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ONE

“Can you hold up those guys with the body bag, Loo?” I was jogging down the steps from the top of Bethesda Terrace, trying to catch up with Mercer Wallace, when the four cops and two techs from the ME’s office passed me on their climb toward the waiting morgue van.

The lieutenant had his back to me, standing on the edge of the Lake and pointing at something across the water. Ray Peterson, the man in charge of Manhattan North Homicide, either couldn’t hear me shouting because of the distance or wasn’t interested in what I had to say.

I swiveled and backtracked up the broad staircase, hoping to overtake the crew carrying the corpse to the roadway on the 72nd Street transverse. But they had already reached the open doors of the transport vehicle by the time I hit the pavement and was stopped by uniformed cops who were stringing yellow crime scene tape across the gaping space between the elegant balustrades.

“Hey, Jack.” After more than twelve years as a prosecutor in the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office, I knew the morgue attendants almost as well as I knew my doormen. “It’s me, Alex Cooper. Give me three minutes with her, please.”

Jack picked his head up and turned toward me just as one of the officers brushed my hand off the tape. “In or out, ma’am?” the cop growled. “You want to ride with the body, that’s fine. But you don’t get back in here once you walk past this point.”

I needed to talk to the lieutenant and be briefed on the findings along with Mercer, but I also wanted to see the girl whose remains had been found splayed beneath the northern abutment of Bow Bridge early this morning. I wanted to know what she looked like now, before her flesh met the cold instruments of the autopsy room.

Jack called out over the back of the young cop who was restraining me. “No can do, Alex. It’s already a madhouse here between the regulars and the press scavengers. Feel free to drop by my office later on. She won’t be on the table until tomorrow.”

It was only 7:45, but it was obvious that police officers from all over the city were being bused in from their commands to form a perimeter around the roadways that led to the Terrace and the Lake, which was the very centerpiece of the Park. There was nothing more difficult to secure than a crime scene that had no obvious boundaries, in the middle of the most trafficked public space on the planet.

Mercer Wallace, a first-grade detective with the Special Victims Unit and one of my best friends, had picked me up at my home just a few blocks from the Park entrance. We had passed trucks from every major media outlet and watched as reporters and camera crews sneaked through the dense spring growth of bushes and plantings to get closer to the vista where death had intruded on this glorious spring morning.

“Alexandra, we’re waiting on you.” Mercer was shouting at me from beside the fountain at the foot of the steps.

I waved at him to let him know I’d heard him, then watched the van drive off before retracing my way down toward the Lake. I’d left the stern cop manning the tape barrier with more pushy onlookers to contend with than me. It was too early for the thousands of tourists who would flood the Park later on this June day, but the daily complement of joggers, power walkers, bikers, dog owners, Rollerbladers, and wildlife aficionados all seemed to be stopped in their tracks, trying to figure out the cause of the commotion below.

This time I took the two-tiered staircase—the eastern one—more slowly than my first descent minutes ago. I looked around at the stunning landscape and the water of the calm Lake sparkling with morning sunlight, but my eyes darted from tree to tree as figures—some in blue uniforms but mostly civilians in exercise gear—appeared on every path and in each leafy opening, like characters in a fast-moving video game. I wondered if the killer or killers were among them.

“Don’t be looking for your perp, Alexandra,” Mercer said. “He’s long gone.”

“How do you know?”

I joined up with him, and we continued on to the huddle of detectives clustered around the lieutenant. I recognized most of them from cases we had worked together—they greeted me by name—while those I hadn’t met before acknowledged my presence with a “Good morning, counselor,” the arm’s-length term for a prosecutor—especially when she or he was treading on NYPD turf.

Mercer finished his thought. “’Cause she’s been dead for weeks. Just washed up today.”

“According to…?”

“Johnny Mayes was here before we arrived.”

Mayes was a brilliant young forensic pathologist. I nodded, understanding how well he knew his business.

“Thanks for coming over, Alex,” the lieutenant said while he put out his cigarette against the side of the fountain before placing the stub in the pocket of his tattered brown jacket. No need to leave his DNA in saliva on a butt that would be picked up by Crime Scene investigators who were already scouring both sides of the shoreline for clues. “I wanted you to eyeball the kid before we moved her, but the paparazzi with the long-distance lenses were scrambling through the brush here. Had to whisk her the hell out before they grabbed one of the rowboats for a close-up.”

“Got it, Loo. I’m here for whatever you need.”

I’d been the prosecutor in charge of the Special Victims Unit for almost ten years. Our office had long had a system of assistant DAs “riding” homicides and major felonies—going out on calls with detectives 24/7—to try to make the legal piece of every valid case hold up in court. We went to crime scenes and station houses, hospitals and morgues—taking statements from suspects and witnesses, overseeing lineups, drafting search warrants, and generally lending our expertise on all matters likely to result in an arrest.

