Prologue
A mind full of mid-night’s sleep and possibility, would have thought it the Fourth of July, accept for the foot of snow and blinding winter air. Red, blue and white flashing lights slashed through the blizzard filled night transforming multi-shaped snowflakes into a dancing patriotic prism. Two Philadelphia patrol cars, parked sideways so not to get stuck on the tiny street that help to make up the residential puzzle of North Philly, sat running as their occupants hesitated to leave the warm blast of their heaters. Weather conditions called for all residents of the City of Brotherly Love to stay indoors unless it was “a matter of life or death” to venture out. But every cop on duty was sure some knuckle head try out his new SUV and possible lock them into a situation they seriously wanted to avoid.
Officers Collins and Shultz had just recovered from an icy slide on Broad Street when the call came in at 10:53 p.m. - 2056 Ringo Street, possible domestic dispute, immediate response requested. “Ain’t this a kick in the balls,” Schultz yelled as they poured out the hot cups of Joe just purchased at the local WAWA and drove as quickly as possible to the scene. The roads were treacherous and the chains wrapped around the wheels of their cruiser clinked loudly against the frozen snow. “If she don’t press charges I’m gonna beat her myself,” Collins added.
Upon their arrival another patrol car entered from the opposite end of the block and the four officers commiserated with each other before heading for the front door. It was only upon approach that they noticed the splintered front door and bloody footprints that stopped at the edge of the doorframe. The blizzard had wiped away any further tracks. Schultz and Collins signaled the other two cops to take the back, withdrew their weapons, and slowly entered the eerily quiet residence. They announced themselves “police”, but received no response. “Police,” they said again. Their feet sloshing on echoing hardwood flooring, they entered the dimly lit living room to discover the bloody body of a male, face down on a rug. He was quite obviously dead.
“Damn, this shit is gonna be an all nighter,” Collins complained.
“Better than being out in that mechanical dump all night,” Schultz added. Gonna be at least three hours before homicide get here.”
“Should we check ‘em out,” Collins asked carefully walking towards the body.
“Nah, he’s dead.” Schultz shook his head with a slight grin. “Somebody wanted him gone from this world for good. I’ don’t think I’ve ever seen that much blood running out of body. Can’t even tell if he was shot or stabbed.”
“Knife wounds I think,” mused Collins. “I’ll go call it in.” He stepped backward carefully trying not to disturb the scene.
Squeaking boots announced the arrival of the other two officers as they entered from the kitchen. They were both breathing heavily from their excursion through the storm.
“Hey, hey watch them big clumping feet fellows,” Schultz called out. “We got a murder here looks like.”
“Murder,” repeated the youngest officer in a whispery voice.
“Yeah, murder, kid,” Schultz laughed. “This your cherry kid?”
“Yeah it’s his first.” His partner joined in with Schultz’s laughter but seemed uncomfortable with the dead body at his feet.
“Don’t worry about it kid, a lot more coming.” Schultz took out a cigarette and lit it. “Guess he won’t mind. Why don’t you two go check out the basement, I’ll take the upstairs tho’ I’m sure who ever cut this guy to pieces is long gone - footprints stopped at the front door.”
“I called it in…said it would be awhile,” Collins called out on his way back in. “Might as well watch over him” Schultz replied as he started up the stairs. “Doubt he’s going anywhere though.”
Collins nodded and looked around for a place to relax without disturbing the scene any further. Wasn’t much of choice, the room was a wreck. Overturned furniture, broken glass table, smashed lamps – homicide would have field day. He suddenly felt like waiting in the car, had just taken a seat on the steps leading to the second floor when he heard him.
The rookie emerged from the basement, his face stark white, eyes wide with shock. He rushed toward the kitchen. Collins followed.
“What is it rookie.” Collins grabbed his arm to stop him from running out the backdoor. “What is it kid?”
“Blood, blood everywhere. In the….the…dryerrr. In the dryer man, in the dryer!”
“What, what are you talking about,” Collins yelled, spit flying out his mouth, as he shook the crying man.
“What the hell is going on,” Schultz yelled clopping down the steps two at a time.
“The kid is shook up.” The rookie rushed past both of them and headed back out in the snowy night. His partner came up the steps slowly but also speechless from shock. He buried his face in his hands and sobbed uncontrollably. They would get no answers from him. "Guess we better go," Schultz said to his partner. Collins and Schultz descended into the weakly lit basement with apprehension and caution, each silently wishing homicide would arrive and keep them from plummeting into something they knew they were going to regret.
The basement looked like a thousand others - unfinished, peeling walls, exposed spider web covered pipes in the ceiling, damp dirt like floor - they would have hardly noticed the dryer in the shadows if not for the telltale multiple set of footsteps which led them straight to it. At first glance they thought it curiously painted red. Collins switched on his flashlight and shined it on the machine. It was not paint. In disbelief they approached the open door, each pretending more bravery than what they felt at the moment. Collins hand began to shake and the white beam of his flashlight jumped up and down.
“Hold it still dammit,” Schultz whispered.
“I’m trying, - got a bad feeling about this one.” The metallic smell of blood filled the stifling air in the basement.
“You gonna punk out like the kid?”
“Just go ahead, and shut up,” yelled Collins, who thought Schultz a bully, but normally kept quiet about it. Schultz gave him a funny look but bit his lip.
“Just give me the darn thing,” Schultz said, grabbing for the flashlight.
Collins, relieved, slapped it into his waiting palm. Schultz, more to prove to Collins that he wasn’t a punk than investigate the inside, shined the light into the dripping cavity of the dryer. Even from his position behind Schultz, Collins could see the blood - a hundred smooth steel holes, still dripping. In the bottom of the dryer he could make out a small piece of clothing. It appeared to be a baby’s sleeper, but his mind couldn’t comprehend that thought. He stared in disbelief, his eyes scanning the outline of the cloth. It had once been another color, but now he could only see red. At the end of the cloth where there should have been nothing, a small curly head lay flatten and twisted, the neck distorted as if someone had taken their hands and wrung it out. A dead eye stared up at him blankly. He turned away, unable to look any longer.
Chapter One
Melony parked her hybrid in the spot reserved for “Attorneys” and headed towards her second security check of the morning. The sky, as dark as her mood, was threatening a repeat of the snow showers that had fallen over night, leaving a white coat on lawns and statues throughout the historic city. The Women’s Rehabilitation Center, or WRAC as it was commonly known, was a place she detested, but she had been summoned to the semi-secure prison by a late night phone and she felt compelled to assist, even if it meant coming here on an unplanned day.
“Dr. Owens.”
“Yes, who is this,” she answered, groggy with sleep.
“This is Malcolm Jackson.” Malcolm Jackson? Why would a Public Defender be calling her at this time?
She sat up instantly, clicked on the lamp almost knocking over the glass of water she kept on the night stand.
“I need you on a case.”
The red numbers on her alarm clock read 4:02 a.m. “It’s the middle of the night?” An anxious mood descended, from the interruption of sleep or the caller’s voice. She was still too disoriented to nail it down.
“Morning will be fine.”
“Gee thanks,” she’d replied sarcastically. “What kind of case requires that I get called at four in the morning?”
“The morning paper will tell you that.”
“My plate is pretty full right now Malcolm, but I can recommend some very capable…” she started instinctively feeling that it was probably the kind of case she didn't want, and just a bit hesitant to work on with him.
“Melony, this has just been tossed in my lap and I need to get a lawyer on the arraignment for the afternoon session. Simpson has the case. I know she trusts you and before she sets any kind of bail I’m going to need your input.”
The argument had been won, they both knew it, but she wasn’t quiet willing to lay down all of her defensives, yet.
“Can you tell me the client’s name at least,” she asked, standing in the darkness of her bedroom feeling swallowed by the familiar dizzying loneliness that came would normally appear at daybreak.
“We don’t know it yet. They processed her under Rashida Doe.”
“Rashida Doe," Melony repeated with cotton mouth. "What the hell kind of name is that.”
“Someone’s idea of a joke I’m thinking.”
She carried the phone into bathroom and switched on the light. Juggling with one hand, tugging at her pajama bottoms with the other, she blinked her eyes adjusting to the blinding light.
“And you’re allowing this?”
“I have bigger concerns,” Malcolm sighed. “The district attorney is trying this one herself.”
“Damn.”
“Sorry to wake you this time of morning.”
“No, no the toilet seat is freezing.”
The Director laughed and Lena joined using a wad of toilet paper to swipe a small thin spider web from the small crack she always left in the bathroom window.
“What are the charges,” she asked muting the phone so that he wouldn’t hear her flushing.
“Why don’t you check out front page of the Inquirer?” The Inquirer - the case had to be pretty serious to make front page of the biggest newspaper in Philadelphia. “We can talk in the morning.”
The phone died in Melony’s hand but she held it awhile longer trying to retain the warmth of the connection for a few extra minutes.
Wide awake she stared at herself in the mirror. Reddish-black circles were beginning to form under her eyes. Her white porcelain skin it immediately protested the lack of sleep. She gently massaged her cheeks in an attempt to raise some color, get the blood flowing before the circles set in and left her looking like a raccoon. The circles lighten quickly enough as she blushed, racing early morning thoughts speeding through her mind. She would see him today which made her smile at her sleepy reflection through bloodshot eyes. Melony had inherited her “Black Irish” grandmother’s famous looks. Shoulder length thick, jet black hair that made other women stare with envy, midnight blue eyes adorned with long, curvy lashes, a thin proportioned nose, and plump taut lips naturally colored to a medium shade of pink - she was a great beauty, made only the more so by her lack of recognition of the fact. At 5’7 she was taller than both her mother and older sister, and her strict eating habits kept her weight between 125-130 pounds.
Trading a hot shower for her warm bed, she pulled on a pair of expensive jeans and an old Phillies sweatshirt that had belonged to her decease husband, Jonathan. She’d never bothered to patch the large hole in the elbow or scrub away the ancient coffee stain that sat on her right breast, which made it appear as though she were breast feeding. Thick cream laced coffee burned her lips as she curled into her favorite living room chair and stared at a stack of case files before finally picking up one to read. Her patients never observed her taking notes but it was all there, in her memory, transferred to paper to assured that someone else would be able to follow what she had started with a patient if needed. Two hours later the unmistakable squeaking of the paperboy’s bicycle breached the frozen glass of her living room windows. Earphones on his head, he bobbed slowly up and down to the some unheard tune, grey puffs escaping his lips. Melony liked him. Blizzard or not, the kid respected his routine. She watched him expertly sail newspapers on her neighbors’ steps, until she finally heard the solid thud which indicated that she had been delivered. Remnants of the previous night’s snow storm assaulted her as she opened the door to retrieve the paper and she waved at her next door neighbor who'd decided to get an early start on cleaning off his car. Slamming the front door against the onslaught of icy gusts, she peeled the thick, beige rubber band from the paper and rushed back to her warm chair and hot coffee. Malcolm was right, the story had made front page, right beneath the President’s speech on the war in Iraq, and a picture of a group of French students protesting the same.
Woman Charged in the Murder of Two. Bodies of male and infant found overnight in their home.
A male and infant - the newspaper slipped from Melony's hand, blossoming as it hit the throw rug beneath her feet. The world tilted for a moment, her hands trembling from the memory of her “male and infant” crashing like whitewater throughout her mind. "Stop it," she whispered to herself. “It’s not about me.” But her hands continued to shake as she sat back in her chair and covered her legs with her favorite throw. Her breathing was erratic and she felt sick with anxiety. The panic attack had hit her so fast, so surprisingly hard, that she had not had time to prepare. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. “I’m okay at this very moment. Everything is fine. I’m okay,” she whispered over and over until the panic slowly resided and she could stand to be touched again. She hadn’t had a panic attack in over a year, but the awful feeling of them never changed. Ten minutes later, still a tiny bit off centered and shaken, she retrieved the newspaper from the floor.
The news story was accompanied by a grainy photo of a young veiled woman being led, handcuffed into the Round House, the major police headquarters in Philadelphia. Melony stared at the only uncovered part of the girl's face, her blank eyes. Even in the black and white photo there was something in the woman’s eyes that she recognized instantly – pain. She felt uncomfortable, almost as if she was invading her privacy as she read the rest of the article. Slowly, with much care and concern she gleaned what information she could from the staff writer who'd efficiently provided the facts, if not the story. According to Malcolm, Rashida Doe would be arraigned this afternoon. She had five hours to give the legal parties involved some sort insight into the girl.
She knew immediately that five hours would not be enough.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Time was not on Luther Matisse’s side. He had acted in rage and now he was forced to clean up a mess that he should have never created. But damn, it had felt so good to finally do it. He had dreamed of this moment a hundred times over the last eighteen months and the actually act had not been a disappointment. How sweet they tasted on his tongue when he licked his fingers, how fragrant the smell of their fear. The boy had begged for the child’s life, had willing given his own to save him. But of course he’d fabricated the sparing of the child just for the pleasure of telling the lie. Anything and anyone who would separate him from her had to be removed. But if only she’d been there, the thought enraged him so he refused to allow it live in his mind. He could do that control his thoughts, keeping them silent and inactive when necessary, which is when he dreamed He had expected her to be there also, had wanted her to see him kill the boy for what he had done to him. The child had been a bonus. In their country the killing of children was as easy and effortless as swatting a horsefly, but she would see horror in his act, and be unable to hide the revulsion from her brown eyes. It would reflect out, healing his still open boyhood wounds. But she had not been home and he had to satisfy himself with the look on the boy’s face. Well it was ecstasy. He could have stayed all night, waited for her to return to her cozy little house and reclaim that which was his, but the dream showed him that he should not. It aggravated him that he was headed to pick-up and deliver instead of heading back to his home. This place, this cold, grey place had depressed him, made him weaker.
Pulling off the highway into a truck stop he dialed a number. His call was expected and answered on the first ring. He spoke first knowing what they were waiting to hear. “I located the boy.” There was dead silence and the echoing sound of semi-truck engines filled the mobile phone line. He was expected to go on so he did. “There was a child also.”
“Was?”
“It is gone, along with the boy.” He paused. “I’m on my way to pick up the package for New York City.” He hung up before any more questions could be asked, dreading the answer he would have to give once it was.
_____________________________________________________________________
Located on the outskirts of Philadelphia, the Women's Rehabilitation Center or WRAC, a maximum security prison built to house two thousand female inmates, currently had an enrollment of twenty-eight hundred. It was the brainchild of a former First Lady who argued that incarcerated mothers would rehabilitate if allowed the opportunity for continual contact with their children. After a three year debate between the citizens of Philadelphia and the City Council, it was finally built as a judicial experiment. No one denied that it had failed miserably.
Fifteen years after its opening, the mismanaged facility had become a cage for female murderers, drug dealers and prostitutes. The visiting rooms, which had been originally designed with brightly colored walls and kid friendly furniture to encourage visitation, had deteriorated from lack of concern and state funding.
Melony entered the facility through the door reserved for attorneys and medical personnel. A trio of security moving slowly from one side to another watched her every step. Behind a bullet proof glass eyeing her from the moment she’d left her car in the parking lot reserved for visitors, sat two guards, a male and a female commenting appreciatively on her shapely legs. As required she removed her coat and boats in the “Check In” room and stood patiently, if not happily through a quick pat down by a female guard. Melony was relieved of a toe nail clipper and two loose aspirins buried in the bottom of her worn brief case as she handed over her identification. The prison was going through it’s twice a year spruce up, but this room had not been repainted yet. A bronze splatter similar to many she’d seen at the Art Museum patterned the entry room wall. Prison gossip alleged that an inmate had attacked her attorney the week before. There had been blood, lots of it, and the prisoner had finally been dragged off of her attorney with a fractured wrist. Security had been tightened, two extra guards added to each shift, one more at the main gate and security check-ins. Satisfied that she wasn’t planning a prison break they handed her a temporary id badge and passed her on to her escort, a thick guard whose prison badge simply read Inez.
“You got stuck with Rashida, huh,” the guard asked in a thick accent Melony couldn’t place as they walked down the long corridor which led to the psychiatric section of the WRAC. At one time fresh flowers and plants had littered the hallway (according to one of the older guards who loved to talk to Melony about the old WRAC) but now it was bare except for a few plastic chairs and a steel ashtray. Small slithers of sunshine fell upon the grayish colored floor creating a white spectrum path as they walked. The sun was coming out – maybe her day would look up.
“Why do you have her listed as Rashida Doe? Why not Jane or Sue,” Lena asked more than a little frustrated by the secrecy.
“Oh you don’t know,” the guard laughed. “It’s because of the headdress she came in with. It took us an hour and four guards to check beneath the thing and only after we sedated her.
“What headdress?”
“You’ll see for yourself in a minute,” Inez replied knowingly.
“What did you sedate her with?”
“I don’t know. Something the doc gave her. Before that she kicked and bit, fought just like a wild animal. When I saw it I knew why”
“Saw what,” asked Melony.
“Oh you’ll find out I’m sure,” said Inez with a secretive smile. Melony hated the smug attitude of the guards. She started to ask again, but changed her mind.
She walked the remainder of the hallway in silence trying to figure out what exactly was waiting for her behind the bars at the end of the corridor while Inez chatted about the long night she’d had.
Malcolm Jackson, her four a.m. wake-up was waiting. Melony was instantly relieved to see him. “Malcolm, you really must stop the early morning phone calls,” she joked, allowing him to help her with the heavy wool coat she’d found at a thrift store on the Mainline.
“Sorry Melony,” he replied, offering a boyish smile, which made her heart stumble. “But I really need your help with this one. I’ve been here for two hours and I still don’t know what the hell is going on with this case.” They were the only two "outsiders" in the room. Seated quietly in a corner at an old, scarred wooden desk that someone must have found and dragged up from the cellar, sat a guard who appeared to be well past retirement age. She leaned slightly in their direction, pretending not to be listening to their conversation.
“Just remember that call the next time I need a tire changed or some other strong armed task that we weak women aren’t supposed to be able to handle,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes.
Malcolm laughed, his deep bass voice echoing off the scarred waiting room walls. Some of the inherent lines in his face softened as he relaxed a bit. “I hope you don’t feel I’m taking advantage with you Melony. It’s not like you work for the Public Defender’s Office. It’s just that I know you’ll be fair and honest. I have a feeling that this young lady needs that more than most right now.”
“Forget it,” she reassured him. “You had me with the name, Rashida Doe. Who came up with that ridicules idea?”
