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In the larger scheme, Alcorn’s daily dog-
gedness reinforces the integrity of the crim-
inal-justice system, she hopes, and helps 
keep jury trials “healthy.” Prosecutors rely 
on police detectives to gather evidence, 
primarily of guilt, but defense attorneys 
hire private investigators, like Alcorn, to 
dig up information that exculpates, or at 
least raises reasonable doubt among jurors. 
About half her cases involve indigents with 
assigned public defenders—“low-paying 
work, but abundant and interesting,” she 
says. (More lucrative corporate and secu-
rity work, or insurance investigations, are 
“boring.”) Early on, she enthusiastically 
sought to “Put away the bad guys! They’re 
a bunch of scumbags!” she recalls—“I am 
not a bleeding-heart liberal, by the way”—
but she soon saw enough to conclude that 
with the “full weight of the police depart-
ment, the prosecutor’s office, the Common-
wealth against them, the little guy or the 
little woman needs help,” even if it’s just 
mitigating the charges against them.

She points to an old Cambridge case, 
where a police officer reported seeing a drug 
deal in a park. When she went to the scene, 
not only was the distance between the deal’s 
alleged location and the officer’s position 
too great to see “a little baggie get passed 
between hands,” she says, but the transac-
tion supposedly happened at night—and 
the view was “blocked by trees.” “There’s 
no way anyone could see that. It was ab-
surd,” she declares. “Now, was the alleged 
drug dealer a questionable character? Prob-
ably. However, in this case it doesn’t matter 
if he dealt drugs 50 times before. They can’t 
just make up stuff to get a guilty verdict.”

One of the few times she has felt threat-
ened came while investigating a police shoot-
ing, and someone—either a fellow private 
detective or a law-enforcement officer (she 
believes it was the latter)—used an autho-
rized database to link her to the case. “They 
published my name and address and my par-
ents’ address and wrote ‘This is the wom-
an,’” she says. Police misconduct occurs, she 

says, but “I do wonder to what extent a lot 
of police officers are suffering from a kind 
of PTSD, and so [they display] this hyper-
vigilance. It doesn’t excuse [misconduct] but 
it maybe explains some of the behavior. I am 
not anti-police; I think it’s a very tough job.”

Within an often overheated, adversari-

al system, Alcorn’s duties are surprisingly 
neutral. She finds out what witnesses saw 
and think they know to be true (the accu-
racy of eyewitness testimony, once the bed-
rock of guilty verdicts, is increasingly being 
contested by scientists and in the courts), 
and what they will say on the stand, tak-
ing notes that can lead to depositions. She 

reports “whatever it is: good, bad, or indif-
ferent.” If someone tells her the gun was in 
her client’s hand, she needs to know that’s 
what will surface at trial.

The work resembles social anthropology, 
in its conscious avoidance of moral judg-
ments. “People waste a lot of time trying 

to understand crime in moral terms,” David 
Prum notes, “but crime is a completely nor-
mal human activity.” There are lawbreak-
ers devoid of a moral compass, he explains, 
“just like some people are color-blind,” 
but among the thousands of cases he has 
worked on, “I’ve only run into a few stone-
cold psychos. And it’s obvious when you do. 

You can’t fake that, nor would anyone 
want to.”

Instead Prum, who like Alcorn has 
theater experience, looks at many crimes 
as “bad performance art. What you see in 
courts is the result of a lot of young men—
because the majority of violent crimes are 
committed by men between the ages of 16 
and 24—who are stuck in a malignant nar-
rative. They are dramatizing themselves, 

New Leader,  
New Look
The Harvard Club of 
Boston, established in 
1908, has elected its first 
female president. Belmont 
resident Karen Van Win-
kle ’80, vice president of 
business development and 
marketing for Creative 
Office Pavilion, has been 
among those who helped 
launch and oversee the renovations that have transformed the Commonwealth Av-
enue club (see harvardmag.com/hcob-16). The improvements include a new rear 
entrance and elevator, six overnight room makeovers, numerous cosmetic updates, 
a revamped athletic club, and a new restaurant, called Veritas. 

The Harvard Club of Boston’s renovated Harvard Hall 
foyer (above), and new library-styled restaurant, Veritas
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“I am not anti-police; I think it’s a very tough job.”
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