My specialty was a late entry in the field of criminal law. Sexual assault, domestic violence, child abuse, sex trafficking, and homicides related to these acts had been ignored by our justice system since American courts were created. But our office had lobbied for legislative reform and pioneered techniques to allow these victims—too long without voices—to begin to triumph in the courtroom in the late ’70s and early ’80s, a period when violent crime threatened to devour the island of Manhattan.

Lieutenant Peterson had already lit his next cigarette. “Don’t know what we need yet. Don’t know much.”

“What else did Dr. Mayes say?”

Peterson started to walk along the path that led from the fountain toward Bow Bridge, which arched over the Lake to the Ramble. He repeated to me what he had probably just told Mercer, who was a step or two behind me.

“Doc says he doubted she was even twenty years old.”

“No ID on her?”

“Pretty hard to carry your driver’s license when you’re naked, Alex.”

I could see five men on the far side of the bridge—detectives, no doubt—all of them wearing booties and vinyl gloves. Four were standing at the water’s edge, while one was crouching directly beneath the stone archway, his toes about to disappear in the water.

“Is that Mike?” I asked the lieutenant. His thick head of black hair was a giveaway, even at this distance, confirmed by his trademark navy blazer.

“Yeah. A rookie from the Central Park precinct caught the squeal. Mike was working a day tour, so I assigned the case to him.”

Mike Chapman had come on the job shortly before I graduated from law school and joined the DA’s office. He and Mercer had partnered together on many of the worst cases imaginable, remaining close friends after Mercer transferred to SVU, preferring to work with victims who survived their attacks.

The three of us started across the span, a familiar image in countless Park photographs featuring boaters and ice skaters. I couldn’t help but look down at the water, as though some clue was about to float by just in time for me to spot it.

Mike ducked out and stepped back to talk to the other guys from the squad. I could see him shaking his head. He hadn’t noticed our approach.

“Anything, Mike?” Peterson called out.

“Nothing, Loo,” Mike shouted over his shoulder.

“Here’s your minder, Chapman,” Freddie Figueroa said, laughing as he pointed at me. My relationship with Mike was a source of great amusement to many of our colleagues, who couldn’t figure how I tolerated his constant needling yet knew he’d covered my back in more situations than I could count. “You’d better come up with something fast.”

“Hey, Coop,” Mike said, flashing all one hundred megawatts of his best grin. “Hope you brought a crystal ball. This one will take more than your brains.”

I started to walk to the end of the bridge, but he called me off.

“Stay there. Last thing we need is another pair of footprints in the mud. Did you see my girl?”

I shook my head. “Jack was ready to roll. The locals were about to surround him, so he took off.”

“Hal’s got plenty of close-ups if you want to take a look.”

Hal Sherman, one of the masters of crime scene investigations, came up behind me. He’d been photographing each of the approaches to the Lake, on the theory that no one would know what angles were important until we had a sense of what had happened to this victim and where.

“Hey, Alex. Too quiet too long, huh?” Hal said, patting me on the back before he reached for his notepad. “That statue on top of the fountain, any idea what she’s called?”

I looked across at the colossal bronze figure of a woman, raised high above the plaza and held aloft by four cherubs, with wings outstretched as she delivered her blessing over the Lake below.

“Sure, Hal,” I said as he scratched the answer on a notepad. “She’s the most iconic statue in the Park. She’s called the Angel of the Waters.”

Mike Chapman joined us on the bridge, pulling off his gloves and stuffing them in his rear pants pocket. “That name worked for her once upon a time, Coop. Now she stands up there with the best vantage point of all, sees everything that goes on here, but gives us nothing. I’d like to know everything that she knows.”

“It’s not even eight o’clock, and you’re loaded for bear. Why take it out on an angel?”

“It’s not the first body I’ve had in this Lake, Coop. We’ve got two cold cases—young women who have never been identified whose files are collecting dust in the squad room.”

“How old are those runs that I don’t even know about them?” I asked. “Are you figuring this one falls into some kind of pattern with the others?”

“I’m just thinking that statue may be an attractive nuisance. Maybe she blessed the waters a century ago, but now she’s a magnet for murder. She’s an angel, all right,” Mike said, staring at the beautiful sunlit figure that towered over us. “A death angel.”


TWO

Mike led Hal, Mercer, the lieutenant, and me along the path to the first pavilion on the north shore of the Lake. The large boathouse itself, where rowboats could be rented by the hour, was to our east. Four covered wooden sheds were scattered about the edges of the water as landing docks for rowers, a throwback to their Victorian origins.