“Apparently some pissed off cop who got an early morning call too.” The door opened and his escort stared hard in his direction to indicate that his time was up.
“What does your client have to say about all of this,” Melony asked, taking the vacant seat next to him.
“If she has a story Melony she’s not sharing with me. I’ve spent all morning trying to get her to say something - anything. She won't even acknowledge my presence.”
"Perhaps she can't, talk I mean. Often patients who have gone through a traumatic experience are in shock and are unable to communicate."
"That's more your field than mine," he replied with a shrug. "But I can't help her if she doesn't talk. What little evidence that has come in so far does not appear to be in her favor. It’s good to see you though Melony, you look great.” He smiled and she struggled to concentrate on the case.
“Maybe she should be in a hospital Malcolm and not this place,” Melony replied with obvious distaste for her surroundings. “If she’s unresponsive I don’t know what I can do to help.” They had been here before, on the same or opposite side according to which legal department called her first.
“They’re charging her as an adult - two counts of murder one. I have no idea how to defend the girl against the charges since I don’t even know her age. I'm guessing seventeen, maybe eighteen, but who knows.”
“According to the newspaper a husband and baby were found. I think that’s a good indication that she’s over eighteen.”
“Not necessarily,” Malcolm replied rubbing his forehead with his right hand. “You have no idea what I’ve seen in this job, or maybe you do.” His soft brown eyes landed on her face, stayed there a bit longer than necessary.
“How are they charging her without more information,” she asked forcing her eyes from his face.
Malcolm shrugged his shoulders. He appeared to be tired, weary even. Worry flooded her liquid blue-black eyes. She wanted to touch his dark handsome face. The Public Defender's Office had ruined a lot of good attorneys and she didn't want him to become a local government statistic. “Does the police report give us anything to work with? Did they run her fingerprints,” Melony asked as he shoved a blank notepad into his briefcase. "Do we have an ID on the male or the baby? My God, a baby? Who murders a baby?" She felt sick to her stomach from the early morning coffee, the conversation, the newspaper article.
“Nothing. They can’t find any record that the girl even existed.” He pulled on and zipped his black lambskin leather jacket.
“That’s interesting. How can they proceed without a viable client?”
“They will prosecute under Rashida Doe, at least for now.”
“Why is everyone so interested in this case?”
“You're kidding right. This story was made for front page," Malcolm replied with a sarcastic smile. “Woman kills husband and infant son.”
They held each other's eyes a little longer than necessary before Melony continued. “Was he her husband? Do we know that? The poor girl is probably in shock," she asked rushing her words as she felt the panic from earlier trying to encompass her once again. "I couldn't stop staring into her eyes as I was reading the paper this morning. That would be my professional guess even without an exam.” She kept up, saying the un-necessary. She was suddenly starting to feel the fear that came with the disease. She didn't want him to leave but could not so say.
The guard who was to escort Malcolm out sucked her teeth to indicate that she was waiting. He headed toward the exit then turned back to Melony. He looked her up and down slowly as she squirmed under his stare. Was she acting strangely? Could he tell what she was thinking about him? He continued to brazenly search her face as if looking for the answer inside of her. “Could be true, or not. At this point everything is so crazy that I'm not sure of anything." He pulled his gaze away from hers. "I have to go and try to prepare some kind of argument for the arraignment." He knocked on the door and the guard opened it quickly. “Thanks for taking a shot Melony, but I don’t know if you will be able to do anything for my mysterious defendant.”
“I’ll see what I can do Malcolm,” she replied nervously twisting the leather handle on her briefcase. “Sounds like an interesting case, if nothing else.”
“Deadly interesting,” he called back over his shoulder before leaving with his escort.
“You ready Melony,” asked Helen a female guard she recognized from the psychiatric center.
“Yes, I’m coming.” She stood, feeling more tired than she had before the conversation.
Chapter 2
District Attorney Crystal Lynch won her office after a hard fought campaign where she promised quick retribution for any and all criminal acts that took place within the borders of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. In the four years since she had taken office she had kept her word prosecuting and convicting faster than any of her predecessors. Under her leadership the office had developed a hard nose reputation where very few deals were cut in favor of the defendant. Young attorneys vied for the opportunity to join her staff, worked unbelievable hours once appointed to gain her approvable. She was said to be a task master and considered her opinion to be the only correct one. In the courtroom members of the police force loved her, defense attorneys feared her, and judges respected her quick and efficient approach and legal mind. She expected perfection from her Assistant DAs, and if she repeated a directive more than once they knew to look for a new position. She hated to lose whether she was prosecuting a case herself, which was rare nowadays, or using one of her subordinates. No one wanted to report a “not guilty” verdict to District Attorney Crystal Lynch, and very few did.
Lynch was rumored to have her eye on the Mayoral race and although the Rashida Doe’s case hadn’t come in an election year, it did right after a bitter divorce settlement that required she pay alimony to her much younger, unemployed husband. Melony and Malcolm had not been the only two compelled to respond to circumstances of this case. During the middle of the night, antsy and wanting to regain her equilibrium, Lynch decided to prosecute the Dole case herself. The opportunity to get some badly needed positive publicity sweetened the pot. She needed a distraction, and currently the murderous mystery of Rashida Doe was the biggest game in town.
“What the hell is this,” Lynch screeched at Kevin, her sharpest Assistant DA whom she’d called to a seven thirty meeting.” She tossed his hurried report on the conference room table. The only two occupants at a ten seat table, they spoke easily with more candor than if others had been summoned to the meeting.
Kevin Hamilton, the newest member of the District Attorney’s Office had been selected after a 20 candidate interview process. His innocent face often disarmed his competitors allowing him the opportunity to outmaneuver his opponents both in and out of court. Thick, curly black hair and smoky blue eyes, both men and women often stopped to appreciate his good looks. Since he refused the numerous flirtations from female courthouse staff, he was rumored to be gay. Lynch appreciated his hard work, admired his cut-throat style of prosecuting, and considered him a likely candidate to replace her, even with his short tenure.
“That’s all the police could give us initially,” replied Kevin “I’ve been on the phone with the 26th since three. The girl won’t, or can't talk. They're still not sure which and there's no history on her."
“So you’re telling me all you have is two dead bodies, and one mute defendant,” she asked in a softer tone which was an indication to all who knew her, a very dangerous change. “This case has all the ingredients of a front page story for the next two months. I have no intention of going into the courtroom blind.”
“We’ve just gotten started Crystal. I’m sure the police will be able to provide us with additional information over the next couple of days.”
“I don’t bet on possibilities Kevin, and if you want to remain in this office you won’t either,” Lynch replied with soft steel in her voice. The temperature in the room suddenly dropped a few degrees. Lynch who could just as easily been a top model as an attorney shot icy darts in his direction. Any of her other associates would be sweating bullets by now, but Kevin, a Princeton graduate with a dogged attitude and razor sharp bite, knew exactly what he offered the District Attorney’s office. He hid a small smile behind the lid of his Styrofoam coffee cup.
“From what I’m reading we have a cold blooded killer who can easily slip through the judicial cracks and find herself on a vacation in the funny farm.”
“Are we sure that’s not where the girl belongs,” he questioned more to rile her than because of personal belief. “Look at how they found the girl.”
“Two people are dead. One of them was an innocent baby. There will be no free ride here," she said re-opening the folder labeled “Rashida Doe”. “Someone has to pay for this crime and we only have one defendant at the moment.”
“The judge has scheduled a psych evaluation,” informed Kevin as he confidently freed the case file from Lynch's grip. He flipped through the almost flat folder in front of him thinking hard about how to appease his boss. “Melony Owens has been assigned. We had better try to get her feel on this situation as soon as possible.”
Lynch’s chair scraped loudly as she stood and walked to one of the ice covered windows to stare out at the city below. Twelve floors above the awakening city, white snow lay virtually untouched by the slow moving traffic beginning to flood the Center City streets. In spite of herself she enjoyed the view for a minute before responding.
“Get Melony’s feelings on this whole thing Kevin. This girl is spinning some kind of fairy-tale and I want to know what exactly what it is.”
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
“Let me out of here! I can’t stay in here,” yelled an unknown patient in a tunneled out tone, her voice carried by the long barren hallway to the where Melony and Helen stood waiting to buzzed inside. “I gotta get home to my kids. Let me out, please let me out!”
“That’s crazy Janet. She just got transferred from somewhere upstate, was threatening her judge I think.” Melony cringed at the prejudicial statement. “She ain’t got no kids though.”
“Why what happened to them?”
“She poured gas on them, lit a match, then stood outside the house to watch ‘em burn,” Inez said with no sympathy. “Thinks their still alive.” They walked the rest of the way in silence.
The psychiatric ward at the WRAC, similar to the rest of the facility, was at one time state of the art. Despite a lack of funding and political interest, it struggled to retain a light and airy atmosphere conducive to patient rehabilitation. It was not very successful. One of the main functions of the prison was to offer its inmates the mental support they would need to take control of the demons that landed them behind bars. Unfortunately, the WRAC, with its reputation of politically appointed leadership and mismanagement, could not attract and keep the type of mental health staff that would be dedicated to the long term assistance the patients required. Mental health in the facility consisted mainly of heavy handed drugs and two overworked doctors.
Lena, who has volunteered at the center twice a month over the past five years, spoke to a few patients as she was led down the colorless corridor that led to the holding cells. The cases were always a challenge, and sadly, made overly so by the bureaucracy of the prison community. A family of keys jangled from the guard's belt loop as they walked finally stopping outside a solid iron door painted standard WRAC grey.
“She’s in there Melony, but I think you’re wasting your time with that one,” the guard said shaking her head as she unlocked the door. Lena nodded, comfortable with the use of her first name. In the WRAC most people were called by their first names, even the guards. "This is where we bring all new patients 'til they get processed, medicated. Don't know why she's here though since she's been shot up pretty good so far." She was concerned, one of the few at the WRAC who genuinely cared for the inmates. "You want me to come in with you?”
“Thanks Helen, I can take it from here,” Melony touched her shoulder lightly as she stepped through the open door and allowed it to shut with a loud bang. She leaned into the steel for a moment arching her fingers against the hard surface. It was an old practice, one she did to mentally brace herself whenever she met with new patients behind the walls of the WRAC - a reminder that she would be allow to leave with only a soft tap on the locked door. The guards were listening, always, just in case they were needed. Her eyes closed only for a second, long enough for her to prepare. Never react, never, no matter who or what appeared before you.
Overhead, dual florescent lights flickered before settling down with a slight buzzing noise. No windows. “Fresh Paint” signs hung crookedly on opposite sides of the room, a thick acrylic smell frozen in the unmoving air indicating that the walls had recently been coated in the flat colorless white they liked to use at the WRAC. In a second she took it all in. A claustrophobic wave inched slowly up her spine as she wondered what the paint hid beneath its damp coats. Melony smiled at her new patient.
Six years of training and five years of psychological practice, and some things still took her off guard. This was one of them. The “monster” everyone had spoken of with measured fear in their voices was in actuality a tiny, timid looking girl, trying her best not to tremble under the stark overhead lights hanging above her head. Her hair and most of her face are hidden behind a multi-colored head wrapping, an ornamented mixture of orange, yellow, red and black. A single braid peeped shyly from beneath the decorative scarf resting softly upon her creased forehead. Extremely thin, dangling blueberry black arms hang loosely from the short sleeves of her orange prison issued jumpsuit. Stiff as a block of wood, her newest client sits rigid, seeming slightly catatonic yet not completely so, as Melony continued her silent observation. With nervous tic like movements, she pulls unconsciously at the collar of the jumpsuit as if it is strangling her though it is obviously too large to do so. Dry, hurt filled eyes - Melony simply wanted to gather her into her arms, rock her slowly, and relieve some of the pain burning in her face. Instead she slowly removes a small tape recorder from her front pocket and places it on the thick wooden table near Rashida’s bony hands. She had been horribly abused, Melony is sure of it, and with therapeutic patience she waits allowing silence to fill the unrivaled space between them. There is something animalistic about the girl’s dry bed brown eyes which swirled with specks of intrigue, curiosity, and something much, much deeper. Ten minutes passes with only the whining sound of the tape recorder and the soft ticking of the large wall clock filling the room, the doctor sneaking glances at the patient before quickly turning her eyes away. Melony finally breaks the silence.
“My name is Doctor Owens, but you can call me Melony if you want." She studies the eyes which stare blankly, unresponsive, yet not cold. There's a life inside of there she thinks. "I’ve been sent here to help you. Do you understand me? Can you understand English?”
It was fast, the way her eyes flickered, and gave her away, but Lena notices, and also the mild shaking. “You’re trembling. Are you okay,” Melony asks quietly, carefully, keeping her voice soft and friendly.
Another flicker, then followed quickly by a slow blink. There is definitely fear, but something else, something that sends a shiver across Melony’s heart. She understands and recognizes the fear, but there were so many other things in Rashida’s blank stare that she has to break off the eye contact. She uses the opportunity to again survey the stark white walls of the room. The painters have done an average, thank-less job, probably rushing like most outside people to leave the WRAC as soon as possible. With an invisible stick she mentally traces several surviving cracks running perpendicular to the ceiling. Someone has stuck a note with a wad of pink chewing gum on the back wall right above her patient’s head. It simply read “help me”. Her eyes fall again on the darkest skin she’s ever seen, the most stunning. Even half hidden she can tell that the girl is beautiful in the unassuming way that only people who do not recognize that they are beautiful can be. In prison gear she reminds her of the deliciously foreign models who suck the air space right off the thick pages of the fashion magazines she often flicks through but never purchases. She is definitely very different.
“Did you write that note,” Melony asks, already knowing the question will not be answered. And then changing the subject. “I come here quite often but this is the first time I’ve used this room. Pretty terrible, don’t you think?” Her attempt at breaking their silence lands weak and unbalanced.
Then suddenly, like a sneeze that you don't expect, Rashida relaxes, her thin arms collapsing like two deflated sticks into her lap. Her chest rises slightly indicating that she has taken a deep breath although there is no movement of her lips or nose.
Melony not sure what to make of the movement picks up the tape recorder. “I hate the sound of these tape machines. Even the tiny ones like this make the most irritating noise. They are ingenious though.” She has been trained to be quiet, evaluate the silence of people – the “what they are not saying”, but something about the girl is making her nervous, ramble on un-necessarily. Maybe it is the freshly painted box room’s colorless color, the starkness, barred door, cigarette burned table, or its overall similarity to the prison’s standard cell. She fights to control her nervous reaction not wanting to shut the girl down even further, if that was possible. Normally Melony saw her patients in the psych ward’s library which was a little nosy at times but not inhibiting. Everything about this room feels smothering. Melony continues to chatter in a second attempt to connect with her patient - to cross a bridge where none exists.
“I’m just going to sit here for awhile, if that’s alright with you. I’m not in a rush to go back through those steel bars.”
This time Rashida’s eyes blinks faster, awareness appearing behind the brown shadows in them. Melony has gotten her attention. From the hallway the muffled sound of steel slamming against concrete echoes into the room and the girl turns toward the noise as if expecting someone to walk through the door.
“I hate walking through the bars the most. In fact, I hate this place,” Melony announces realizing that it was the truth. “It’s scary here? Every time I come through the doors I feel lost and lonely. Does it feel that way for you too?” They have this moment, this prison, this room that they are sharing – it is her toll onto the bridge. That’s all she has to use. “Am I talking too much? Would you prefer quiet?” She would have sworn she'd seen another response. “You know most of my patients talk my ear off. I’m not use to doing the majority of the talking, though we therapists do tend to ask a lot of questions.” This time she received a tiny movement from behind the scarf. Had it been a smile?
Rashida slips a finger under the front rim of her scarf and slowly scratches her scalp with the tip of her finger. To Melony's thinking it is a natural thing for someone to do. A sane thing. She continues to sit with her allowing a relationship to be planted in their silence. Out of the corner of her eye she notices a black spider slowly descended from the ceiling tiles, working quietly to begin a new webby home. She hates spiders, the death in them, feels the urge to swipe it like she'd done earlier this morning to the other. But she keeps her seat, not mentioning the existence of the creature to her patient.
“You're head is covered. Are you Muslim,” she asks after some long moments, intentionally avoiding eye contact as she questions the girl. “Your name is not Rashida, is it? What is your name?”
And to her amazement, the girl stands, shaky at first on what has to be thin legs, then stronger with a low guttural cry slipping from between her thin dark lips. She opens her mouth as if to respond, then closes it just as quickly. With a ghost-like limp she takes to the corner opposite of the spider's home as if she’s known of his presence all along. Melony holds her breath, bites down hard enough on her bottom lip to taste the metallic in her blood. Afraid any sound or movement will frighten the girl further, break this incredible moment she sits perfectly still. Something she said has affected the girl forcing a reaction, and in her mind she replays her last words as she continues to study her. At about 5’1, she is as thin as a rail, a dark shadow resting awkwardly against the ballooning orange of her jumpsuit. She looks no more than twelve or thirteen.
“Oh my God,” Melony thinks, but remains frozen at the table. Her left foot itches nervously in her ankle boots - she must allow space, but hopes desperately for an invitation.
“Won't you tell me your name," she asks, time slipping away behind the windowless walls.
Rashida raised her head slowly, small dark circles appearing on the material wrapped about her face, and then allowed it to drop quickly back to her chest. She is crying, and suddenly Melony feels the connection, that invisible pull that draws her to a patient, assures her that they were meant to travel awhile together.
“I’m sorry,” Lena whispers softly, but she is secretly happy to see the girl have any response.
“Sorry?” The question came out in a croak from a soft voice, a foreign accent.
“Yes, I'm sorry this is happening to you, and yes I want to help.” Melony swallows the tears welling up in the back of her throat. Already this mystery patient was having an effect on her.
“Help me.” She points shyly at her chest. "Help me." She has never had a patient like her. Her lovely eyes are wet and red as she nods with some small understanding. Melony sighs with relief. She can feel the invisible pull, the link growing between them as she smiles and pushes back her chair. Scrapping wood mixes momentarily with angry voices which float from beneath the door. A scream follows, and then the room falls silent. The sounds are scary, but familiar and her eyes never leave the face of her patient who begins to shake uncontrollably.
“What’s your name honey,” she asks again. “I have a feeling that Rashida Doe isn’t your name.”
“Rashida?” She is clearly confused.
“That’s what they are calling you, Rashida Doe,” Melony explains slowly, struggling to place the accent which feels familiar, yet distant. Understanding, like a soft yellow light switches on in her brown eyes
“La ismi," (not my name) she replies in a strong voice. Was that anger? Melony wasn’t sure as she concentrated on the response, the delivery.
