every room, right? To make sure he wasn’t swinging from a beam by his belt or something, correct?”

“I only checked the room with the light on. The kitchen.”

“Which meant you had to, at the very least, cross through the living room. Tell me, Ms. Tynes, what did you do after you discovered that my client wasn’t at home?”

“I went back outside and waited.”

“Waited for what?”

“The police to show.”

“Did they?”

“Yes.”

“And they had a warrant to search my client’s home, correct?”

“Yes.”

“And while I realize that your intentions were noble in breaking into my client’s home, wasn’t there a small part of you that worried about how your entrapment case would hold up?”

“No.”

“Since that January seventeenth show, you’ve done an extensive investigation into my client’s past. Other than what was found at his home that night by the police, have you found any other solid evidence of illegal activity?”

“Not yet.”

“I will take that as a no,” Flair said. “In short, without the evidence found during the search by the police, you’d have nothing tying my client to anything illegal, isn’t that correct?”

“He showed up at the house that night.”

“The sting house where no underage girl resided. So really, Ms. Tynes, the case—and your, uh, reputation—is all about the materials found in my client’s home. Without it, you have nothing. In short, you had the means and a compelling reason for planting that evidence, did you not?”

Lee Portnoi was up on that one. “Your Honor, this is ridiculous. This argument is for a jury to decide.”

“Ms. Tynes admitted entering the house illegally without a warrant,” Flair said.

“Fine,” Portnoi said, “then charge her with the crime of breaking and entering, if you think you can prove it. And if Mr. Hickory wants to present absurd theories about albino nuns or planted evidence, that is his right too—during the trial. To a jury in a court of law. And then I can present evidence to show how absurd his theories are. That’s why we have courtrooms and trials. Ms. Tynes is a private citizen—and a private citizen is not held to the same standard as an officer of the court. You can’t throw the computer and pictures out, Your Honor. They were found during a legal search with a signed warrant. Some of the sickening photographs were hidden in the garage and behind a bookshelf—and there was no way Ms. Tynes would have planted those in the brief moments or even minutes she may have entered the dwelling.”

Flair shook his head. “Wendy Tynes broke into the home for, at best, specious reasons. A light on? Movement? Please. She also had a compelling motive for planting evidence and the means—and she  had knowledge that Dan Mercer’s house would be searched soon. It is worse than the fruits from a poisonous tree. Any evidence found in the house has to be thrown out.”

“Wendy Tynes is a private citizen.”

“That doesn’t give her carte blanche here. She could have easily planted that laptop and those photographs.”

“Which is an argument you can make to the jury.”

“Your Honor, the material found is absurdly prejudicial. By her own testimony Ms. Tynes is clearly more than a private citizen here. I asked her several times about her relationship with the prosecutor’s office. By her own admission, she was their agent.”

Lee Portnoi turned red on that one. “That’s ridiculous, Your Honor. Is every reporter working on a crime story now considered an agent of the law?”

“By her own admission, Wendy Tynes worked with and in close proximity to your office, Mr. Portnoi. I can have the stenographer read it back, the part about having an officer on the scene and being in touch with the prosecutor’s office.”

“That doesn’t make her an officer.”

“That’s just semantics, and Mr. Portnoi knows it. His office would have had no case against my client without Wendy Tynes. Their entire case—all the crimes my client is now accused of—stems from Ms. Tynes’s attempt at entrapment. Without her involvement, no warrant would have been issued at all.”

Portnoi crossed the room. “Your Honor, Ms. Tynes may have originally presented the case to our office, but by those standards, every witness or complaining party who comes forward would be considered an agent—”

“I’ve heard enough,” Judge Howard said. She slammed her gavel and rose. “You’ll have my ruling by the morning.”
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