We set ourselves up out of the direct sun, and Mike asked Hal to show me the digital photos he had taken when he first arrived.

“So the initial call to 911 came in at 5:49 this morning,” Mike said. “Two guys out for a run on the pathway approaching Bethesda Terrace from below, to the west. One of them saw what he thought was the head and upper torso of a woman under the bridge, against the foundation, and stopped his friend.”

“What time was sunrise?” Mercer asked.

“5:24. Plenty of light to see across.”

“They touch anything?” I asked.

“Too spooked to get closer.”

“What if she’d been alive and needed help?”

“Decomposition was evident, Coop, even from a distance,” Mike said. “Hal, you got those shots?”

He cupped his hand over the viewer as Mercer and I leaned in.

The girl’s face was mostly intact, but her skin was a ghastly shade of gray. Her head was to the side, one cheek hugging the concrete structure. The only eye we could see was closed and her mouth was agape, with stringy dark-brown hair plastered across her face. The area below her shoulder blade was discolored, and it looked like her bones were protruding through what once had been skin.

“Late teens is Johnny Mayes’s estimate,” Mike said. “No tats, no track marks. No surgical scars. Badly malnourished, lousy dentition, filthy nails all bitten down and cracked. I’m going with homeless.”

“How long has she been dead?” I asked.

“Mayes figures it’s been at least a month, but she was only left in the water for a day or two.”

Mercer studied the photographs of the full body taken after the victim had been pulled from the water. “So, a dump job?”

Killed somewhere else and deposited in the Lake. Dumped here, by the murderer.

“Likely. But who knows where she’s been all this time? That’s a big problem.”

“How’d she die?” I asked.

“Blunt force trauma. Check the photos of the back of her head.”

Hal advanced the shots. Some object had crushed the skull with a couple of blows. Two different angles of injury suggested repeated applications of the weapon.

“Does Johnny know what might have caused this?”

“Lead pipe, maybe. Or a baseball bat. I’m hoping Derek Jeter has an alibi ’cause we’re only two months into the season and he’s hitting four hundred. Whoever did this has a pretty perfect swing.”

“A tree branch?” I said.

“They got redwoods here I don’t know about, Coop? I mean, why do you ask me a question and then take your own guess at an answer?”

“I’d like to stop by the morgue later,” I said. I was fidgety and knew that I was annoying Mike before we’d even gotten out of the blocks. “I had a good chance to see what immersion in water did to a body when I helped with that girl who was murdered in France this spring.”

“Save me, Jesus.” Mike closed his eyes and shook his head. “Give me a break for a change, will you? Whose idea was it to call Coop in on this so early?”

The lieutenant looked at Mike, puzzled by his outburst at me. “What—?”

“I wanted her here,” Mercer said. “It’s going to be her case.”

“We don’t know that this is a sexual assault yet. Coop spent ten minutes with a lady in a lake on one of her holiday jaunts and—”

“It was a pond, not a lake, but go ahead, Mike. I made some observations that the French police found useful, so I thought maybe you would, too.”

“Well, tell them to the medical examiner because he knows how long my vic’s been dead and what killed her. You got any wild guesses on figuring out the ‘who,’ then stick around.”

“Drain the Lake,” I said.

“What?”

“Drain the Lake. That might give you her clothing, some form of ID, possibly the weapon. Maybe even other victims. If this fits together with your cold cases, maybe you get a bit closer to solving the whole thing.”

Ray Peterson angled his head and looked at me.

“It’s been done before. Draining the Lake, I mean.”

“Who’s going to sign off on that one?” Peterson asked.

“Don’t confuse the Lake with the Reservoir. I’m telling you it can be done.”

“You think I don’t know that, Coop?” Mike said. “One of my vics was found when the Central Park Conservancy restored this hole ten years back, when all the DA would let you handle were petty thefts.”

The Reservoir, above 86th Street in the Park, was originally built to hold the city’s entire supply of drinking water, piped in by a complicated system from upstate New York and distributed throughout the boroughs via massive underground tunnels. The Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis Reservoir was now more than one hundred acres of exquisite scenery—no longer used to relieve New Yorkers’ thirst—forty feet deep, holding a billion gallons of water.

The picturesque Lake, on the other hand, was only eighteen acres in area and just a few feet deep—also manmade by the Park’s designers to replace the great untamed swamp that sat on the current site in the nineteenth century.

“Alex is right,” Mercer said. “If the commissioner asks the mayor to do it, it’ll happen.”

Keith Scully had been commissioner for most of the mayor’s tenure in office, and they enjoyed a strong respect for each other.

“I’ve got Scuba on its way here,” Mike said. “Let’s see what they come up with. You’re over the top, Coop.”