“Yes, you do have a name," Melony assures, joining her, legs crossed on the cold, cement floor. "You do have a name don't you sweetheart. So what shall I call you?”
"La ismi,” louder this time, her head bent in a servant ant manner, her neck downward, eyes searching for something in Melony's.
This is the moment, and Melony trained to know this moment more than any other, sits up straight, her back taut and hard. She leans forward, again taking note of the girl’s strikingly beautiful facial features which refuses to stay hidden even under her spotted multi-colored scarf. Shallow breathing fills the space between them as her warm breath escapes the head wrapping and skirts across Melony’s left cheekbone. An earthly smell pours from her exotic skin. Excitement floods Melony's body, flowing quickly with purpose toward her heart. She isn't from here - didn't belong to these damn white walls and suddenly Melony knew and was grateful.
“Ana Asmina," (my name is Asmina) she says in a breathless whisper
"Ash - me - nah," Melony repeats, and the girl’s eyes brightens momentarily, fills with joy, and then dies just as quickly. “Yes, yes you are.” Not from here. The accent, the lovely dark skin, it all fits. Dumbfounded, Melony pulls away a bit. How the hell did this beautiful young girl get here, a Philadelphia jail cell? She has to know. “You're not from here, are you? Where are you from Asmina? The name rolled easily from Melony’s tongue, feeling wonderfully sweet and strong.
"Here," she repeats not understanding. Frustration fills her eyes and she raises her head only enough for Melony to see the struggle flooding her features.
"You're not American. You're not." She touches her then, lightly laying her hand over her hand, remaining even when the tiny fingers stiffened under her touch. "Oh baby girl, what has happened to you?" Inside her chest her heart shouts across space and time, calling out to a girl she doesn't know, doesn't understand, but feels so deeply for that she can hardly breathe. A wave of questions thunders through Melony's mind, generating a torrent of possible answers. She squints at the clock - forty minutes gone - fighting back the stinging tears determined to have their way with her eyes. How can she possible help this girl, build a relationship, uncover her story when there wouldn't be verbal communication? This girl was touching her in places she'd never been touched before. Her eyes fell on the table where the tape recorder was still running unmanned, wishing she had thought to grab it on her way over, hoping and praying that it is recording from a distance. She will need its words when she leaves this cold place to hold on to Asmina. And she knows, instantly, she will hold on tighter to her than she has any other patient before. The knowledge of this causes her to grasp the incredibly thin hand tighter.
“Are you a murderer Asmina,” she asks inwardly. You are accused of murdering your own baby. "Do you even remember that?” A scream builds up in the back of Melony’s throat. Nothing, absolutely nothing frustrates her more than not getting a handle on a patient. The inability to connect always leaves her feeling helpless and weak. Asmina has something to say – she can feel it, see it in her horribly sad eyes. But how can she possibly get into broken world?
Fear floods the girl's eyes, a dam of trepidation shimmered on her long black eyelashes, before rolling silently down the unhidden part of her face into silk material. Melony's tears threatens to spill over, finally sympathy winning out over sensibility, they surge hot upon her cheeks. They cry, she and Asmina, swaying gently as if connected by an invisible umbilical cord which will only allow synchronized movement. And even harder still when Asmina begins to slam her skeletal back against that damp still white wall freeing the note which reads "help me" and it drifts airlessly to the floor.
"People are dead Asmina. The police will keep you here until they find out who hurt them," Melony warns in a scratchy voice. "But you won't be alone. I promise you, you won't be alone."
“Al La~am ," (The butcher) Asmina cries out. "Hoowa Al La~am ." (He is the butcher)
“Who, who are you afraid of?” But Melony was losing her again, saw the dulling begin to cloud her velvety chocolate eyes. Would she get her back again?
“Tell me, who has frightened you,” Melony presses, desperate to keep the connection between them. "Who hurt you, your family Asmina?"
"Ana Aba", (I am a slave) she cries in a tongue lost on Melony. Was it the name of the killer? Her husband? "Huwwa majruh." (He hurt me) Melony swears under her breath. She is losing her now; she might never get her back.
“Where are you from Asmina," Melony almost yells, gripping her hand hard. “What country? Where is your home?"
Before Asmina answers, several things happen at the same time to fully retract the delicate bridge between them. The door opens suddenly without a knock, a strangled yell pours into the room and Asmina, her eyes wide with terror, curls her legs and backs into the corner as far as the wall will allow.
“You okay in there Melony,” the guard who'd brought her in yelled as if they weren’t in the same room. Lena wanted to scream, but instead she loosened her grip on Asmina’s hand. “We’re fine Helen,” she responds never taking her eyes from the girl.
After a moment, the door shuts loudly behind them and once again the humming of the tape filled the room.
“I want to help you Asmina. Please tell me, where is your home?”
"Dar Fur. Sudan, Dar Fur. Kevin." (The face of death) Then she was gone, closed off in her silent world behind her veil, tears rolling silently down her face.
Melony left the WRAC confused, but excited. How could she feel so hurt, yet so happy at the same time? Just a short time ago she thought there would be no kind of breakthrough, now everything felt different. They could journey together, if only for a short while. That is all a therapist requires, to be of some help to someone, and she decided in that moment that she wanted help to this girl. There was clearly such deep pain inside of Asmina that it radiated from beneath her beautiful black skin. There was something amazing about her – murderer or not – and Melony left determined to find out just what it was.
Chapter 3
Despite it being mid-morning and the promise of rush hour traffic, Melony took the expressway back to Center City. She wanted to get to her office and call Malcolm before the arraignment hearing. The traffic was all it promised to be and as she set amid a mass of unmoving cars she rewound and played the tape of her conversation with Asmina. Static filled the car as she fast forwarded, bypassing her empty questions to the section where the girl had finally spoke
"Ana Aba." It was some type of African tongue - she had watched enough National Geographic to figure that out. But what country and how in the heavens had she gotten to America? They would need an interpreter she thought as the foreign words bounced like tiny hard pebbles against the frozen windows of her small car. But bringing a third party into therapy was never a smart move, especially in such an important case with such a wounded client. Melony replayed the answer two times before moving on. What was on it might not help, but it certainly couldn't hurt. Judge Simpson, along with the District Attorney and Public Defender’s Offices would have to be told of the situation. She would call Malcolm personally. Melony wasn't sure how the information would affect the case but it had to have some bearing. She had been unprepared for the session and it had drained her. Leaning back on the car's headrest she continued to listen intently to Asmina's voice. Her tone and inclination was almost childlike, swollen with apprehension and fear. Skittish and anxious, she was clearly frightened, but of whom? Melony was not a betting woman, but if were forced into a decision, she would bet it was not the dead man. Something had broken inside of Asmina's mind, snapped it like a dry twig, and whoever or whatever it was continued to have a hold on her that one session with Melony was not going to break. She wanted to speak with her again as soon as possible, but at the moment she only had an hour to prepare a report a mental health report sharing the little information she'd gotten. Blending with the morning traffic towards downtown Philadelphia she determined that she would stay involved with the case after giving her report. Maybe petition the judge to remain on as a consultant.
Fifteen minutes later Melony walked through the double glass doors of the office she shared with two other therapists, college friends. Arlene the receptionist was the only occupant in the waiting area and she hurried to hang up from a phone call.
“Hey Melony,” called out Arlene, a tall, plump platinum blonde who kept the place running smoothly around her weekly hair appointments. “Mr. White called. He said he was running about ten minutes late.”
She had forgotten to cancel the appointment.
“Thanks Arlene. Do you have Malcolm Jackson’s number in that rolodex of yours,” Melony asked flipping through the mail on the cherry wood reception desk. “I need a cup of coffee.”
“I’m sure I do, but you need to watch the coffee Lena. It’s not good for you,” Arlene chide handing her a piece of paper with Malcolm’s number. “When are you going to start using all the fancy features on that new phone of yours?’
“But if I did that mother we wouldn’t need you any longer,” Melony laughed, as Arlene rolled her soft green eyes. Arlene was the only five years older than her, but she had designated herself the office mom since her arrival three years ago.
“Speaking of mothers, yours called about an hour ago to arrange lunch this afternoon. I told her I would have you call her back.”
“That’s going to be impossible today,” she mumbled more to herself than Arlene. “Thanks for the messages.”
Dropping her briefcase and pocketbook on the couch in her office, Melony dialed Malcolm’s number while balancing her second cup of coffee of the morning. She had time for one tongue burning sip before he answered.
“Department of Criminal Defense, Malcolm Jackson.”
“Hi Malcolm, this is Melony.”
“Hey Melony, how was your visit with our silent defendant?”
“Silent no more.”
“What, are you serious?”
“I’m serious. I have a little information for you,” she replied sinking into the green leather chair behind her desk. It was perfect – soft on the butt, hard on the back. She caught a sale at her favorite furniture store, decided to splurge on the piece, and never regretted the decision.
“Well spill it,” he said with slight impatience. “Don’t keep me waiting.”
A vision of him waiting on her bed while she showered flashed through her mind and she blushed, grateful, he couldn’t see her face. “Her name is Asmina.”
“Asmina?”
“Ash-me-nah. Beautiful name isn't it," she yawned, the early morning catching up to her. "I can't be sure but I think she's only a kid Malcolm."
“Damn, that would make a huge difference in this case. How sure are you?”
“I’m not, I'm guessing from the short conversation we had. But I think I'm right.”
“How did you get her to talk to you Melony," he asked, concern and confusion in his voice. "I couldn't even get her to look in my direction this morning." She could hear rustling papers in the background and she wondered if he was searching for Asmina's file among hundreds.
"We cried together." She was glad Malcolm didn't respond. "Just when I was making a little leeway a guard interrupted and she shut down on me.” His silence continued. “Malcolm I think she's African.”
“Wow, but it makes sense,” he said chewing on some mystery food. "How did you find out all of that, in what, an hour?"
"I'm not positive Malcolm, but she definitely has an accent, speaks very little English and she doesn't look American to me. Also, she's definitely terrified of something or someone."
“So she’s not crazy then,” he asked with a gulp," Malcolm sounded disappointed that an insanity plea wouldn't simplify the case. Melony was slightly irritated by his callous attitude.
“Don't be so sad Malcolm," she said in a cool tone. "I suspect that she's not the type to kill a baby. She’s has too much hurt in her eyes. Behind her wall of silence I suspect that there’s a young lady with a heartbreaking story to tell.”
“Sorry Melony, did I sound terrible?" She couldn't tell if the apology was sincere which irritated her further. "Is she able to stand trial? What do you plan to tell Simpson this afternoon?”
"Malcolm, she's a person, not a case number." She bit down on her lower lip – a habit whenever she was angry or deep in thought. Did she have a wrong opinion of him? “ I’m sending an email to the judge and the District Attorney’s office since my report is needed by this afternoon. I will copy your office also. Be straight with me Malcolm, why is everyone so concerned about this case?”
"My boss got her ass fried in that Dillon case last week. She’s running scared right now. Everything totally by the book or there will be hell to pay,” he said in his best imitation of his boss’s voice. “I'm sorry about before. I didn't mean to sound callous. It must be the early morning call and all the media frenzy. I've already received three calls from reporters." He let his apology soak in before continuing. "This girl can get eaten up by those vultures or Lynch. Guess I was just trying to find the easier way out for her."
“I don’t know Malcolm, I just don't know enough about her yet. We didn’t have that much time.”
“How do I help her Melony if she doesn’t speak English? Is she even in this country legally?”
“That’s more in your field than mind Malcolm.”
“Touché Melony,” he laughed. “Simpson will insist that you give her something.” His warning was un-necessary, she already knew what the judge’s requirements would be since they’d worked together on several cases before.
“I'm well aware of what the Judge needs, but I’m not guessing about this girl. Without the appropriate amount of time to evaluate her I can’t, no I won't make a firm decision. I'm not going to see an innocent girl on trial for murder when I can't even communicate with her yet.” The sun was finally struggling to make a return to the grey overcast city and a warm streak landed solidly on the face. She relaxed into its warmth and her decision as they said goodbye.
The phone died in Malcolm's hand and he slowly placed the receiver on the hook holding on to the memory of Melony's voice for a few extra moments. She frightened him in a way that he didn't understand yet. They saw each other rarely, running in to each other at holiday parties or in the courthouse hallways, but they had never worked together on a case. He liked her, probably more than he should especially now that they were on the same case. Dropping the remainder of his cheese steak into the wastebasket he picked up the Doe file. He was honest with himself, and he honestly evaluated his words to Melony now. He did want to rush the case. He did want it to be easy, a cut and paste. He wanted a crazy client, Lynch frustrated with the lack of ability to send a person she considered a murderer to jail, his friendship with Melony unstrained. But that was not going to be the case, he felt it. Asmina, that was her name right, was a poor scared kid who would probably spend the rest of her life in jail if he didn't find a way to help.
This was the kind of case he'd joined the Public Defender's Office to fight. Day one and they were already railroading his client. Newspapers were milking the story for all it was worth, kept the picture of the victims and Asmina on the front covers. The voices of political pressure would soon be echoing down the courthouse hallways. This was going to be the kind of case which could make or break a career. He only needed to decide whether he would be the breaker, or be broken. Going up against Lynch was a nightmare for most young defense attorneys but he had faced her few times, in and out of court, which was why he had been chosen. Malcolm Jackson was one of the best lawyers in the city of Philadelphia. He'd done everything right. Graduated on time in the top ten of his class, married the right girl and chosen a job which would allow him to help the community while still affording the family he'd wished for all his life, made his parents proud and kept his drug addict brother out of jail until he'd finally cleaned up. Malcolm Jackson had done everything right, until everything had gone wrong.
Two years ago he'd found his first cousin banging his wife in their laundry room. The fact that it was during a retirement barbeque for his father, only made the situation more impossible. He applied for and received a quick divorce and now spent every other weekend and every Thursday evening with his four year old son. During the bad time, as his mother termed it, he had gotten sloppy and lost a few cases. He agreed with Melony, though reluctantly because it didn't quite mold into his personal agenda. But there was something much deeper going on than what the girl showed on the surface. Now if he could only figure it out. Malcolm removed the receiver from its base. It was time for him to go on the offensive.
Chapter 4
Each of Melony’s patients came with their own particular wants and needs and she put a great deal of effort into making each feel comfortable and accepted in her office. Her current patient Sam, a middle-aged man struggling with workplace trauma and a recent divorce, had an adverse reaction to bright sunlight. The shades had been drawn and curtains pulled tightly before she opened the door for him. They spoke easily, like two old friends under the soft orange light of her desk lamp. He sat, stiff and straight on the edge of her couch, while she leaned back into a matching arm chair.
“How did that make you feel,” Melony asked, bending toward him empathically.
“I wanted to yell back at him of course, to tell him what I really think of him,” he responded in a boisterous tone. “I tell you Melony I hate that place anymore.”
“Your reaction is perfectly normal Sam you’ve had a lot of problems there. Did you check the local papers or employment websites for other positions as we discussed last time,” she responded, struggling to listen to him and not think of Asmina’s lost eyes. It was a strange occurrence for her to mingle her thoughts about two patients and she concentrated even harder to pay full attention to his answers.
“Why do people have to be so darn mean,” Sam tearfully questioned. His emotions changed quickly.
“Wow, I see this has really upset you. Let me ask you a question Sam – do you think your feelings towards your co-worker could be related to your repressed feelings concerning your wife?”
“Why would you say that,” he stuttered leaning back into the pillows of the couch with a surprised look on his face. She smiled observing his body movements. She had hit a sore spot.
“I’m been thinking about you Sam, your work situation and the pain you have from the lost of your twenty-three year marriage. I think the two situations could be very much related.” She glanced at the clock position on the end table where both she and patient could keep track of the time. Sam stared at her, his eyebrows raised slightly, biting his lower lip as he thought about her suggestion.
“Let’s discuss that next time.” His forty-five minutes were up and she had been summoned to the judge’s office to hand deliver her report on Asmina. The possibility that she may not be an American citizen had thrown a monkey wrench in the entire arraignment procedures. Melony was curious to see how she would proceed from here. “Sam, would you like to come this time next week?” He was every two weeks, but she would fit him in, didn’t want to leave him in distress when they were finally reaching a breakthrough point.
“Sure Melony, that’s fine for me.”
She walked him to the door feeling a little guilty about not completely concentrating. Her head throbbed from lack of sleep, and hunger was dancing around like an African troop in her stomach. Mindlessly, Melony rumbled through her desk drawer until her hand connected with a granola bar. Relieved that she wouldn’t have to make trip to the newsstand outside of the building, she opened the wrapper and took a large bite.
A place of solitude and comfort, Melony’s office was decorated with a mixture of browns, greens and reds. Natural beauty not only relaxed her, but her patients responded extremely well to the atmosphere. Pictures of wild eyed monkeys, leafy potted plants, and cozy chenille throws mixed to create a peaceful and inviting environment. She kept extra mugs to offer tea and board games for her youngest patients. Intentionally, the lighting was kept soft and reflective and she lined the tall double windows with brown and green curtains adorned with African herds. Her office perfectly reflected her warm, adventurous personality, her patients often commenting that “they felt right at home.” Melony rarely recorded patient sessions. She preferred to make notes and update files after their visits. Her patients are often amazed at her ability to retain their stories in her head, actually come back to the very point they had left unfinished the week before. But she knew each of them, their stories, their lives, and could easily come back to where they’d left off.
Never lacking for clients over ten years of practice, she had met hundreds, heard thousands of stories - but Asmina’s covered face flashed before her now and wouldn’t go away. "Kevin." Not knowing what Asmina was saying was driving her crazy. She had to find an interpreter who could help. The girl was in a lot of trouble. But it’s only my job to evaluate Asmina’s mental capacity to stand trial not determine her guilt or innocence, Melony thought. With only her instinct to go on, she began her report for Judge Simpson, the District Attorney and Public Defender’s Offices. She Melony hoped that she wasn’t about to make a huge mistake.