“Not if you believe this case is linked to your two old ones. About time you solved them, don’t you think?”

“That wasn’t my point. I was just saying the angel is falling down on her job.”

“Missing persons?” Mercer asked.

“Figueroa’s going down to look through files. We can’t put up a photo or sketch of the girl until the ME cleans her up,” Mike said. “And we’re going to need a detail, Loo, to canvass the area around the Terrace and perimeter of the Lake.”

“Yeah. Every morning for at least a week,” the lieutenant agreed with Mike. “I’ll start them at four A.M. and run it till ten at night. Creatures of habit, these Park people.”

“Say it, Coop. Stop biting your lip and speak up,” Mike said. “You look like you have that burning need to throw another rope out to rescue us.”

“I’m not correcting the lieutenant. But today’s Friday. A business day. You’ll get an entirely different rhythm with any canvass you do over the weekend. Mercer and I had the same experience with our rapist who was targeting bikers up near the Reservoir.”

Mercer nodded in agreement.

“Tomorrow and Sunday you’ll have all the gawkers who hear this story on the news,” I said. “But most of the working people who jog before going to the office have a different weekend schedule. People sleep in, dogs get walked later, businessmen who ran today at six are pushing a stroller at ten on Saturday. Your heavy days, the ones likely to yield value, will start on Monday.”

“I guess I was right about your crystal ball.”

“Who’s going to be on top of the homeless parkies?” Mercer asked.

“I left that mess to Sergeant Chirico,” Peterson said. “Problem with springtime is that they’re all back out on the street. This place is so damn big you can find them anywhere, from the Sheep Meadow to the Blockhouse. Harmless and homeless, or toothless and ruthless. Takes all kinds to survive on the streets of this city.”

“Detective Sherman!” one of the cops at the top of the steps yelled out to Hal. “You want me to send these guys down?”

Hal gave him a thumbs-up. “That’s my Panoscan team, Mike. We’ll do a couple of setups on each side of the Bow Bridge from this bank, and then a few from the foot of the fountain.”

Just a few years in operation, the Panoscan was a vast improvement in crime scene technology. It would take only minutes to assemble a kit with a fish-eye lens to create high-resolution, 360-degree images. Things that may not have seemed obvious to first responders—clues possibly overlooked at a scene—would be available to Mike and Mercer by pointing and clicking on the panoramic image from their desktops.

“Great. Let’s get out of the way, guys,” Mike said, herding the rest of us back across the bridge to the footpath.

I waited until Peterson was a few steps ahead of us. “How come I don’t know anything about your two cold cases, Mike?”

“There’s a lot you don’t know, kid.”

“But you usually come to me with—”

“Bags of bones, Coop. Partial remains. That’s what I’ve got. From back in the day, before you hitched yourself to my star. No way to know who they are or how they died. No way to prove they were sexually assaulted.”

“Throw in that woman from Brazil who was killed in the Ravine in ’95,” Mercer said, referring to a remote area in the northern end of the Park, “and the body in the Harlem Meer. Both cases colder than the iceberg that sunk the Titanic.”

“So what are you two telling me?” I asked, although the picture was coming together for me without any more narrative. “Is this like those unsolved murders of young women out on Long Island, near Gilgo Beach? Some deranged killer sets up shop in the heart of the city’s most populated public space and operates season after season?”

Mike and Mercer exchanged glances over my head.

“We don’t know what it is yet. But we do know that it’s been real stable here for the last couple of years,” Mike said. “So nobody’s going public with the bigger story, do you understand that? Not the district attorney or any of his flacks, or Scully has me walking a foot post in Bed-Stuy.”

Mike stared at me until I nodded.

“Maybe there’s nothing to connect any of these victims with one another. Maybe this poor broken body is a one-off. That’s the approach we’re taking for now.”

“And so it’s your idea just to make believe the Park is a safe place to be?” I asked.

“Safest precinct per square foot of any property in the city,” Mike said. “I think the mayor’s got the last word on what’s a threat to his voters, Coop, and when he decides to tell them about that. There’s a primary in three months and he’s hoping it’s a mandate for another term. You just figure out who this dead girl is, and I’ll stay on top of the cold cases.”


THREE

Judge Marvin Heller took his place on the bench at exactly 9:45 Friday morning. He ran his courtroom with an efficiency unique to the inhabitants of the Depression-era Criminal Court building that towered over Centre Street, shadowing the companion quarters that had been acquired fifty years ago to handle Manhattan’s ever-growing docket of cases—now more than one hundred thousand a year.

I slipped into one of the seats in the last row of benches shortly after ten A.M., knowing that Heller had at least ten cases on the calendar he would call before mine.