_____________________________________________________________
Luther Matisse had already made a huge mistake. He had left the girl alive. It wasn't intentional, but unfortunately necessary for the moment. As he climbed the steps to the Embassy of the Republic of Sudan he braced himself for the conversation waiting for him inside. Located at 2210 Massachusetts Ave, Washington, DC the embassy, an inconspicuous three story grey building located in an influential section of the capitol, sits among a block of residential homes owned by tenured American Statesmen. It is distinguished from their homes only by the flying of its country’s green, orange and white flag and a bronze plaque hung on the front door etched with the words “Embassy of the Republic of Sudan”. In residence is the current Ambassador to the United States representing the Republic of Sudan, Amin Sadeen, his wife, and three teenage daughters. In addition to his family, a staff of fifteen – which includes his personal assistant, two secretaries, a cook, two maids, a physician, a French music tutor (that his daughters despise both for the hated musical lessons and because they are well aware that she is also their father’s mistress), a financial secretary, chauffer, and his personal security team which includes his cousin Luther Matesse, plus four additional security personnel. Behind sun-blocking navy blue and grey shades, the transported government of the Republic of Sudan transacts the business of their country, both legal and illegal. Born in a nation which has only known civil war and unrest, Ambassador Sadeen’s paranoia seemed compulsory to his position. On the celebration of his fourth birthday, his father legs were blown away by a car bomb. He died a two days later with young Sadeen at his bed side. Over the next three years two uncles were kidnapped and murdered. So it was not an unreasonable request for to Ambassador Sadeen to request such a large staff in his country's small embassy. At home, in the Sudan, it is his policy to switch bodyguards every six months, his routine every three. In America, where the switching of security is not feasible, he solidifies the loyalty of his security team with favors and money. His country has long been plagued by civil war stemming from racial and cultural inequality: most people in Sudan's northern region are Arab Muslims; while most southerners are non-Arab sub-Saharans who mainly practice traditional African religions or Christianity. The Conflict in Darfur where millions of Southerners have been killed, kidnapped or displaced has attracted the attention of millions of “bleeding hearts” around the world and Ambassador Sadeen receives hundreds of death threats in America. Most are considered harmless, but in a world where life can be so easily taken, he will take no chances. He considers them a small inconvenience to the many pleasures he has found in this democratic country and its diplomatic immunity. From his second office window he glares at yet another human rights protest - a litany of handmade signs and bullhorns - and resists the urge to open the window and toss his lit cigar into the crowd. It would be a stupid thing, and Amin definitely was not stupid. Instead he distracts himself with the return of Luther and the conversation they are about to have. The shrill of his desk phone interrupts his thoughts, irritating him, and he hopes it is not another call from the President requesting the return of Luther. Rumors of his presence alone among the roving men of the in the Janjaweed has emptied large villages of its residents with very little bloodshed. With worldwide attention drawn to the region, the President wants the war finished, and soon, but only after the complete devastation of the mineral rich region of Darfur is completely under the control of the North regime.
Contingent to accepting the position of Ambassador to the United States, Amin Sadeen demanded, and was granted the allowance of selecting the members of the security team which would accompany his staff and family. It was an easy choice. Luther Matesse, labeled the “Fortune Teller” because of his claim to see the future of each of his victims in a dream the night before they meet, was at the top of his list. Most of Luther’s dreams are dark, full of blood and death. A general in the Janjaweed militia and strong supporter of the Northern Sudanese military, he has been credited with the slaughter of thousands of in the southern regions. He is a cold, brutal man whose Christian mother gave him a Christian name then died six weeks later. A solver of political, social and economic problems with torturous techniques, he is also first cousin to Ambassador Sadeen, who would not consider travelling so far from home without him at his side. As boys they grew up like brothers under the watchful eye of their grandfather, a bitter tribal leader who raised his hungry grandsons on to hate the people of the South whom he blamed for the deaths of all of his sons. Amin, the oldest, sought reprisal through the use of political power by securing the trust and support of the reigning military dictatorship, while Luther used kidnapping and murder to subdue his bloodlust. The war in Darfur has made the cousins very wealthy and extremely ruthless.
“Excuse sir, but it is a call from home,” his secretary cracked his office door to deliver the news. “The President's secretary.”
“Tell her I am in a meeting with the Senator from Wyoming. Send in Luther as soon as he comes in, and then leave for lunch.”
“It is only 10:00 a.m. sir,” she replied with confusion. His icy cold eyes answered her. He continued to stare out the window until he heard the soft click of his office door and the heavy booted feet of his cousin.
“Did you locate her” Amin questioned without pleasantries as he turned to face Luther.
“Yes.”
“Is she dead?”
“No.”
Silence enveloped the room as each man considered the answer.
“Did you get it,” Amin asked anxiously.
“No.”
“Then why the hell are we talking.”
"Assalamu alaikum," Luther replied leaving as silently as he had entered. There was work to be done.
Chapter 5
Philadelphia, known for its historical landmarks and democratic attitude towards freedom and justice, boasts one of the newest courthouses in the country. Designed to blend in with the constantly growing contemporary skyline, the courthouse building, towers above its nearest neighbor. Inside, cool grey marble and warm walnut trim opens into a large atrium where police and civilians blended into one humming mass of movement, witnesses mix with defendants, prosecutors with defense attorneys - some determined to avoid justice, others to mete it out. Melony thought it an intimidating place for both the innocent and the guilty.
Judge Andrea Simpson was one of the first jurists to move her office into the new courthouse. The youngest judge on the circuit, she gained a reputation in the early 1990s for being tough with criminals and a case breaker for unprepared attorneys. Hard-hitting, but fair, she quickly earned the respect of her peers and the attorneys who stood before her bench.
Melony met the Judge five years ago when they were both assigned the case of a schizophrenic patient who after a bad choir practice brutally shot his pastor, his spouse and their five children. Judge Simpson resolved that the client was “not guilty” due to mental illness convinced mainly by the detailed report generated by Melony who diagnosed his schizophrenia and recommended commitment to a mental institution. It was a very controversial case with thousands of protesters on each side of the issues, but the judge stood by her decision never wavering under oppositional political pressures. Since then she had called upon Melony a few times and two had established a trust, if not a friendship.
“Melony, it’s great to see you.” Michael, Judge’s Simpson’s bailiff, stood to greet her with a handshake. “We have to stop meeting like this.” She liked him and his partner. Theirs had been the only holiday party invitation she had accepted.
“Yes, we do,” she replied with a smile which matched his own. “What is the thermostat reading this morning?”
“Trying to take her temperature, huh,” he laughed. “Don’t worry this whole thing is just getting started. Normally it takes at least the opening arguments before it gets really chilly in here.”
Lena nodded, she understood perfectly.
“Go on in, she’s waiting. Loosened up your coat girl, she's not in the mood to eat therapists this morning. I'll bring you some coffee." He opened the twin chestnut office doors leading to the judge's office, returned after a minute and directed Melony to "go on in."
To be honest, Melony detested the Judge’s office. Decorated with non-descript chrome and glass, it felt cold, and designed strictly for business. High heels sank into the deep jet black shag rug as she tip toed un-necessarily toward Judge Simpson's desk. Plaques and degrees covered the wall like a coat of armor surrounding their recipient with a litany of worded protection. In the corner closest to the window sat an uncomfortable looking leather loveseat seat and a black marble table covered neatly with copies of the Harvard Law Review and Philadelphia Magazine. They had eaten a quick lunch there once while discussing a case. Melony had hated every moment. Twin high back leather chairs were placed in front of her glass desk. Melony stood awkwardly in front of one of them deciding whether to seat or not.
The Judge, a large woman to say the least dominated her office chair. Her grey peppered afro bounced up and down slightly as she waved Lena closer and finished a phone call. Not beautiful by Hollywood standards, she rarely smiled, and never on the bench. She had overly large hands and kept her nails clipped short but never manicured. Her lipstick, a muted shade of dark plum always looked fresh and evenly applied. She skipped the rouge and eyes shadow but had a very unique mole on the corner of her right eye that was easily seen through her frameless wire glasses. Melony found her a fascinating person to watch.
“Sorry about that Melony. Have a seat," apologized the judge as she hung up the phone. “This is going to be an extremely busy afternoon.”
Melony slipped into one of the leather chairs, her back aching instantly. Rumor had it that she kept her office uncomfortable to discourage long debates from attorneys.
“Thanks for the assistance on this case. I understand you got a very early call this morning. Both offices have been informed of your report I’m assuming?” It was her way of apologizing for the early morning phone call, might had secretly been behind it. Lena nodded in acceptance. “Were you able to evaluate Ms. Doe?”
“I had an hour with her.” She paused, framing her words as she handed the judge her file on Asmina. “She is a very frightened young lady.”
“So I would think so,” the judge replied flipping through folder. “This case is getting so much heat already I just want to make sure we got your opinion on the defendant as soon as possible. Of course we won’t be calling you to testify – this is only a preliminary, but there are so many potholes already I don’t want us tripping up with this defendant.
“Her name is Asmina. I'm pretty sure she's African, and not from America.” The information hadn’t caught the judge off guard since she had the case file open on her desk, but curiosity flooded her dark brown eyes.
“So she’s a foreigner then," she asked after a moment. “That’s what I gathered from your report which is why I called you in my office. So, you’re not sure we are dealing with an American citizen then?”
“No Your Honor, I’m not,” Melony answered, resisting the urge to snatch the file back from the judge’s desk. With only an hour to evaluate the girl, she suddenly felt unsure about her remarks and recommendation. She hated putting patient information down in black and white - it seemed so cold to her.
“This is some pretty heavy stuff Melony,” commented the judge as she looked over the evaluation, Melony walked to the window to study the blowing snow flakes which had just returned. From Judge Simpson's office on the 15th floor she had wonderful view of the frozen Delaware River and the dozens of people defying the icy weather to take advantage of the after the holidays sales. The celebrating was finally over. She had survived another year.
“Damn, you aren’t helping me here Dr. Owens,” the judge complained as she closed the folder. “You are aware of the charges?”
“I ran into Malcolm Jackson this morning at the WRAC. He said the same thing,” she replied turning to face the judge. To be totally honest Your Honor, I’m going on basic instinct here.”
“Lynch will have a fit if I go with your opinion. She'll ask for another psyche evaluation.”
Lena nodded in acknowledgement. “I understand your dilemma, but that’s the best I can give you with only an hour in.”
“I understand Melony,” the Judge replied crisply.
“I was called to give my opinion, to help a patient. What you choose to do with my information is your decision Andrea,” Lena said softly, using the judge’s first name. Her tiredness was quickly catching up. Their eyes met and locked in quiet understanding.
“That might have been a mistake,” the judge responded, silently indicating her goodbye by opening another manila folder.
_________________________________________________________________________
Luther Matisse took one of the embassy’s cars back to Philadelphia. Even driving at 80mphs he knew the state police would not dare pull them over. The tags on the car clearly marked it as an embassy vehicle. It would be a waste of their time – diplomatic immunity. The states flew by as he zoomed toward the courthouse in Philadelphia. The meeting with Saleem had been necessary, though time consuming. He had to explain the situation in person. It was too delicate for a phone conversation which could possibly be tapped by the CIA, FBI or some other initial government agency. Beside him sat Zaire who would be delivered to New York City when his business was complete. She still thought she would work at the embassy, send American dollars home to her mother who she assumed was alive and serving in his home in Sudan. Both assumptions were wrong. She would never see the Sudan again, but he considered her blessed – she would live, he will profit. It was a good bargain. Parking illegally on Arch Street he walked the two blocks to the courthouse. Zaire, childlike and curious had to be partially dragged, but he finally led her through the crackerjack security with their proper passports. His appearance was critical. Asmina must know that he still had control over her future, her life. She was his daughter, his lover, his slave – the only one who’d had found away into his dreams. Asmina belonged to him to do what he wished. It had been this way for the last two years, since the day he and his band had raided her father’s village.
________________________________________________________________________
The sun had not shined all day so as he slept, there was no reddish-orange horizon behind his eyelids to disturb his rest. He had dreamed hard, tossing and turning on the borrowed mattress with sweat pouring thick and salty down his onyx face. He awoke damp and ugly knowing what he would need to seek out this night. In his sleep he had clawed the fresh sheets hurriedly placed upon the bed. They were wrinkled and bunched where his hands had rested. His tongue was sore where his teeth had sunk into the flesh of it to keep from crying out. Never once had he called out during the dream for it would be considered weakness, and he has never been weak. This is how it has been since he was a boy when his mother would come, even in his silence, to wrap her arms about him. But that has been many years ago now, before he watched them bury her in red dirt, marking her grave with three large rocks to distinguish it from the others which were each covered with different amounts. He had stared at those rocks as the sun hit their backs wanting to do something, anything but stand there a motherless child, motionless and full of rage. It was then that the dreams grew out of control and his anger spilled from night into day.
Luther’s dreams are always of death. They are also of life. His dreams tell him who he shall spare and who he shall kill. His men have labeled him the “Fortune Teller”. He does not dispute this name, though the true nature of his horrific clairvoyance is shared with only a select few. If he shares the things he sees before they are ready his men will freeze in fear. Too late, in the middle of it, the blood and death, screaming and pain, they simply obey, too shaken to do anything else.
Sunless, it was hot still and white linen clung to his muscles breathlessly. He carefully wrapped his head dress and listened for movement or sound. Quiet enveloped the house as he rose to seek out chaos and food, choosing the latter first. The owners of the bed had been removed hours ago and he stepped over the evidence of their existence, a smile upon his frozen face as he left the room. What is it four, five less, they are countless and he has grown tired of the amount of them. They say this grisly war began when his father was in his youth, but for Luther it has existed from his cradle. He has never known true peace, consolation only for a few years in the arms of his mother, then only revenge, hatred and death. A family had shared this house less than seven hours ago and their echoing laughing ghosts still haunted the empty kitchen as he passed through to the back door. He ignored their spirits, there were too many others waiting in line to greet him. Overhead the pinkish sky painted the white sand, the dry grass indicating that nightfall was only an hour away, their ride two. His people were waiting, a dreamy look in their yellowish-red eyes. Someone else waited also, a girl who knew nothing of his existence and he hers until the dream.
They rode hard in jeeps behind him. He led, as usual, on Satin, his midnight black filly who could challenge any of their dust filled engines. Luther still believes in the old ways before bullets and tread tires, and only abandoned them when absolutely necessary to fulfill what he lightly considers a holy mission. But it was not necessary that night. Satin owned the night, belonged to it, as did he and she flew swiftly through the thick evening air, her coat sweating as he had earlier that day during the dream. They were one, on one mission, domination by any means necessary. Luther admired Satin’s thick muscles gleaming in the headlights of the jeep. Under his knees he could feel her heart thundering, pounding as he pushed her harder. She charged without fear as if reading his mind - he in all white, she the purest of black. Behind him a train of jeeps carried his army, his legion of men and baby soldiers. They cried out in blood curling screams as they passed around bottles of whiskey and smoked hand rolled cigarettes. He provided these things with the promise of more, much more if they served well.
They entered Kuttum, night fully descended upon the sleeping village.
Chapter Six
I really don’t want to be here, Melony thought as she slipped onto one of the hard wooden spectator seats in the courtroom. She nudged her way between a heavy breathing, overweight guy with a Philadelphia Daily News wedged under the arm of his short sleeve shirt, and a silver headed grandmother who would have definitely slapped her had she been able to read minds. The smell of tuna fish wafted from the guy's mouth, and grandma rolled her eyes as she removed her pocketbook from the empty seat. No, she definitely would have preferred spending the afternoon in bed, nursing the sinus headache that was just beginning, reading a classic romance in between blinding thoughts.
The courtroom was packed with local reporters who took up most of the seats towards the front. Melony scanned the room slowly, surprised that the vultures had descended so soon. It was rare to see such interest shown to a preliminary hearing. The Director was right - the case was obviously going to be huge. To her right, three rows from the front, five seats over, a handsome man, and unusually beautiful woman, whispered softly to each other. They were dressed in Muslim garb, possibly relatives? But why wouldn't they speak up, help Asmina or the police if they thought her innocent or guilty? She watched with interest as their lips moved silently. The man definitely appeared to be angry though only someone trained to recognized un-verbally communication would recognize that was the case. It was their body language which interested her most. The man swaddled in the whitest Muslim garb sat stiff, upright with his eyes focused toward something or one someone in the front. She followed them to the defendant's table, and Asmina. The woman, dressed in a simple purple garb, her face completely covered except her eyes, kept her head bowed clutching a handmade pocketbook. She gripped his arm as if to get his attention and received a cold stare from the man. From an angle she could see his eyes flash with rage. Melony made a mental note to try to speak with them after the hearing was done.
The low hum which had hovered over the filled courtroom moments ago exploded into a loud buzz when the twin courtroom doors opened and Lynch arrived with one of her assistants. As the District Attorney, she rarely came into court any more. If anyone had doubted the high interest impact of this case, Lynch’s presence quickly changed their minds. Melony’s eyes found Malcolm's who turned to nod. He looked smart, strong and miserable. Win or lose, no one wanted to go to battle with Lynch. Next to him, Asmina sat stoic and silent, her head bent as if in prayer. Melony silently joined her ignoring the strange looks from her two bench mates.
“All rise!”
“Cut off those damn camera lights immediately,” Judge Simpson ordered, as she took the bench. “This is a court of law - Judge Judy is being recorded down the hall.”
A small ripple of laughter filled the room as the crowd rose and sat, following the bailiff’s directions.
“Are we ready to begin? Mr. Jackson, how does your client plead?
“My client pleads “not guilty”, your honor,” Malcolm said rising quickly from his seat at the defense table. “We would like to request that she is transferred to a mental health facility since we have not in such a short period of time been able to determine her mental stability.” He took a shallow breath. “As you know from the report you received from Dr. Owens earlier today we have not determined if my client is a citizen of the United States, and thus under our legal jurisdiction. That being the case….”
“Enough Mr. Jackson, I believe we’ve all read Dr. Owens’ report on the defendant.”
“Your honor, in the case of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania vs. Rashida Doe, the defendant has been charged with two counts of 1st degree murder, one the victims being an infant boy that we believe was her son,” District Attorney Lynch interjected, quickly rising to face Malcolm. She paused for a moment to let the gravity of the charges sink in. “Given the seriousness of the charges, the state requests that the defendant continue to be held without bail at the Women’s Rehabilitation Center, which offers mental health facilities to inmates.”
Malcolm immediately rebounded. “Your Honor, my client, Asmina is her first name, we still haven't determined the last, could very well be a juvenile since we haven’t established her age as of yet, and has never been charged with a felony count that we know of. Ms. Lynch is clearly making an assumption that about my client when no such evidence is has been presented." He stood to meet Lynch in the center aisle. “My client, Asmina, is clearly distraught and in need of mental health assistance. I do not believe that she is a threat to the community Judge and …"
"As-mi-nah." The name floated in the air of the courtroom as spectators and reporters alike repeated it aloud.