I opened the Redweld and studied the notes I had made last night on a legal pad. I’d left the homicide team in Central Park to get on with their work and taken the subway downtown from 59th Street, at the south end of the Park, to Canal Street.

The morning train ride to Canal was, for me, like sitting in the middle of the biggest lineup any cops could stage. If I managed to grab a seat—and I much preferred that to the chance of being pressed against by a familiar frotteur, for whom New York’s subway system was such a natural playground—it was easy to observe that most of the riders headed for the same stop were either lawyers or perps. The latter outweighed the former in number, and many of the recidivists who were frequent fliers in the system were as recognizable to me as my colleagues from the DA’s office or defense bar.

I was far more comfortable in any criminal courtroom than on public transportation. The captain in charge of Judge Heller’s court part bellowed out the name of the next defendant to appear: “Francisco Pintaro. People against Francisco Pintaro. Step into the well, please.”

The young prosecutor made her way to the front of the room as her adversary walked with his client to the counsel table.

“Scoot over, Alex.”

I looked up to see Eric Segal, who represented the accused rapist in my case, motioning to me to make room for him to sit beside me.

“What’s up? Ready to drop the charges against my guy?”

“Not quite there yet. I hate to do that when they’re guilty, Eric.”

“How about a deal? Sweeten the pot a tad and maybe I’ll tell him to take it,” Segal said with a smile, lifting my right hand to peek at the notes I had made. He’d been a supervisor at Legal Aid for years, a good lawyer with a sharp sense of humor and a relentless style of cross-examination.

“No deal for Willie B. I’m hoping his parole officer on this case hasn’t even been born yet.”

“Tough talk for a weak case, Alex,” he said, tracing the shorthand I used to make my points. “Hieroglyphics. That’s all you’ve got on your pad, a bunch of hieroglyphics. You think you’re going to whip my ass with those sorry points?”

Heller banged his gavel against his desktop and scanned the gallery for offenders, most of them farther up front than Eric and I.

“No talking in my courtroom. No talking unless you’re addressing me, do you understand? And you, Mr. Pintaro, go to the restroom and pull up your pants so that the belt encircles your waist. I am not the least bit interested in seeing your butt cheeks every time you turn to your lawyer. 2:15 P.M. for a second call on this case. Show some respect for this court, Mr. Pintaro, or you’ll be held in contempt.”

The captain called the next case, and people waiting on the hard wooden benches shuffled positions. Segal’s client, Willie Buskins, was across the aisle, two rows ahead of us. When he spotted me, he began a stare-down—his typical attempt at unnerving me—narrowing his eyes and glaring at me in what he thought was his fiercest pose.

I glared back at him while I whispered to Segal. “Willie’s not a candidate for a pass, Eric. He might as well have RECIDIVIST branded on his forehead.”

Segal pointed his finger at Buskins and then waved it in a circle. Reluctantly, his client unlocked his eyes from mine and faced the front of the room.

“Don’t you believe in reform, Alex? Willie’s changed his ways. You going to ruin my whole summer with a trial?”

“Just half your summer. Heller will move this one along like a high-speed train.”

Marvin Heller adjourned the parties in front of him for another month, and the captain announced our case.

“Meet at Forlini’s at 6:30?” Segal said, rising to his feet and stepping back to let me out of the row. His wife had left him several months ago, and after making his way through half the young bunnies at Legal Aid, he reset his sights on the DA’s office. “Cocktails on me.”

“Rain check, Eric. I’m flying up to the Vineyard for the weekend.”

I walked forward toward the waist-high wooden gate that separated the spectators from the well of the courtroom. Usually a court officer manned it to admit the lawyers when an unjailed defendant was present, but Heller had ordered one of the men into his chambers to refresh his water pitcher.

I stepped toward it and got ready to push it open, but Willie Buskins spun around and grabbed the gate with his left hand—a courtesy to me. As I passed in front of him, his back to the judge, he lowered his head and spoke the word “bitch,” almost in my ear. The motley assemblage of thieves and assailants in the front rows heard Willie as clearly as I had and found the label much more amusing than I did. Marvin Heller would have had the officers walk Buskins back into the holding pen had he been aware of his remark.

“State your appearances for the record.”

“Alexandra Cooper, for the People.”

“Eric Segal, Legal Aid Society, for Mr. Willie Buskins.”

“Be seated, both of you,” Heller said. “I assume you two settled this matter during your little tête-à-tête in the back row, while I was trying to conduct business?”

Segal spoke over my apology to the court. “Always working for my clients, Your Honor. Rumor has it that Ms. Cooper actually has a chink in that armor she wears in court. I was just trying to find it before she tried to razzle-dazzle you with the law.”