“Mr. Jackson, your client has been charged with two counts of first degree murder. Please don’t waste the court’s time by asking me to release her on her recognizance," Judge Simpson said with a warning look to the public defender.
“Your Honor, the court appointed therapist in this case believes this young lady is not American and therefore may not be subject to American laws. She could in fact have diplomatic immunity which would place her out of the reach of this court. Dr. Owens had an hour with her this morning and came back with very little information. Asmina refused to respond to my legal assistance but she is obviously in need of intensive mental health treatment which Dr. Owens feels she will not be able to obtain at the WRAC."
“Your Honor, apparently the defense has gained some information about his client that we have not been privy to,” Lynch interjected coldly. “We have a “real” name, diplomatic immunity? Why wasn’t the District Attorney’s office notified of this information? Why haven’t anyone come to claim her if she’s some long lost daughter of a diplomat?” Her sarcasm landed cold in the packed room.
“I was just given that information an hour ago, by email, which I’m sure your office received also. The Public Defender’s Office also followed up with a written notice to the court and the District Attorney’s office," Michael emphasized. "It was handed delivered by a service exactly forty-five minutes ago.” He handed the receipt to the court clerk for verification.
"Looks good to me," said Judge Simpson. "I have my copy right here."
Lynch, fuming, glanced back at Malcolm who continued with his statement to the court.
“That said Your Honor the only discovery we have been able to obtain from the client is her name and possible country of origin as the Sudan. Until I can gain further information on my client, we have to petition the court to treat Ms. Asmina Doe as a foreign national and release her on her own recognizant.”
“Your Honor…”
“Mr. Jackson, I’ve heard enough,” interrupted Judge Simpson. “The recommendation I have before me by the court appointed therapist is that Ms. Doe needs to be removed from the Women’s Correctional Facility and placed in a State Mental Health Facility until the question of her ability to stand trial and her nationalization has been settled.”
“Judge Simmons, do you intend to allow a multiple murder suspect….”
Judge Simmons cut off the rest of the statement with a cold hard look. Lynch left her last words dangling, unsaid in the warm courtroom air. Reporters, spectators and lawyers waited anxiously to hear her answer. Only Asmina appeared to be disinterested in what would be said next. Melony’s eyes again fell upon the couple dressed in Muslim garb. The male was leaning slightly forward, his wide shoulders partially blocking her view of the tiny woman beside him. The side view of his clenched jaw was enough to convince her that he knew her newest client. She would definitely approach him after the hearing. Maybe he could provide her with some insight into Asmina.
“This is a preliminary hearing Ms. Lynch. I will not allow a defendant to go to trial without determining one, her mental health, and secondly, her legal status.” The sound of shoe soles scuffling against the marble flooring filled in the silence of the courtroom. The reporters, in the starting gate, were ready to take off in a rush to make the afternoon deadline. The elderly woman to Melony shifted slightly so that their thighs touched in her attempt to see what was going on up front. She nodded knowingly to no one in particular.
“Ms Doe will remain incarcerated at the Women’s Rehabilitation Center, but will be evaluated by Dr. Melony Owens for the next three weeks. We will all meet here again at that time."
Melony was shocked, though she shouldn’t have been. Judge Simpson, an excellent lobber, had simply served the ball to her. It would be up to her how the game was played from this moment on.
“Dr. Owens, you can accommodate our schedule?” There eyes met across the crowded courtroom as all eyes turned to a somewhat embarrassed Melony. Tuna man smiled and squeezed a bit close if that was possible. The suddenly attention left her feeling vulnerable and out of control. The Judge's hawkish eyes twinkled as Lena wrestled with the surprise. Mentally, she tried to calculate how many patients would have to postponed, and whether the addressing of their issues could wait. Asmina Doe would be almost full-time for the next three weeks and everyone, and everything else almost ignored.
She lobbed the ball back into Judge Simmons’ court.
“Your honor I do not feel I can adequately treat Miss Doe without a full mental evaluation – that could very well be more harmful to the patient if done in such a short period of time.”
“You have three weeks Dr. Owens,” she replied shutting the case file.
“But your honor...” Melony cried.
“Three weeks Ms. Owens,” she ordered. “But of course the court recognizes the delicacy of the defendant’s state of mind and will order that the prison lends as much time as you need with Ms. Doe during the three week time period.”
“I would like to have a state appointed therapist to examine the defendant your honor,” Lynch interjected angrily.
“Dr. Owens is a state appointed therapist, District Attorney Lynch,” Judge Simpson replied not bothering to look up from her desk. Melony was sure she was the only one who noticed the slight smile on the Judge’s tight, blackened lips. It was well known in the legal community that the two women could not stand each other. “I’m confident that Ms. Owens can provide us with all the information necessary to proceed with this case. Do you have any objections Mr. Jackson?” It was an after- thought – the decision had been made.
“No Your Honor, we are fine with that,” he answered, turning away from Melony's stressed face with a boyish grin. She blushed slightly as she stared at the hard muscles tugging at the seams of his navy suit jacket wishing she could see his handsome face so she could slap it.
“Next case!”
The pounding of the gavel shook the surprised room as her heart pounded wildly in her chest.
___________________________________________________________________________
After Asmina had been led away Malcolm looked for Melony but the seat in the back of the courtroom that she had occupied was vacant. Disappointed, he packed up his briefcase, met with Judge Simpson’s bailiff to arrange the next court date and then headed toward the courtroom doors wondering if it was too late to see his barber. He needed a haircut. His locks were starting to look a bit wild, and he was considering a dye, since the silver streaks were beginning to out color the black braids. No way would he ever admit that though. His hand rose automatically to his face. A professional shave would be nice, too.
“Mr. Jackson,” a heavy male voice questioned, as he walked through the massive twin doors. Malcolm turned to his right, toward the question, the heavily accented voice. He recognized the man, the young woman. How could he not, they had been the only ones dressed in traditional white Islamic garb in the courtroom today. Most everyone had been curious about their appearance, but his instinct had been to fend away, allow them to come to him if they were somehow connected to Asmina. And now they had. Lynch and her assistant Kevin had stayed away too. Not knowing who this guy was made him a wildcard. The last thing a lawyer wants in a murder case is a wildcard.
“What do you want,” Malcolm replied coolly. His jaw tightened as his eyes took in the entire scene in a quick couple of seconds. There was something about this guy that immediately put him on alert. His right hand clenched the brown leather strap of his briefcase, his left instantly curled into a loose fist.
“I read about the case in your local paper.” His English was passable but he struggled with pronunciation. “We are here out of concern for the girl.”
“Really, and who are you,” Malcolm asked suspiciously.
“That is not your interest. I would like to speak business about the girl,” repeated Luther patiently as if talking to a child.
“We don’t have any business to discuss. Malcolm shot back as he assessed the situation. Two bailiffs waiting at the end of the hallway laughed easily with each other. The door to the women’s room opened and June Lu, another public defender from his office who worked mainly with oriental cases, stopped and waved with a large smile. He mouthed hello to discourage further conversation, then turned back to the couple. “Are you a relative of Asmina’s?”
“You cannot question me,” Luther laughed viciously.
Malcolm joined his laughter, his anger growing. “I see your laugh and raise you one mister. If you want to talk to me about this case, make an appointment,” he said walking away from the couple, fighting the urge to look back and see if they were still there as he exited the building. Evening fell early in the winter and as he walked the two blocks to his office, a grayish-blue overcast hung low over Center City Philadelphia. The early morning had finally caught up and he walked slower than normal distracted by thoughts of Asmina and Melony. It had been a long time since he had been preoccupied by a woman, now there were two on his mind. The fact that they were so closely connected was doubling aggravating. With resignation he realized that there would be no barber appointment today. He decided to follow-up on a phone call he’d made earlier that morning to an old friend.
Reverend Vernon Washington, Malcolm godfather, is considered more family than friend. For twenty-five years he led the flock at St Andrews Non-Denominational Church in the bottom of West Philadelphia, retiring five years ago to concentrate on overseas missions in Africa. It is a rarity for him to spend more than a month in Philadelphia, and Malcolm trusting that he would be able to help Asmina's case hoped that he would answer his second call to him today. The phone rang six times, and he was about to hang up when his godfather answered in an irritated voice.
"Rev Vern," questioned Malcolm, happy to hear his voice. He instantly felt warmer standing on the slippery sidewalk.
"Is this you Malc," Reverend Washington replied using a nick name that only the two of them shared.
"Yes sir. How are you Reverend?"
"I'm fine son, how are you," he asked jovially.
"Confused, at the moment sir. I have client who may be from the Darfur region and..."
"The picture on the front paper," interrupted Reverend Washington.
Malcolm wasn't surprised. That's the way the Reverend was - always aware. "That's the girl."
"Thought it was something that looked familiar about her." Malcolm could hear him thinking even over the echoing connection of his cell phone. He waited knowing that more would come. "Saw something in the eyes, they tell everything you know."
"I need to see you, talk this through some Rev."
"Yes son, you probably do. I'm not free until ‘til a couple nights from now. That okay son?"
"Yes sir that would be fine." They hung after he'd asked about Malcolm's parents and Isaiah. Malcolm's confidant about his wife's infidelity, they politely skipped over the subject of her.
_________________________________________________________________
The 25th police district, located in the heart of North Philadelphia had not been quieted by the frozen weather that shut down most of the city including its Septa bus system. As Melony stepped through the new sliding glass doors kicking the access snow off of her boots, two police officers squeezed pass her dragging a transvestite who winked and blew her a kiss. Several lawyers stood talking to their clients in the main lobby as Melony pressed her way to the information desk. She flashed her medical identification and was waved towards the back by an overweight desk duty officer struggling to interpret the request of a woman speaking Spanish. His face was red with frustration. She understood exactly how he felt.
Although the doors and phone systems have been modernized, the station is one of oldest in the city constructed of a maze of thick walls, long paned windows, and twisting hallways. Melony stopped to admire two neighborhood taggers who had been given the job of painting city murals on the station's walls. Noting that the city's new Crime to Art mural program was creating some change all over the city. The strong scent of spray paint filled the hallways as Melony made her way through the drafty building waving at a few familiar faces as she headed for the area the officers at the 25th called the bullpen. The heart of any police station, the bullpen is where detectives’ phones ring non-stop, uniformed officers borrow a desk to write up their reports or warm up in between shifts, and criminals and victims sit waiting for their complaint or crime to be processed. It was slow evening and Melony spotted who she was looking for on the farther side of the room. Sipping a cup of coffee, enjoying a joke, he waved her over.
“Melony, you look great. What brings you down to this pigsty?” Nicolas Collins, third generation police, greeted her with a hug, his green eyes shining under the harsh white lights in the room. “You working a case?”
“Thank you Nick,” she smiled. “How’s the family – Colleen and the kids okay?”
“You mean Little Nick - he’s 5’7 now, going to high school in the fall.” He was proud. Two years before the boy had tried to commit suicide, peer pressure, drugs and a break-up with his girlfriend. Melony was still his therapist, though she hadn’t seen him in a few months.
“Tell him I would love to see him.”
“Nah, nah he’s doing real good Melony. He’s got good friends now and keeping up with his grades.” He suddenly looked worried, the smile dropping from his lips.
“I just want to say hello, Nicky is great.” She took a seat at one of the scarred wooden desks reserved for beat cops to fill out their paperwork. He pushed an old box of donuts in the trashcan and offered her a cup of stale coffee. “Tell me how I can help you,” he asked lowering his voice as his eyes scanned the crowded room.
“Asmina Doe. I hear you were one of the officers on the scene that night.”
“Asmina?"
"Rashida Doe, the girl from last night. I heard you got that case.” He tensed up, a worried look on his face, and she smiled wide to relax him. “That’s a bad place to go Melony. I’ve been on the job for eighteen years, never saw nothing like it.”
“Tell me about it Nick.” She arched her shoulders forward. “I don’t have time, only three short weeks before she goes back to court.”
He shrugged his shoulders, resolved now that he had warned her, pulled out a thick wooden chair and dragged it close. “We got the call about 11:00, thought it would be a quiet night, cold and snow coming down and all.” He twitched in his seat, shuffling a few papers someone had left behind as a handcuffed suspect was escorted pass the desk. "Anyway we got to the house and knew right away it was bad, bloody tracks and door broken down and all." He hesitated, his eyes leaving hers and she knew he was remembering it all. "The male was dead, saw that right away. I went out to make the call for homicide and when I came back in the rookie who was doing back up comes from the basement....the basement," he stuttered. "Puking and crying like a punk. Couldn't talk Melony, not at all. My partner and I decide to go down there." He looked her in the eye as if she wouldn't believe what he would say next unless she read it his face. "I wish I'd never done that. It was horrible what she did to that baby."
His voice thickened with un-cried tears and Melony stood and placed a hand on his shoulder. "Where did you find the girl Nick," she asked softly, Asmina's wet eyes looking so damn similar to his at the moment. This was a situation that would create nightmares for a lot of people.
"Guess the meat wagon had a slow night 'cause they showed up within the hour, the homicide boys, too. We gave our report and got out of there as soon as we could." His voice was strong again, his eyes drying without the shameful indiscretion of breaking down in front of his brothers. “Anyway, we pull up to corner of 22nd street and she’s there, no coat, one shoe, covered in a blood.”
“The newspaper said she was sitting in the middle of street,” Melony interjected. “Who called the cops?”
“Still don’t know. It came over the radio and we responded. But yeah, she was just sitting in the middle of the street rocking, with this scarf on her head. It was eerie Melony, you know with this Nine Eleven thing and all. We didn’t know if she was some fanatic or something. You see all kinds of things on the news nowadays.” He chuckled softly, but she recognized his behavior as nervousness. “For a minute I thought she was some crazy terrorist or something. I mean she just looked crazy.”
“Roll call in ten,” his partner Schultz yelled from across the room. Collins nodded his head in acknowledgement.
“We get out of the car and walk towards her, and that’s when I spot the knife in her hand. We pulled our weapons and told her to “drop it”, but she act like she don’t hear us.” He took a sip of coffee from a Styrofoam cup. “You can always count on this tasting like crap.” Melony took a sip from her cup and agreed.
“I almost shot her, almost. She wouldn’t put the knife down. I had my finger on the trigger Melony. Never shot anyone, not in eighteen years.” He was flushed, beginning to talk faster. “She was saying something crazy that I couldn’t understand. That’s why I didn’t pull the trigger, didn’t want to kill the girl and I didn’t know what she was saying.”
“Did she resist you? Did she try to get away?”
“No, the knife was pointed toward the ground so I rushed her and pulled it from her hand, my partner shouting the whole time to “get away from her”, and her crying and howling like a wild animal. It was a wild scene - he’s still busting my balls about it. But she never pointed the knife, didn’t even looked in my direction.” He shook his head remembering. “My partner went to call for a van while I handcuffed her. He's the one decided to book her Rashida Doe, didn't know what else to do."
“My God,” Melony whispered thinking of Asmina, the scene at the house. Had she committed these horrible murders? It was sounding more and more like it, she had to start assuming that was the case. But she had to have a reason. No one just murders like that without a reason. "I'm so sorry Nick. I'm sorry you got that call."
“I wish I hadn’t Melony. Worse murder scene I’d ever seen. What happened to that baby – just the memory… I wish I never responded.”
“Collins! Get you big Irish butt in here.” It was his Captain. "One other thing Melony, she repeated a name over and over again. I think it was Luther, but I'm not sure. Her accent is so thick." He shook her hand goodbye and left Melony sitting atop the desk thinking about Asmina and the horror of what had happened not just to her, but also the officers who had entered her house that night.
Chapter Seven
Seven year old Melony shrieked with delight as her best friend Lenny jumped from the back of his father’s station wagon his red baseball cap tilted slightly to reveal only half of his small round face. It was Saturday and finally not pouring buckets of tears as her mother referred to the rain which had descended upon the last three weekends. Because of the rain she had not seen him for three long, lonely weeks. Long curly black hair flying in the light spring breeze, she ran from her bedroom where she’d moments ago resigned herself to yet another boring weekend. She had been up since the sun, now fully awake and at its post, had first begun its climb from the other side of the earth. Now that Lenny was back it would be different, he was her best friend, her partner in adventures, her keeper of seven year old secrets.
From the top of the staircase, the large shadow of her father stopped her progress. She could hear him speaking now to Lenny’s dad, giving instructions in his normal grumpy voice, as if Lenny’s dad didn’t know their front and back yards better than he ever would. They had been coming to the house since Lenny was a baby, just learning to walk, still sucking on the pacifier. Lenny’s dad would sit him in soft patch of grass for hours as he worked in the blazing sun. One particularly hot day when Melony’s mother and father decided that they just couldn’t abide the summer heat any longer and took off for two weeks at Martha’s Vineyard, Melony’s nanny, feeling sorry for the cute little boy, brought him into the kitchen and sat him on the floor next to her. They had been best friends ever since.
Now Melony waited knowing her father would stop her, march her crying back to her bedroom if he knew she was going to play with Lenny. When he finally finished his orders, rushed to answer the phone which only rung in his home office, she slipped out the front door. Lenny and his dad smiled at her but didn’t wave just in case her father was watching from the office window. With a finger pressed to her lips, she waved Lenny around to the side of the house giving him a kiss on his plump brown cheek.
“Aww Loni, why’d do that,” he whined with pretense as he wiped her kissed from his cheek.
“I’m so happy to see you Lenny,” Melony said with a wide smile. “I thought it would never stop raining.”
“Me too,” he agreed.
“I have something to show you. You know the big bird that lives in the tree down by the stream?” She skipped away. “Well she’s had babies.”
“What Lena” he yelled trying to keep up. But she was running now, out of the backyard without permission, away from the safety of the house with no adults. He looked back hoping to see his father’s face sternly calling them back, but only overgrown grass and wildflowers greeted his glaze. Later, much later after the red and white flashing truck drove away with her best friend encased in the back, and after the policemen, had asked her a bunch of questions then finally left, her father would sit on the side of the bed and explain to her - “what happened to Lenny wasn’t her fault, she should try not to think of it again”. But now with the crystal blue sky cracked only in a few places by thin, white streaks of clouds, green billowing from every inch of earth not covered by cement, and both butterflies and bees slipping quietly from their winter homes to create a symphony of naturalistic harmony, the two raced the wind toward a bird’s nest.
Melony, the patient keeper of the baby birds secret, reached the tall oak tree first. Giggling over her achievement of winning an unannounced race against Lenny she began to climb bracing her thin legs against the fat branches as she went. Pausing to catch her breath, she spotted Lenny leaping from the ground, grabbing hold to the first strong branch before swinging his limber legs over it to begin his pursuit. They had climbed the tree before but never to the level where the nest rested. Overhead she could hear the small chirping noises – the babies calling to her to come. Lenny, who was the faster climber, was only one branch away now. Her breathing was rapid now, sweat drenching her clean yellow tee shirt. The nest was so close - she had to win.
"There's a spider Lena!" Lenny was terrified of the eight-legged creatures.
"Chicken Little you're afraid," she called down.
“No, I’m going to win,” Lenny yelled from below, his weak voice too close for her liking.”
“No, no you won’t," she returned, turning forward again, toward the base of the great oak. They were high now, higher than they’d ever been before and she clutched the sweet smelling wood for support. The next branch would require that she stand on her toes in order to reach it. She eased out slowly, sweat beading across her forehead, tightening her nature curls into thick silky balls. Her toes stretched, slightly at first then more as her fingertips touched the branch above her. Leaning forward, more, a little more, she had a firm grip, was beginning to lift her feet, to make her swing upward. And then her legs were in the air, swinging wildly, she panicked and let out a small cry. Her legs swung and connected with the branch overhead, wrapped around it like a paper wrapper on a candy bar. She began to breathe again, her heart pumping rapidly against her ribcage. She twisted her body to gain her bearing, and the blue sneaker, the one her mother had warned her to tie tightly just that morning at breakfast, flew from her foot and headed downward.
Lenny never spoke, never cried out. Melony never heard a whisper, but the tree, old and wise, spoke loudly. The sneaker attack surprised Lenny just as he’d raised his thin arms upward toward the next branch, trying with all his might not to touch the spider inches from his tiny brown hands. The sneaker hitting him mid-face, he missed his woody target, and struggled hopelessly to balance his weight against the limb he was standing upon. He fell suddenly his lips silent, brown eyes closed against the cutting limbs of the tree as his head slammed into heart of the ancient wood cracking open as a walnut would under the pressure of steel. She called for him, screaming his name so loudly, so desperately that Lenny’s father, lost in the design of a bed of yellow tulips stopped suddenly, keening his ear to her cries. He looked around as if suddenly remembering his six year old son, then took off toward the screams praying his name as he ran.
Twenty minutes later Melony set silently on a tree branch as the firemen that had been called to rescue her raised a steel ladder toward the tree. From her view she could see everything – Lenny, her best friend, entangled in the huge roots of the tree, his father crying brokenheartedly as he rocked the shattered boy until the red and white flashing truck drove away with him silently, and her father, pacing furiously back and forth, his feet creating a path where none existed, as he shook her mother over and over and yelled about her lack of responsibility towards “the girl”. She felt as shattered as the body of her friend.
A week later Melony, her ear pressed against their bedroom door heard her parents arguing. "The mother went crazy. We have to pay a lot of money! We have to pay! The mother went crazy!"
"But we can fix it dear," her mother said behind the thick door. "The crazy can be fixed."
_____________________________________________________________________________
Melony woke from the dream, her parents’ words still swirling about in her head. Hot tears flowed freely down her reddened cheeks. She grown accustomed to them, and the recurring dream. Lenny. She still missed him, twenty-four years later. Still saw his small broken body tangled in the gnarled roots of the old tree. She could still hear them, her parents, arguing about how to fix Lenny's mother who’d "lost" her mind after the accident. With thoughts of Lenny and fixing the broken she dressed with resolve - she had to fix this situation for another dead little boy - even if it meant crossing a line. An hour later Melony ventured out in search of the home where the murders had taken place.
The beginning of February had brought with it a Nor’ester that dumped eleven fresh inches of snow on the City of Brotherly Love. The temperature had fallen to 15 degrees and the snow that closed city schools and public buildings two days ago had developed into thick slabs of ice which made driving tedious, if not dangerous. Melony with only three weeks to break the lock that separated her from Asmina, ignored out the voice of the channel 10 newscaster who warned “not to leave your home unless absolutely necessary”, with thoughts of her patient and her limited time. Saturday morning traffic had been steady, but not congested and slow moving. "Final destination 30 feet ahead," her GPS said in sexy female voice. "Thanks Betty," she replied calling the global direction unit by the name she'd given it when she purchased the devise. As she drew closer to the house, a dark the shadowing presence clung to her subconscious like the thick ice on her windshield wiper. She couldn’t shake the thought that something was amiss. An image of the strange couple at the arraignment yesterday flashed like lightening through her mind. They were speaking to Malcolm and she’d waited in the hallway hoping to have a conversation with them also. The look on Malcolm’s face warned her not to interrupt, not to even approach and she’d walked away quickly changing her mind about having a conversation. Surely Malcolm would share any information he thought useful. "Destination, 10 feet ahead.” Rolling down the window to confirm the address, Melony drove her car slowly down the ice impacted block. What the hell was she doing here? She thought to turn around, find one of those cozy North Philly family restaurants that specialized in soul food and have a heavy, comforting lunch, but the image of unreasonable connection to Asmina, a girl she’d know less than twenty-four hours, pushed her to go forward.
It was very small block but luckily only a few cars sat frozen in the unmoving snow. No one had dug out yet. Evens on the right, odds on the left, the bright yellow tape led her to the correct address. After a ten minute struggle, she parked and left the safety of her Suzuki 2x4. The homes, a brick bulwark of duplicates, were probably one of the community building projects which had sprung up in 1950s Philadelphia. At that time the houses would have been occupied by large Ukrainian or Irish families, which had a heavy population in the North Philadelphia area at the time, but now they almost one hundred percent black owned. Most of the house had been well cared for, but a few were boarded or missing a window or two. The block, like many around it, would have descended into an urban ghost town, but someone who lived on the street obviously cared enough to paint and attach colorful planter boxes on just about every window sill. They were full of snow and dry dirt, but in the summer, it would be a nice place.
A cold chill slid down her spine as she stood in front of the house and looked up at the double windows on the second floor. The urge to climb back into her Honda Accord and lock the doors was overwhelming, but she stood firm, pushing down her good sense and fear. She was determined to try to find the key to unlocking the girl’s brain.
The “Do Not Cross” police tape which had been placed over the doorframe flapped freely in the frigid winter winds threatening to take off with the next strong gust. The splintered door hung cripple on one hinge in its frame. According to Collins the police had found it like this. Melony ran her gloved fingers over a small wooden sign attached to the door which read “please remove your shoes as you enter our home.” It was a sign often hung on the doors of Islamic families, but becoming popular with other Americans. With a weak push of her hand she was allowed entrance.
The moment Melony crossed the threshold, she wished that she hadn’t. Darkness engulfed her, her legs threatened to cut and run. She stretched her arms until they hit the opposite walls of the small hallway, took three quick, deep breathes, and steadied her trembling knees. She had chosen the brightest part of the day for this adventure, but no part of the warm, bright sun, followed her into the house. Not surprisingly an immense sense of pain and loss filled her chest. It stunned her, the choking sorrow, the thought that Asmina had once lived in this house, that a two people had died here in this thick blackness. Had she been inside when the murderer kicked in the door? Was the dead man innocent? Was Asmina guilty of murder? Wishing she’d invited Malcolm along, she left the safety of the vestibule.
Through the shadows of the empty house, she could barely make out a large rectangle shape. A couch possibly? Yes, a dark brown couch, turned over so it’s back flushed with the wood floor. Next to the couch lay a lamp, shattered, large chunks of jagged ceramic spread about dangerously. Blinking as her eyes adjusted to the interior darkness, Melony thought that the house had been nice. Earth tone painted walls and square light spots where artwork had hung. They too were broken, disfigured glass and wood piles smashed under a heavy foot. The curtains, handmade from weighty leopard print material were pulled tight, suspended from the twin front windows which faced the quiet street. Melony pulled them wide and tiny spots of white dust fluttered into the room - little atomic like pieces, floating, then dropping away to nothingness. The city rushed into the room, white and bright, blinding her before she had a chance to cover her eyes. She turned quickly, her right foot tripping the left, and fell hard upon the chalk mark. It was there, drawn carefully on the hardwood floor, but in her rush to let in some light she hadn’t noticed. Melony's cell phone flew from her coat pocket, bounced once then landed face up right in the middle of the sketch. She screamed, more from shock, than fright. The male. His outline, arms outstretched, legs bent, as if he had been crawling towards something important. Blood - so much blood. Dried, crimson circular spots soaked into the floor where his life had emptied. Bile rose, burnt the back of her throat and she took a deep breath to hold it down. Melony tried, but found it impossible to mentally separate, keep a straight face, the correct posture, or respond appropriately. Staring down at the chalk outline, she wept, soft sweet tears, the kind that falls when one recognizes the loss of something gentle and beautiful. With hesitance, she collected her phone from a splatter of flaking blood, she tiptoed over the chalk mark as if his body still lay there undisturbed. Her elbow throbbed from the fall and rubbed it with her free hand as the face of the cell phone blinked twice, then went black.
The kitchen, she discovered by gently pushing a wood swing door, was to the left of the living room. Unlike the living room which was in total disarray, it was clean and well lit with a dual set of pane windows that let in the sun’s blinding daylight. A linoleum table with two chairs took up residence in the middle of the large room, and a large yellow bowl, bag of flour and measuring cup indicated that someone had been preparing a meal. Clear pieces of tape were stuck on the table top and floor where the police had tried for fingerprints. A blue and yellow shag rug sat on the floor in front of the sink, and on the stove a pot of water, still un-boiled. On a short white cabinet between the stove and sink sat a row of sterilized baby bottles lined up like tiny glass soldiers, a light coat of dust on their surface.
The baby. Asmina's murdered baby. Melony picked up one of the bottles allowing the smooth glass to slide between her fingers. She relaxed, realizing that she had been holding her breath. A highchair, painted white with a blue sail boat on the back sat in one corner, a broom in another. This was obviously the heart of the house, warm and welcoming, with light blue walls, white baseboards and trimming.
From the frosty kitchen windows, through the space where an abandon house a block over had fallen, she could see a small backyard and snow covered neighborhood playground. A few kids had ventured out after the storm, bungled in coats and hats, throwing snowballs and making angels. A growling plow truck rumbled slowly down the street re-burying cars that had been dug out by zealous owners, and the kids begin to through snowballs at it. Melony watched the snowball fight, the laughter and antics, as she tried to imagine Asmina standing here doing the same thing. What she was doing was against every rule she’d been taught in school, but instinctively she knew that she would never reach the girl in three weeks time if she didn’t find some way to make a connection. Feeling guilty for invading the privacy her patient’s life, she decided to take a tour of the upstairs and leave as quickly as possible. The staircase to the second floor in the living room and she turned to head back that way.
Someone, Melony assumed a kid, had thrown a rock through the window at the top of the staircase. A pair of sheer pink paneled curtains flapped in the wind as she took the stairs two at a time and hurried past the blasts blowing freely through the hole. On the second floor she discovered two of the doors opened, the one farthest away, closed. She headed for the closed door hoping to resolve the fear that was steadily building in her mind. It was a nursery, a little boy’s room, decorated with blue, patience and love. The sweet smell of baby powder floated out the door and Melissa slammed the door shut without entering. The next door led to a small, but well kept bathroom. The door led to the master bedroom. A tidal wave of violation hit her as looked around the large bedroom. She shouldn’t be here and suddenly she was angry with both herself and the Judge, her thoughts full of unnecessary losses and betrayals. Like the living room, this room too had also been torn apart. Melony shaken, her knees feeling wobbly and unsure, sat down on a mattress which had been stripped of its covers. A warm breeze massaged her face – someone had left the heat running. With therapeutic eyes she looked around the disheveled room storing away the bits and pieces of Asmina’s life to use later in their sessions. On the yellow painted wall, a picture of a fat, happy baby with shinning eyes and two small teeth in the arms of a handsome man as Asmina, standing next to him, smiled down at the child. A small mountain of male underwear poured from a straw clothes hamper into a pile on the carpeted floor, and half of a pair of beautiful hand sewn purple curtains, ripped from the rod and tossed carelessly on top an overturned infant seat. Amiss all the anger, the smashed African art work, shattered mirror, over-turned dresser drawer, Melony could feel what must have been a powerful love.
Lost in thought she almost didn't hear the footsteps, but then she heard and her terror shot adrenaline throughout her body. Someone was in the house. Panic filled her heart and rushed like ice water to the top of her head. She jumped from the bed and slammed the flimsy, white wooden bedroom door shut. Too late to push the dresser in front of it, she put her right shoulder against the door and prayed that the footsteps belonged to the police coming to further investigate the murder scene.
Seconds passed, a minute, her shoulder aching from the pressure applied to the door. She held her breath and leaned her back firmly against the door. A flimsy shield, but all she had. Finally, gingerly, she placed her ear to the door, the image of a bullet shattering her ear drum running through her mind. Dead wood silence. She waited, frozen her muscles taut, prepared to strike even with the knowledge that her defense would have little if any effect.
“Damn, why didn’t I take that free defense class at the YWCA,” she thought to herself as she continued hold her makeshift barrier her sore elbow whining for freedom. Someone was on the other side waiting, she knew. The presence she'd felt earlier returned, clinging like dew on a new blade of grass, heavy and damp. A cough or laugh, she couldn't tell the difference as the sound slipped under the small opening at the door's bottom. Shards of light slashed through the remaining hanging curtain panel, creating a psychedelic light show on the floor before her as she tossed long forgotten Hail Marys about the room. Silently she calculated who would miss her most. Her brother Sean won hands down.
Two minutes. The echoing sound of her heart pounding convinced her that they were cocking guns and sharpening knives on the other side of the door. Three minutes. Her legs ached, muscles expanding, demanding a change of position. She couldn’t stand there another minute. Sweat drenched the cotton collar of her shirt as she relaxed just slightly to roll her neck about. Her eyes landed on the floor. A note, slipped under the door noiselessly. They were gone. She sobbed with relief.
Melony quickly grabbed the note from the floor feeling foolish and pissed off that she had been so terrified from the unseen danger. She unfolded it carefully, half-heartedly expecting a teenage prank. It had been written hastily, the handwriting scrawled, almost childlike “Death in this house.”
She read it twice, stuffed it in her coat pocket and tentatively opened the bedroom door. The hallway was empty. The curtain hanging from the window at the end of the hall rose gently up and down as the bitter winter lapped at its hems. Stepping over a fresh set of wet boot prints in front of the door she hurried down the steps and raced to her car. She was half-way to Center City when she realized that she couldn't go home. Not yet.
Chapter Eight
“You did what?”
Malcolm looked at her like she’d suddenly grown two heads. Melony had gone straight to his office, confident that he would be working although it was a Saturday. Now that she was safely sitting in on his couch, her legs had finally stopped shaking and she relaxing under the anticipation of his protection. The note had driven her to him. She was afraid, wanted to feel the safety of Malcolm’s quiet strength.
His office, located on the 16th floor of the old YMCA building at Broad and Arch Streets, was comfortably cluttered. Painted a flunky Mexican tan, it always felt reassuring and welcoming to Melony who had visited him previously when they had shared cases. Chocolate brown wall to wall carpeting coordinated perfectly with the ½’ wood slates blinds that hung from the large single window, and three packed floor to ceiling bookcases allotted for instantaneous law research. The only pictures in his office were of his parents and his son, a smiling miniature of his father. He had Malcolm’s soft brown eyes and his “little too large ears”. Judicial circle gossip rumored that he was divorced. But Melony picked what rumors to listen to, especially when they involved Malcolm. A pizza box from what she hoped was only last night’s dinner, and several coffee cups, littered the inherited oak desk. It had been left by previous occupant of the office and Malcolm had sandpapered, varnished and refinished it to perfection. Law journals, colorful neckties and an empty soda can were carelessly thrown about the floor and empty chairs. He had worked hard, earned an office which had a door, unlike many of his counterparts who spent long nights in spaces just slightly larger than a cubby hole and no privacy.
“Malcolm, it's not that deep.” Her sense and use of African American street diction amazed him, but he wasn’t in the mood to be amazed by Melony’s linguist chameleon talents at the moment.
“No Melony, it’s deeper than that,” he shot back angrily.
Melony smiled behind the back of her hand noticing that she could use a manicure. She dropped her hand, hoping he didn't notice and with the other, handed him the note that had been slipped silently under the bedroom door at Asmina’s house.
“I can’t believe you would be that stupid,” he yelled, snatching the note. “Two people were murdered in that house, one of them an infant. You are not dealing with sane people here.”
“So you don’t think it was Asmina then,” she asked realizing that they had not discussed that possibility.
“No.” He flopped down in the high back leather chair behind his desk. “All the evidence the police has found so far points away from the girl. Her fingerprints are on the knife, but they would be since she had it in her possession when they found her. But she could have picked it up after the murder. It's clear that someone broke down the front door and she'd definitely doesn't have the body to be responsible for that act." He stared at the note Melony handed him shaking his head in amazement, then leaned back in his chair and continued. "No, I don’t think the girl would not have murdered her own baby, not like that.” Melony silently digested the information, more for Malcolm who would be defending the girl, than herself. They had crossed paths before, but never worked this closely on a case. She had admired his charisma and hard work from afar, often thought of getting to know him better, but not when a patient's life was at stake. Her body relaxed into his hard leather sofa as she closed her eyes.
“Are you okay Lena,” he asked, tenderness filling his voice. She heard his chair creak as he sat up straight.
“I’m fine Malcolm,” she lied, hoping that he wasn’t one of those African men that wouldn’t give a white woman a second look. “We only have a week to figure out the mystery of Asmina. The task feels overwhelming.”
“Don’t remind me.”
“Lynch seemed to be really pissed.” She kept her eyes closed, quietly inhaling the smell of old leather and strong cologne.
“This case doesn’t feel right Melony. Something is just not fitting for me. A Muslim from another country - after 911 - this case is as a dangerous as a four year old with a firecracker.” Melony heard the rustling of the short note as he read it again, out loud this time, “death in this house”, but refused to peep out from her world unrealism. “I ran into Lynch’s ex-husband at the sports club last week Melony. He looked like he’d been hit by a Mack truck. Rumor around the courthouse has it that she is making his life miserable, or he, hers. Either way, Asmina really caught a bad break on this case.”