“I’m more easily razzled than dazzled, Mr. Segal. Is there anything to discuss?” the judge asked. Marvin Heller was about sixty years old, with thinning gray hair, wire-rimmed glasses worn low on his nose, and black robes that he carried with great dignity. “Or are we here to pick a date for trial?”

Eric Segal stood up. He smoothed his neon-striped tie inside his navy-blue suit jacket and then placed his hand on Buskins’s shoulder. “I understand Ms. Cooper, whose case is hanging by a shoestring, plans to introduce some new forensic technique, Your Honor. I’d like to oppose that testimony before we open to a jury, sir. I’d like to request a Frye hearing.”

Heller squinted and looked back at the notes he regularly kept in an oversized leather-bound ledger. “I thought this matter involved some sort of DNA identification of Mr. Buskins’s, whose profile is well-known in the databank of convicted offenders.”

Buskins grunted and started mumbling under his breath. He was thirty-six years old with a rap sheet that stretched back to his teens, and was recently released from prison after serving nine years for the rape of a neighbor in the Taft housing project.

“It is a DNA identification, Judge,” Segal said, “but—”

“That battle’s been over for almost a quarter of a century, Mr. Segal. What date suits you for trial?”

The Frye standard evolved from a 1923 Supreme Court opinion that limited the admissibility of scientific evidence to methods that have been generally accepted as reliable in the professional community, beyond what the justices called a “twilight zone” between experimental stages and well-recognized principles. The lawyers in my own office had fought and won that groundbreaking struggle to use DNA technology in 1989, opening the way for genetic profiling, which continues to revolutionize criminal justice to this day.

“May I be heard, Your Honor?” I asked. Eric Segal took his seat as I rose to my feet. He leaned over to Willie Buskins, probably urging him to keep his mouth shut.

“Something new, Ms. Cooper?”

“Actually, yes, sir. I’m planning to elicit testimony from a biologist at OCME,” I said, referring to the Office of Chief Medical Examiner, “about a new technique called the Forensic Statistical Tool, or FST.”

Heller squinted at me over his glasses, trying to write at the same time. “Another acronym, of course. Soon there’ll be nothing left to the law but acronyms, DNA swabs, and every man’s right to claim an exoneration the moment after he’s convicted. We can just set up computers or lottery machines to make all the decisions. Judges will be irrelevant, won’t they?”

Segal was quick to cut in. “There are those who say—mostly on the DA’s side, Your Honor—that that day has already come and gone.”

“Save the humor for your mates, Mr. Segal,” the judge said. “Exactly what have you got, Ms. Cooper?”

“I’d prefer not to tip my hand in its entirety right now.”

“Then a hypothetical. Can you give me that?”

“Certainly.” As I began to speak, Willie Buskins turned his chair away from me and put his left elbow on the counsel table, resting his head on his arm. “Suppose the perpetrator of a crime is alleged to have used a knife to subdue his victim, Your Honor—although that’s not the claim here. And suppose a knife was recovered near the crime scene and analyzed at the lab.”

“So far I’m with you.”

“When tested for DNA, the knife handle yielded a mixture of DNA.”

“A mixture?”

“Yes, judge. Suggesting that not surprisingly, over time, the DNA of several individuals was deposited on the knife. Until recently, it had been impossible to determine whether the DNA of a specific person was part of that mixture because the sample amounts of skin cells scraped off the knife were so very small.”

Heller was listening attentively. He liked the challenge of finding precedents and writing opinions that would lead to a new body of law.

“What has changed this possibility, Ms. Cooper?”

“The work of two forensic biologists at our own lab, Your Honor. Scientists named Caragine and Mitchell, who will testify at the trial.”

“Only if they pass muster at a Frye,” Segal interjected.

These two young women would blow Willie Buskins out of the water, I was convinced, having spent hours with them in their offices, trying to understand their painstaking work. The scientists in the 290-million-dollar lab that opened in Manhattan in 2007—the largest government forensics lab in the country—had analyzed more than forty-three thousand items for DNA results in the last year alone. The work of that department had been cutting-edge since its inception, and now had taken another dramatic leap forward thanks to Caragine and Mitchell.

“What’s the FST, Ms. Cooper?” Heller asked.

“It’s an algorithm for a software program—”

“Judge, how can you let a jury hear this kind of evidence?” Segal said, flinging his arms to both sides. “I don’t even know how to explain to my client what an algorithm is.”

“On your feet when you’re addressing me, Mr. Segal. And it seems to me that should Mr. Buskins decide to wake up and join us at these proceedings, I’d be happy to tell him that the scientists’ fancy word is simply a procedure for solving a problem in a finite number of steps.”