“You can save her Malcolm, you can save Asmina,” Melony answered sleepily. The exhaustion was beginning to catch up. There were a few more calls to make, a few more cancellations for the week, and she still had to prepare for her first official session with Asmina.
“Who do you think I am Superman or something?”
“Or something,” she mumbled, curling up on the couch. “Do you always eat pizza in your office for dinner Malcolm, or do you ever go out for a home cook meal?”
He took so long to answer that she slowly opened her glowing eyes to find him staring at her, smiling just slightly, the small dimple in his left cheek showing. She blushed, pink staining her cheeks as her eyes followed his to one of her breasts peeking from between two opened buttons on her shirt. Frozen on the sofa, her legs bent behind her casually, she buttoned the shirt. Their eyes locking across the room and she nibbled thoughtlessly on her lip to break the trance.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, less embarrassed than what she should have been.
“What time are you going to see Asmina," Malcolm asked in a hoarse whisper.
“Four o’clock – a two hour session.” It was all business again. “I try to see her at least three times during week, as much as we both can stand," she answered wishing they could go back to the previous moment. "I’m driving up to the WRAC in a few hours to begin.” In the distance an ambulance siren wailed and the old radiator in the corner sputtered and shook slightly.
“I can’t imagine she’s going to turn around in a week,” he replied, kicking at the radiator. “Heat went off awhile ago. It’s gonna’ be freezing in here in a minute.”
“What do you suppose the note means Malcolm? Do you think I should inform the Judge and Lynch?”
“It doesn’t really say anything that affects the case.” He turned towards her, his eyes soft and alert. “It’s definitely a threat though. Do you want me to call them?”
“No,” she said sitting up straight. “It could just be some kid and I don’t want the Judge smothering me with security because of this.”
“Maybe she should.” He warned looking more than a bit concerned. “Melony, whoever did this is a vicious, cold-hearted killer. I don’t think they will stop to ask for your credentials.”
“You’re sounding very melodramatic Malcolm,” she laughed lightly, but a chill ran down her spine. “If it was someone else I would think you were concerned." Suddenly the morning scare washed away in the sea of wavy emotions storming between them. He looked at her, hard like a man looks at a woman he desires, the chilly office suddenly becoming hot and humid. Her heart pounding wild and fast in her chest Melony stood, wanting to go to him, to feel what it would be in his arms. It was a moment before the two of them noticed the shrilling ring of his office phone. He answered it as Melony deflated back on to the couch.
“Hey, mom,” he said turning towards the picture on his wall of his parents. “Yes, I’m still coming. I’ll be there about three.”
Melony smiled with envy at the easiness he had with her.
“No I’m not bringing a date,” he laughed turning back to Melony. “Yes I'll bring some sodas. Okay mom, see you soon.”
He was beautiful man. Malcolm. Dark, smooth skin with the whitest teeth she’d ever seen, he was totally opposite of her Jonathan who had been light-skinned with grayish eyes, soft brown curly hair, and a thin build. Malcolm wore dreadlocks, and his blue jeans and white polo shirt struggled to contain his hard, muscled body. He laughed like a man full of life.
“Do you think you can push a little harder on this case,” he said to her after hanging up. It was cold water in her face. “You know Lynch will eventually find something on the girl. I’m not confident that she’s led a stellar lifestyle.”
“Asmina has to re-discover her own past. I don’t want it to be read out to her in open court,” Melony responded, trying to hide the disappointment in her voice.
“I agree, but if you don’t find out her story before Lynch, that is exactly what will happen,” he replied, clutching the arms of chair to keep from pulling her into his arms. They were on a case together, could be severely reprimanded if what they felt for each other came to light now. But damn, he wanted Melony Owens right now, atop his desk, beneath him.
She stood indicating her exit and his eyes followed her long slender legs. “I have an appointment with my godfather at 1:00 pm. Melony looked a bit confused but remained silent. "He spends a lot time in Africa," he added. "He has been doing missionary work there for several years."
"Will you ask him about Asmina," she excitedly asked.
"Why don't we ask him together? Do you have a little time before you go to the WRAC? I think it might be worth your time to join me."
"I can't think of anything that would be more helpful before visiting my veiled patient. I have to go to my office first though, get the tape of our first meeting."
He walked her to the elevator of the near abandon building, his arms pressed to his sides. A few of the young attorneys had taken up residence in their cubicles, probably preparing for cases that would be heard on Monday. He waved or spoke hoping the evidence of his feelings for Melony wasn’t visible.
"Half an hour," she asked as she boarded the elevator.
"Sure.
_____________________________________________________________________
Her office would be freezing. No heat in the building on weekends even if she had complained twenty times about the policy. The building’s heat automatically shut off at 6:00 pm on Friday, which aggravated Melony and her colleagues who saw many of their patients after normal working hours. Melony kept two space heaters, one for her office and one for the waiting room, because she worked a lot of Saturdays. Juggling a hot cup with one hand she tried to maneuver the number lock that they had installed after that poor woman was stabbed to death in San Francisco by a patient. It was loose protection, but at least it made them feel better would allow entrance. She got the door open just as Rita, her best friend and one third of the office’s partnership, was about to leave.
“Mel,” she exclaimed calling her by nickname she had given her during their college. During that first week together Rita had mentioned that she would be much happier sharing her dorm room with a male than female. There had been problems with females in the past. Melony happy for the additional anonymity happily agreed to the name change. It made them both feel more comfortable.
They hugged warmly, Melony holding her a little tighter than usual. “Rita, do you have minute,” she asked noticing the coat over her arm, briefcase in her hand.
“Only if you’ll share whatever’s in that cup. Smells delicious honey,” she laughed, dropping her briefcase by the door and tossing the coat on the nearest chair.
They settled in Melony’s office as she handed Rita a mug she kept in the office and caught her up on the Doe case. Concern filled her friend’s eyes with each word and she almost regretted sharing the case.
“Rita I’m not sure what direction to take with this patient. I only have a week to get through to a woman who has lost both her husband and infant son.” She warmed her chilled hands on the paper cup.
“You know that’s near impossible Mel.” She stared at her with a worried look. “This is text book. What worries me is that you know that already.”
“Asmina, that’s her name Rita. I’ve only seen her one time but there is something about her that convinces me that she wouldn’t have committed these murders.” They sipped on hot vanilla latte silently. “I just have a hunch about this girl.”
“Isn’t that a pretty large hunch Lena?” She was skeptical, and rightfully so, but Lena had understood that when she asked for the consult. “You’re betting a lot on perception.”
“That’s what bothering me Rita. It’s out of character for me to build up a belief system about a patient so early into an evaluation.” Melony’s voice grew stronger with each word. “But I can’t seem to shake this assumption of her innocence.”
“Maybe, maybe you’re too close.” Rita stumbled over the words but they both understood and when she gently laid her hand on top of Melony’s she didn’t pull away from it. “Honey, isn’t this the month?”
“This not about Jonathan and the baby - that wouldn’t be fair to Asmina, and them.” But she was suddenly angry and wished that she hadn’t asked for Rita’s opinion. Is that what she was seeing in the girl – their shared lost.
“I think you should back up Mel.” Rita stood to leave. “Simpson wants an evaluation – give her an evaluation, without your personal spin on the situation.”
“That feels so un-right to me. How can I ask my patients to be honest with themselves and I don’t give hundred percent myself? It scares me sometimes, that I can’t work like that.”
“Maybe you should have a talk with Steven. When is the last time that you had an appointment?” She reached down for Melony’s hand and pulled her up from the sofa. “You need to protect yourself.” Rita’s voice softened with concern. “Not all the time Mel, just sometimes.”
“Which “sometimes” is the right some time Rita?”
“I don’t know,” she replied heading to the office door. “If we could figure that out, I don’t think any of us would be useful anymore.”
When Rita left, Melony considered the truth of her words. It hurt, a lot. She was correct in her assessment of the situation. From the moment she’d read the newspaper article about the case, a tragedy involving a husband and baby, she had felt emotions she’d thought long buried. The hurt and vulnerability in Asmina’s eyes had been a refection of her own pain, and she’d believed in her innocence, just as she had believed in her own a long time ago. Apparently, she had still not fully come to terms with the accident which took the life of her husband and daughter. If only she’d not argued with him that day, he would have been safely at the paint store and not on the highway when that truck came barreling down the road out of control.
They’d had such little time. Married only eight month, they agreed that although their expected daughter had rushed the wedding ceremony, she had certainly not been the reason for it. They were in love. It shocked them both at first, but after months of denial and quiet flirtations they could no longer ignore the tidal wave force that pushed at them to be together.
He was beautiful man who hated to be called “beautiful” as she lay in his arms tracing every inch of his long body with her hands. At twenty-seven he was the oldest in a family of seven sons. It had been expected that he would do well, and he lived up to that expectation. Valedictorian of his high school class, he had his choice of schools to attend, but he chose a small suburban Pennsylvania university to stay close to his family. Everyone agreed – his pleasant demeanor and compassionate sense of right and wrong were perfectly suited to his career path in Social Administration. Jonathan’s family accepted her more readily than hers did him. He joked all the time that “black folks will accept anybody in the family”, and after a few uncomfortable visits they did. Her family, always verbal about their opened mindedness and sympathy towards civil rights, was tolerant of John, but often treated him like a novelty in the dollar store – something cute to look at, never to buy. He tolerated their underline prejudice, though after each visit with her family he became quiet and moody for days.
They loved each other passionately and refused to allow their families or the curious stares of the outside world to invade their lives. Her pregnancy only drew them closer and they awaited the birth of their daughter with high anticipation and impatience. On the day of the accident, her 28th birthday, he asked her not to come with him to the paint store. They had mulled over pink swatches for the last month, finally deciding on a pastel shade that would allow light to bounce from the walls and warm the nursery. He insisted that he could accomplish the task alone and she needed the rest. She wanted to go, to share every moment of preparing for their child. Unable to fight with her, he finally relented.
Four days later Melony, in shock and barely able to walk, stood at his gravesite supported by the arms of her youngest brother and his best friend. A hot February day, they baked in black as the single casket carrying her husband and daughter was lowered into the thawing earth. Salty sweat and tears ran down the faces of the mourners as they said their last goodbyes. Jonathan, a lover of all things cold and white, would have hated the warm day, with all of its religious fanfare and structure. He would have preferred to be cremated and spread out in their small garden always to watch over her. But she could not, would not make the burial decision – it was too soon for her to say goodbye. Her family, for once in their lives deferred to his and allowed his parents to bury their son how they saw fit. She had been grateful, and full of heart wrenching shame and guilt.
Melony swallowed the rest of her now warm latte, grabbed her tape recorder, and the tape of the Asmina Doe interview. She had to face the guilt which still ate at her everyday, especially if it was affecting her judgment in this case. Was she really sympathizing with a murderer because of own tragic past? She had to know. Switching off her office heater, she headed for the door and some truth about her patient.
___________________________________________________________________________
Guilt never bothers Luther. There is no guilt in revenge. Crossing miles of dry, bumpy roads, he heads towards Kuttum, to a conflict that is older than he. Roaring engines from pro-government aeroplanes move in the same direction, though they can barely be heard above the lustful cries of his men. He notes the plane’s presence with little concern or applause. The dream has already pointed the way. Man-made lightening flash in the starless skies before him as bomb after bomb is dropped upon the second largest town in Darfur. He smiles, unable to resist the silly act as he leads his army passionately toward the city to finish what the bombing has started. The Sudan Liberation Movement (SLM) is his enemy, and his enemies die painful deaths. He is sure of this. He is also sure he will find the girl of his dream.
The air, full of water, is heavy and hard to breathe. Humidity squeezes the pitch black night, drenching him in sweat. This is perfect time for an attack, thinks Luther. The rainy season will be upon the area soon making the roads un-passable. Luther guides Satin with purpose towards predestination. His army halts and quiets only when the stink of blood fills the air. He should be exhausted, but he is not. Anticipation races through his bloodstream as he signals for his men to prepare themselves. Dressed in the purest white, the blinding headlights of their jeeps make him appear god-like. He sniffs at the air, waves his machete wildly above his head and smiles wickedly at the burning town of Kuttum.
The girl is here and he needs to find her before his three-hundred men, wild with alcohol and bloodlust, get out of control. In the heat of battle there is a moment when military containment is not possible. Death did that to men, turned them into rampaging mobs, the act of killing becoming contagious as it moves throughout a town or village or home.
Kuttum is burning. People have escaped the flames by taking to the streets, thousands, undefended since the SLM have abandoned them to prevent that which is taking place. Captured only days ago by anti-government forces, the rebels quickly realized that they were not equipped to defend the large town and has deserted their people to the revenge of the Janjaweed. There is wailing and tears, mothers clutching crying children, men standing about with curses on their blackened lips as homes and businesses are swallowed by blazing bombs. Some are burnt, their flesh a roasted pink, as others try to comfort or bandage. They are in the streets where he wants them. Luther watching sitting high upon Satin, orders his men to take revenge upon the SLM sympathizers. If they are Islamic, will swear an allegiance to the Janjaweed who fights for the only true government of Sudan, they will live. Black Afrikans who are Christians will be shown no mercy as they showed none to his family. The war continues in Darfur.
In the midst of the chaos Luther remembers the dream. There is a church, one of many in Kuttum. But this church, its golden dome reflecting for miles when the sun is high, is where the girl hides now - the girl of his dream – the girl who will cure him of this death. It stands untouched in the center of town, and the "Fortune Teller" points Satin in that direction. Jumping from his horse, he walks purposely to the tall double doors which have been turned into a painting of the nativity. Angrily he throws them open with both hands, separating the virgin from the child. Inside hundreds have gathered in the dark, their heads bent in prayer, lips moving silently as the whites of their eyes follow his footsteps. The sweet aroma of burning candles assails his nose, and the smoke of white incense float about the room like weak ghosts. No one moves to bar him from the nave and he marches towards the front where hundreds of candles and incense have set the church on fire. Dressed in a floor length royal purple robe, her father waits for him behind the pulpit. He is the darkest man Luther has every seen and he struggles to look upon his face which is highlighted by the flickering candlelight. He smiles amicably, and for a moment Luther pauses in his decision, not sure of what is right. The man’s face is full of concern, but there is no fear in his eyes as he stares at the Fortune Teller unblinkingly. His hair is pure white, though Luther knows he is not much past forty, and at 6’5 looks virile and new.
"You have no enemies here," her father says, with a warm smile which shows his ivory teeth. "Please brother, go in peace."
"The girl, where is the girl?" His words come out choppy and anemic. Had he stuttered? Embarrassment floods Luther’s chest. His legs feel weak as if he can not continue to stand on them. He is afraid, and the foreignness of the feeling terrorizes him.
The father of the girl appears confused for just a moment, and then realization, dawns like a new day in his eyes. "You will not bring blood into this place. This is holy place," he states, his voice authoritative and controlled as he continues to look at Luther as if he is as insignificant as a fly. "Go in peace. We will remain behind."
"Give me the girl," Luther demands calmly, regaining some of his equilibrium. "She is my redemption."
"No, no there is no redemption in human blood son,” he replies bargaining with Luther who remains dangerously calm. "She, none of them can save you."
Luther almost believes him, but the power of the dream persists. They stare at each other, locked in a battle much deeper than the one which rages outside the doors of the church. He is failing, doubting his belief, almost, until the girl steps from behind the purple robe of her father - the girl of his dream. Then he knows his goal is righteous and right. She is lovely, the girl with skin like her father, soft frightened eyes - an unblemished soul.
"You are a liar," he says wickedly. "She is my salvation." Behind him he hears the shouts of his men as they enter the church, and again he smiles as the light in the father's eyes slowly die.
Chapter Nine
The rode in silence to meet his godfather, Melony still feeling confused, preferring not to talk. Malcolm sensing that something had changed since their meeting respected her silence as he guided his jeep towards St. Luke’s. They entered through the side door and walked a flight down to where the church's offices were located. Reverend Washington was waiting.
He was busy man. Constantly moving even when it didn't seem necessary to. Melony eyed him with a professional eye, though that seems totally inappropriate. It was habit that she couldn’t seem to break. Stacks of paper, books and folders were scatted about the windowless room, and he had to remove a stack a files from two folding chairs in order to offer them seats. "Sit down son," he said with loving impatience. "Been looking for a file I wanted to share with you, but can't find it." Malcolm laughed deep and rich, obvious accustomed to his eccentric behaviors. "Who's this beautiful young lady with you," he asked extending his hand.
"Dr. Melony Owens, sir. Thank you for seeing us, especially on such short notice. She couldn't help but like the man. He smiled shyly at her before his face fell back into a mask of worry as he looked past her at a stack of used envelopes lined up against the back wall. He was shorter than her, but his spirit made him appear taller. As she reached for his hand she noted his reddish-brown skin and long silky salt and pepper hair that he wore pulled tightly back into a ponytail. “He’s one colorful headdress way from Chiefdom,” Melony thought to herself.
"Nonsense, always happy to see my boy here and to help in any way I can." Out of the corner of his eye he spotted an envelope in the windowsill and happily retrieved it. “Here you are,” he said admonishing the package.
"He's telling the truth about that," Malcolm agreed. "Remind me to tell you about the time he coached my little league team when the coach broke his leg." The two men nodded at each other knowingly exchanging smiles and the sly look you can only share with someone with whom you have a secret.
"So you children are trying to help that little girl was on the front of the paper the other day. You are lucky boy, leaving for Ghana tomorrow morning," Reverend Washington said, excitement flooding his eyes. It was clear that missionary work was a deeply spiritual experience for him. "Think I found something for you, though." He leaned forward slightly opening the raggedy looking manila envelope he’d taken from the windowsill. "Been looking for this since right after we hung up Malcolm."
"Really Rev. what did you find," Malcolm asked bending forward also. Melony joined them, anxious to also see the find.
"We were in Sudan bout two years ago. I led a group of missionaries to help with the refugee camps for the millions of displaced people that come out the conflict over there. At that time wasn't many paying attention so help was hard to get, not like now with the President's and congressmen debating the affair in public and all." He paused to as if allowing them to catch up with his thoughts. "Anyway, I led a team about hundred fifty and I tell you wasn't near enough cause them camps was overflowing with human beings. Men, women, and children all starving and thirsty. Burnt out of their homes and villages, all their livestock and property stolen by pro government forces," he said, his voice growing smaller with each word. "I tell you son, everywhere you looked there was misery, disease and sorrow. I've been a lot places and every one of them have stirred me up, but Sudan, it touched my soul." His eyes dampening, the envelope trembled as his hands shook slightly.
Melony, almost afraid to hear the rest of what he had to say, dropped her eyes to the linoleum flooring. She could feel Malcolm’s eyes boring into the side of her face, but she refused to look up.
"We stayed there four months, hundred and twenty days, I counted them ‘cause it felt like hell, every last one of them," Reverend Washington said removing a stack of photographs from the envelope. "No matter how much we did, it wasn't enough. The doctors were overwhelmed and couldn't stand to be there more than a few months. The food from other countries was stolen and sold back to us on the black market, and wasn't nothing we could do about it. A couple times they attacked the camp, killed dozens and kidnapped more."
"I've read about the conflict Rev. and seen some stuff on the national news..." Malcolm interrupted.
"That ain't nothing boy. I tell you nothing." Anger flared from Reverend Washington's face. "Nobody's telling the truth about what's over there. They can't imagine it, like Rwanda and Poland. Some things too horrible to imagine, so it's easy to pretend you don't know nothing about it. Looka here, this is the truth about Sudan." He passed the pictures to Malcolm who looked down at the first photograph and almost let the others slip from his hands. The photo was of an old woman, her dark face lined with the creases of age and hard work. She was dressed in a bright red and yellow, her haunted blood stained eyes puffy and dry. In the top of her head some type of grey and red metal protruded from her scalp. "That's the bottom half of her hoe. She farmed a small patch of land in back of her house fore they came. They put the hoe there and there's no doctor over there skilled enough to remove it without killing her." The second photo was of a young woman with short cropped hair. Both of her breasts had been viciously cut off. "They carry saws and axes with them. Told her she would never feed another one of their enemies again." The third, and they could look at no more, was of a young boy of about three or four who'd been set on fire while alive.
Tears filled Malcolm's eyes and he turned away from Melony not wanting her to see. She handed the pictures back to the Reverend swallowing the distress that felt like a thick ball in her throat. "Will you listen to part of a tape I have of my interview with Asmina. I believe she's speaking a form of Arabic and understanding what she said would be a great help."
"Of course," he agreed as Melony fast forwarded the tape.
Asmina's soft voice exploded from the machine. “Al La~am. Hoowa Al La~am ."
"The Butcher," Reverend Washington repeated with an amazed look on his face. "She calls him the Butcher." He was clearly shaken.
"Ana Aba. Huwwa majruh."
"I believe she is saying she is his slave,” he added. Melony pressed the fast-forward button and her voice filled the office.
“I want to help you Asmina. Please tell me, where is your home?”
"Dar Fur. Sudan, Dar Fur. Kevin."
“Darfur, but I'm not sure of the last part," he said. "Something about death I think. It seems my hunch about this young lady is probably true. When I saw the young lady on the front of the paper I thought I recognized the look in her eyes." Melony silently nodded her head in agreement. "Young girls like that are kidnapped, used sexually, normally by the entire unit of soldiers, then they are either killed or released to return to their people where they're ostracized because of what has happened to them. The ones that are killed are most times the blessed ones."
"But they're only children," Melony cried, feeling stupid as soon as the words left her mouth. "How can they treat people in such a horrible way?"
"It is the young virgins which are the most valuable to the soldiers. Many, because of the shared raping, have contracted the AIDs virus. They believe if they sleep with a virgin they will be cured."
"That is ridicules,” Melony cried out, appalled.
"You must understand doctor this is a common practice in African nations overcome by the AIDS virus. Fathers sleep with their own daughters in search of a cure. We try to educate them, provide medicines, but we need a lot more support."
"So Rev. you think my client is a slave girl from the Sudan," Malcolm asked, mildly shocked, finally finding his voice.
"Looks like it son, but I have to tell you something else." He took a deep breath, look direct at Malcolm, like he does when what he’s about to say is the most important part of the conversation. “Bout a week before we were to leave a new group of refugees shows up in the camp. We’d seen a lot over there, unimaginable things, but the wounds they brought with them, they left us speechless. One old man, look about hundred to me, was willing to talk, but even then it was only in whispers. He said how a group of pro-governement militia came into town, right after their houses and businesses were bombed and the whole town was burning. Slaughtered over three hundred of them, took the young boys and girls and disappeared with them into the night. Man leading them was rode a pitch black horse, but he wore all white. “The Fortune Teller”, that’s what they called him. But the old man, who died two days after he got to camp, called him “The Butcher”. He allowed them to absorb his words before continuing. “Don’t know if this is the same devil you’re dealing with son, but want to warn you to be careful. You’re client might have been one of them poor children dragged off that night.”
"How is it possible that she was living here, in Philadelphia?"
"Now that son is your mystery. But I would bet a day in the afterlife that she's Sudanese."
_________________________________________________________________________
Melony asked for and received access to an on-staff counselor’s office at the WRAC. As she waited in the bland, non-telling room for Asmina she chewed on one of her fingernails, a habit developed in the third grade which crept back whenever she was attacked with a case of the nerves. It was an average place, non-descriptive and sterile with journal shelves lining the walls and mix-matched uncomfortable furniture that had apparently been snatched from different areas of the prison. Grey peeling bars lined the windows, although the occupant had attempted to cover them with matching blue curtains which hung crookedly from the curtain rods. Winter gloom falling upon the city, the sun which had finally peeked out in the late afternoon, was already beginning to slide behind the tall city buildings. Melony cut on the mix-match table lamps as she thought about the note which had been slipped under the door at Asmina’s house. Although she wouldn’t admit to Malcolm, she had been more shaken by the note than she let on. The conversation with his godfather had left her feeling weak and shaky and she thought to cancel this session but felt she had to come today. If Asmina was from the conflict in the Sudan she not only had to figure out her mental stability, but also her nationalization. Both would have a huge bearing on the case.
The knock startled her, even though she had been waiting for it. “Yes, I’m coming,” she called hurrying to unlock the door which she had agreed to keep locked at all times.
“Prisoner 332908 for Dr. Melony Owens.”
The guard was new. She stared Melony up and down suspiciously with a cold look in her eyes. Asmina, if possible, looked even tinier than before in her orange jumpsuit. Her face covered, she kept her head bent. Thick chains, prison standard, ran from her hands to her feet.
“You Dr. Owens?” Who else could she possibly be?
Melony held up the security badge which had been given to her upon entry.
“You got an hour,” the guard, a short, woman with a thick neck and tight uniform, bellowed, as if Melony wasn’t standing right in front of her. “I’ll be right outside this door.” She pushed the chained girl into the room forcing Melony to move slightly to the side.
“Thank you, but I requested two hours with my patient.”
“You gotta an hour,” the guard repeated as Melony shut the door in her face, frustrated at how the prison administrative system worked. Asmina remained by the door, an orange statuette, stiff and unmoving.
“Would you like to sit down Asmina?” Afternoon pictures and conversations flash flood over her and she struggles to stand without trembling. Feeling awkward and totally unprepared she shifts her weight from one foot to another, her hands fall like twin bricks at her sides. I'm never going to be able to make this work, Melony thinks. "You can if you try," Jonathan's voice says softly in her ear. How can I get her to trust me in a week John? "How can you not?" It happens sometimes when she's at her lowest and doesn't know what direction to take. It is his confidence, his voice in the back of her mind which pushes her to continue trying with a patient when she is ready to give up. But she hadn't expected this, brazen in her thinking she'd assumed she could handle a session with Asmina after the day she'd had herself. Analyzing her discomfort, Melony realizes that she is afraid. Not of her patient, a frightened African child chained head to toe in a maximum security prison. No, her fear is of her unnatural attachment to the girl, how unreasonable it feels and appears to the rest of the world, how her heart pounds with hope when they share the same space. How can she possibly explain how drawn she feels to Asmina after only a few days when she can't explain it to herself? Eyeing each other warily, both of them visually examine the other.
Melony resists the overwhelming urge to turn and walk away from the horror that is Asmina's life. She hadn’t asked to be the jockey in this case, and more than anything right now she wanted the gallop to end. There is more to this story, she knows it, just out of sight, but there waiting to provide additional shock and surprise. She’s had enough surprises, Melony’s thinks continuing in her wordless examination even as a deeply buried memory resurfaces unconsciously from her past.
Lenny. Her only friend during a lonely childhood, dark, beautiful, smiling Lenny - an image of him abruptly saturates her mind. The green and purple drum his father played whenever her parents were away on another of their importune vacations. Dancing white and black legs, laughter until their stomachs spasm, and cook's demand that that the crazy drumming stops before he kills them with too much excitement. It was red, the cap he wore that day as they climbed the tree, not a small boy's cap but a red kufi, an African cap given to sons by their fathers. Lenny was African. "Oh my God,” Melony cries aloud as Asmina peers at her curiously. How could she have forgotten? Understanding, like an invisible rain shower, drenches Melony and she is overcome with the joy of his memory and the anguish of his death, all in a moment's time. She might be crazy, but at least now she knew why. Those most painful of losses – her husband, the baby girl whom she'd named Jennifer, her Lenny. This case opened it all again. They had been buried so deeply, now in the coldest of places, the force of their love implodes hot throughout her body. She feels weak and strong both, wants to remember and forgot. But in the midst of her emotional tornado she has found the connection to Asmina in the power of her love for them. Again she looks at her, this time with a warm smile and outreached hand which is ignored. But Melony continues to smile as she imagines Jonathan and Lenny, their large and small hands resting lovingly on each of her shoulders. How disappointed they would be if she didn't continue to fight for this lost girl.
Her legs finally able to move, she takes the chair across from the couch, and waits for her. Asmina follows after a minute, her chains clinking against the grey industrial carpeting in a ghostly manner, orange swallowing her as she shuffles slowly to the couch. The jumpsuit looks terrible on her, at least two times too large it sags upon her tiny frame like a thrice wet diaper on a newborn’s bottom.
“Do you remember me? Judge Simpson assigned me to your case, but I want you to know I’m only here strictly to help you Asmina," Melony opens with a reassuring smile, a strong voice. She has found her voice and the knowledge of that fills her with peace.
Asmina, blank and unresponsive, her neck bent by the habit of repetitiveness in a permanent bow, keeps her eyes cast downward. Melony knows that she is listening.
"The last time we spoke you shared your name, where you were from - Darfur in Sudan. Is that right Asmina?"
"Dar-fur,” Asmina repeats, each syllable of the word rolling like a rock from her tongue, as if the saying of it is forbidden. Chill bumps spread up and down Melony arms. She has found her voice.
"Yes Darfur. The Sudan, that is your home, isn't it Asmina?"
“My home?” She repeats it as a question.
“That is so far away honey, how did you get here,” Melony asks, understanding that Asmina will not, or can not answer. Everything in the case is hidden, even her client’s face behind that colorful veil, Melony thinks recalling her conversation with Inez a few mornings ago. “Took four guards to hold her down, then we still had to medicate her.” She had been desperate to hide something from the police and the guards. What was her secret? What was behind the beautiful shroud wrapped about her head? Orange shadows from the evening’s sun light upon the wall directly behind Asmina, creating a glowing arc above her head. With her eyes closed, she appears lost in thought, and almost relaxed. This is the girl who had stood in the warm white kitchen to prepare an evening meal, hung delicate handmade curtains from her windows, and kissed her son to sleep at night in the small blue nursery. Melony shook her head, she didn’t believe it of her and the scary note confirmed that someone else could boldly come into the house. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a long grey tail disappear into a small hole in the wall. Biting her nails she controlled her impulse to jump from her chair. The wall clock soldiered on clicking with precision as minutes ticked away and silence ate through their time.
The words gush out clear, dam like in their brokenness. Her eyes open, her head raised, they challenge Melony. “Asmina belong to you now.” The statement feeling as strong as a punch to Melony knocks the air from her lungs with its verbal power. She gathers her thoughts as quickly as she can. She speaks some English.
“You don't belong to anyone Asmina,” Melony replies her voice harder with anger, than she’d planned. "Why do you think someone could own you?" Because they probably had stupid, she thought to herself. What am I doing? Her patient is opening up, that is what she should be concentrating upon. "You can talk to me. I promise it is safe.”
A static filled announcement interrupted the silence of the room. “Prisoner 525206 report to kitchen work detail.” The moment is broken and Melony wants to scream. She is smart, this frightened little girl, an expert at hiding her feelings behind a wall of silence.
“I’m going to ask you a few basic questions Asmina,” Melony says, trying again. “You don't have to answer but if you do, I promise I will try my best to help you.”
The saturninity of the moment creates an interlude that allows her the opportunity for a deep breath.
“Please talk to me Asmina," Melony pleads
“Please go,” Asmina commands in a flat voice her hands rubbing her thin thighs beneath the too large orange jumpsuit. She is agitated, everything about her feeling robotic and unreal, symbolic of someone who has been held in captivity. It appeared Reverend Washington wouldn't be losing a day in the after-life after all. Melony took a deep breath, exhaling slowly to focus herself, allowing Asmina time to settle into the process, feel comfortable with her. They wait together silently, the doctor and the patient, both lost in their own thoughts and feelings.
“Dead?” The sadness in her voice is heartbreaking.
"Yes,” Melony answers as gently as she can, her upper lip trembling as she fights back the eager tears stinging the corner of her eyes. Asmina nods. She has known all along. But did she kill them?
“The book?”
What book? Melony was just about to delve into that mystery when they were interrupted.
“Time’s up,” the guard growls only seconds before banging on the steel door demanding entry.
________________________________________________________________
Crystal stayed late at work with an excuse to work on staff evaluations, but the truth was she didn't want to face another lonely night. Dates were as simple as picking up her cell phone and speed dialing any of seven different numbers, but she was restless and not in the mood for pacifying some kid ten years her junior. Young men made great lovers but they required so much work. At forty-two she had the body of a twenty-five year old. Light-skinned with purchased hazel brown eyes, she was an average beauty who could be make-upped into gorgeous. Men had always found her 5’7 frame sexy, and like her quick legal mind, she used her body as a weapon when necessary. In quiet corners it was whispered that she had not just fought and clawed her way to top of Philadelphia’s law enforcement, but also slept up a few levels. Along the way, she’d married a “boy”, ten year younger and foolishly allowed him privy to all of her bad habits. When they divorced last year she paid heftily for the mistake, would never repeat it again. To say she was bitter would diminish her thoughts on the matter, and minimize the nights she paced her condominium in a blood thirsty rage. If she could have thought of the perfect murder, he and the bouncing twenty-one year old who now shared his bed would have been the first victims, but as District Attorney she recognized that there was no such thing. The best one could do was to take their chances and hope for the best. Crystal understood taking chances, living with hope, she had spent a lot of time doing both. It was her tendency to do both things which drew her into the Doe case.
After the office had gone silent and the last staff member had finally given up on out-lasting her and finally gone home she had pulled her small sports car out of the underground and sped ten blocks to a very lucrative un-licensed casino located in Philadelphia’s famous Chinatown.
She had a weakness for gambling. Craving would be closer to the truth, and when night fell she slinked out, vampirish in a way, to suck on the arm of the iron bandit with a frightening desperation. Most of the friends in and out of Crystal's life preferred liquor, or prescription pills, but gambling was her drug of choice, her numbing against broken relationships and a barely civil relationship with her parents. A nasty habit that grew while she attended expensive boarding schools with the daughters of Senators, judges and even one President, she loved the revenge of taking their money, using it as payback for icy attitudes and blocked lunch tables when she tried to join in. No, they wouldn't befriend her, but they loved to sneak into her room well past lights out to drink cheap beers and toss around hundred dollar bills. Long after high school graduation when she should have let go of reckless behaviors, she was still chasing the thrill of winning. Her fondness for gambling final pushed her out of the legitimate gambling establishments in Atlantic City and Las Vegas, and into dark places that no District Attorney should know about, much less visit for pleasure. A payment plan to a casino, legitimate or not, would not get her re-elected in the liberal City of Philadelphia, where the people are known for brotherly love, not forgiveness. So the District Attorney who'd sworn to close down establishments like the Lucky Lotus which offered such illegal, guilty pleasures, was in fact one of their best customers.
It was quiet in the way only the Chinese can be quiet, even in the middle of the bustling homemade casino filled to illegal capacity. Hidden on the third floor of the Oriental Inn, the casino was ran by the restaurant's owner, the solemn inconspicuous sort who simply nodded at her as she walked through the dual swinging doors of the kitchen, but had never spoken a word. He knew who she was, everyone did, both law abiders and criminals. The scent of sweet and spicy fried food, hot grease and white rice assailing her nose, Crystal was escorted by the restaurant's hostess without question up the back staircase. One huge room, probably converted from three or four bedrooms, the casino walls were painted "good luck" dark cherry red with dragons designed from clear light bulbs decorating the walls and lighting the room. Wealthy men gambled with shinning black eyes as too young looking, oriental girls hung onto their arms with frozen smiles. A rare few Caucasians visited the casino and she had never seen another African American. Even the dollar coin dropped quietly into the dual rows of slot machines. The return trays had been outfitted with a soft padded material so that the change would fall silently even as bright, spinning lights went off to announce a winner. Jackpots were noiselessly collected without shouts of happiness or joy no matter the amount. Thick smoke from hand rolled cigarettes or fat cigars swirled about from numerous air conditioning vents which were never turned off even during the coldest days of winter. At the tables twenties, fifties and hundred dollar bills exchanged hands with as little conversation as possible. It wasn't a large casino, but it was very private and the staff was trained to never acknowledge the name and status of its visitors.
Crystal felt safe as she sat at one of the small roulette tables oblivious to stares from the suspicious locals. There weren’t many places where she did feel agreeable. Her home no longer offered her comfort, and she was happy to avoid the loneliness and desolation she found there at the end of the work day. Bill collectors harassed day and night. It depressed her to pick up her mail from the vestibule floor where the mailman tossed it unaware of the stress it caused her everyday. Her car payment was seventy-two days behind. and the mortgage company was threatening foreclosure on her home. They hadn’t been paid for four months. Doused in alimony payments to her bastard of an ex-husband, she was one match short of a financial explosion. She couldn’t pay the alimony and he knew it. He also knew that she couldn’t explain why not in front of a judge. It was a vicious circle, her winning and then losing hundreds of thousands of dollars over the years. Yet casinos were the only place where she could relax, not think of asking her parents for a loan or trying to explain to them why it was needed. She would rather die. Tonight she was desperate to win, hoping to quiet her undiagnosed stomach pains and migraine headache.
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