Heller lifted the gavel and slammed it down with such force that it sounded like a cannon had been fired in the courtroom. Buskins still didn’t pick up his head until Eric Segal poked him in the ribs.

“Go on, Ms. Cooper.”

“This new program can analyze a DNA mixture—it has analyzed the evidence submitted in Mr. Buskins’s case—and determine the probability that it includes the defendant’s profile.”

“So you’re talking statistical probabilities here?”

“Yes, sir. A year ago, before FST was developed, the lab comparison would have yielded no result. The People could not have gone forward with a prosecution. Now we can deliver a likelihood—”

Segal pushed back and stood up. “You can’t convict someone on a likelihood, Your Honor.”

“Let her finish.”

“A likelihood that Mr. Buskins’s DNA is in the mixture recovered—when compared to the DNA of random people. If it were a low value in the mixture, then we might not be able to establish the defendant as the source, whereas a higher value could certainly include him as a donor.”

Willie Buskins hadn’t used a knife to threaten the fourteen-year-old girl who was the victim of the rape behind Taft Houses. He had wrapped one of his powerful arms around her neck to drag her off her bicycle, using the pink two-wheeler with purple tasseled handlebars to make his escape, leaving her curled up behind the garbage Dumpster in which he’d dropped her clothing. Although he had not ejaculated during the attack—leaving none of the more traditional DNA source of a rape suspect in seminal fluid—he had left trace evidence on the handlebar of the child’s bike. On the right side, there was a low likelihood of Buskins’s DNA in the mixture, but the left one suggested that he was the donor of the skin cells—985,000 times more likely to be so than the DNA of four random people tested in comparison.

Buskins had been granted bail, despite his criminal history and my loud objections, because the fourteen-year-old—who had been snatched from behind, after dark—had been unable to be certain of her identification of the attacker.

“Look, Judge, even if you believe in this voodoo, it’s not generally accepted by the scientific community. It’s only used at the New York City lab.”

“Is that true, Ms. Cooper?”

“Not at this point, Your Honor. OCME has conducted more than half a million test runs in the last two years, and now the protocol has been approved by the New York State Commission on Forensic Science, so it has in fact gained use in labs across the country.”

When Willie Buskins muttered, “Bullshit,” I knew it was exactly what Eric Segal would have liked to say to the judge, too. Fortunately, Heller hadn’t heard the thug.

“All right. Let’s mark this for hearing and trial on the Monday following the July 4th holiday, shall we? Will you both be available?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, and Segal nodded in agreement.

I waited until he escorted his client out of the courtroom before I made my way down the aisle and into the long corridor on the thirteenth floor.

Before I reached the elevator bank that led to the interior entrance to the New York County District Attorney’s Office, the men’s room door opened. Willie Buskins must have been waiting for me in there, stepping forward boldly to walk almost at my side as I passed by.

I picked up my pace and turned to the row of elevators, headed for the first open door, not caring whether it was going up or down.

“Just seein’ how fast I could make you move, Ms. Cooper,” Buskins said, holding the heavy doors open while I pressed the button to close them, laughing so hard that the gold jackets on his two front teeth—the ones his victim had described—were exposed to me. “Don’t you play dirty with me at that trial. I’ve had mines, Ms. Cooper. Mess with me and I’ll see that you get yours.”


FOUR

I was standing at Laura Wilkie’s desk, in the cubicle in front of my office. She had been my secretary since I had taken over the unit, and was as loyal as any person with whom I’d ever worked.

“I understand the Boss wants to see me, but I’d like you to take this down first.” I dictated to her exactly what Buskins had said and done in the courtroom, and the behavior that followed.

“You’ve got to do something about this, Alex. Want me to send a copy to Judge Heller?”

“No. Just get one up to the DA’s squad, for their threat file. I’m sure Buskins is all mouth and not about to do anything stupid before trial, but his words did rattle me and I’d like to have it all on record.”

“Will do.”

“And put through assignments, please, for doctors Caragine and Mitchell, for a Frye hearing on July 8th.”

“Got it.”

“Nothing from Mike or Mercer?”

“All quiet.”

The phone messages and requests from assistants in the Special Victims Unit to meet with me would wait another hour.

“I’m off to brief Battaglia.”

Paul Battaglia had been Manhattan’s elected district attorney for six terms—twenty-five years—and was the only person most voters remembered in that role. He had grown the legal staff to more than five hundred lawyers during his long tenure and was responsible for many innovations in crime fighting. He never tried to micromanage his supervisors, but he had an unquenchable desire to be the first to know every important fact in a case or on a matter of personnel.

The gatekeeper to his office was my good friend Rose Malone—a superb executive assistant whose discretion, memory for detail about almost everything that had transpired under her watch, and great good looks made her the DA’s most valuable asset.

“It’s your lucky day,” Rose said with a smile. “He’s in a particularly upbeat mood. Whoever he met with at breakfast gave him a box of Cuban cigars. You can go right in.”

Battaglia was sitting at the head of the conference table, flanked by Pat McKinney, chief of the trial division. Although my relationship with McKinney had been a rough one for many years, he’d been unusually gracious to me since we’d worked together on a major international scandal earlier in the spring.

“Good mor—”

Battaglia’s elbows rested on the arms of his chair, his fingers templed below his chin, with a fat cigar stuck in the middle of his mouth.

“Practically midday, Alex. I’m having lunch with the commissioner, and I don’t have a damn clue about what happened in the Park last night.”

“I’m sorry, Paul. You weren’t here when I went up to court.” And McKinney was rarely in his office before late morning, either because he couldn’t tear himself away from his harebrained girlfriend or because his shrink appointment ran overtime.

“What does it look like?”

I pulled out a chair at the opposite end of the table and sat down.

“Dump job. The body was found in the Lake, but they don’t think she was killed there. I was only in the Park for half an hour, but the guys haven’t come up with much yet or they would have left me a message.”

“Is she anybody?” Battaglia asked, thinking—no doubt—of which part of his constituency he would have to work. Priest, preacher, rabbi, councilman, community group—someone to whom he would need to express interest and give assurances that his best people would be on the case. “Do we have a name on her?”

Of course she’s somebody. Somebody’s daughter, I wanted to say. She is somebody’s broken and battered child or sister or aunt or girlfriend. There’s most likely a relative who is going about the ordinary business of his or her daily life but will soon get the news that a loved one has been murdered.

“No name. Chapman thinks she’s probably homeless.”

“Raped?”

“We won’t know till after the autopsy. Her skull was bashed in. No clothes on, but that could be for a variety of reasons. She was in the water for a couple of days at least.”

“Do you want to keep it?” McKinney was directly above me in the chain of command. On many occasions he had tried to strip me of cases I wanted to handle. If the homicide victim had been sexually assaulted or killed at the hand of an intimate partner, it fell to my unit and Battaglia usually backed me.

“I’d like to, Pat. Obviously, I don’t know what we’ve got, but chances are once we confirm an ID, a lot of the people we’ll need to talk to—the girl’s friends—are the population we’re good at dealing with.” My colleagues in sex crimes work specialized in vulnerable young women.

“I spoke with Lieutenant Peterson a few minutes ago,” McKinney said. “He’s not thinking this will be a quick fix. Needle-in-a-haystack kind of thing. Catch a lucky break is all they can hope for. You in for the long haul?”

“I’d like to be.”

“Then it’s yours.”

“Thanks.”

Battaglia asked me a dozen more questions to which I had no answers before he dismissed me with a wave of his half-chewed cigar.

The rest of the day flew by with phone calls and staff meetings. Most of the lawyers seemed eager to get out in time for weekend travel, and I was one of them.

I was going to my home on Martha’s Vineyard, catching the last flight out of LaGuardia at nine P.M. with Vickee Eaton, who was Mercer’s wife and a second-grade detective assigned to the Office of the Deputy Commissioner of Public Information at One Police Plaza.

At five, I dialed Vickee’s cell. “Do we have a plan?”

“Our office has been totally swamped with calls about the homicide in Central Park.”

“Does that mean we’re grounded?”

“Not a chance. Scully and the mayor did a stand-up at City Hall an hour ago. Bare bones. Not many facts to go on. And they put out a hastily done sketch of the girl. If anyone recognizes her from this one, I’ll be amazed. No more to be said by my guys till there’s a new development.”

“Does that mean you expected me to make the plan? ’Cause I totally dropped that ball. We can take a cab to LaGuardia.”

“Girl, I just want to be sitting on your deck in Chilmark with an ice-cold glass of your best white wine when that full moon is straight overhead,” Vickee said. “Mercer’s picking me up behind One PP at six sharp. Meet me here. He says a quick dinner at Primola with Mike and they’ll have us both up to speed on the day’s happenings in the Park and get us to the airport in time for the flight. You cool with that?”

“Beyond cool. See you shortly.”

I locked up at a quarter to six, leaving behind all my case folders for a change. I couldn’t remember taking off for a weekend in months without having to grind through a closing argument or prep witnesses without a break to relax.

The lawyers who hadn’t cut out earlier in the day were coming out the doors of both buildings in hordes, like a fire alarm had gone off. Most of the young ones had getaway bags on their shoulders, heading to Hamptons share houses or the Jersey shore. I crossed behind the Federal Courthouse on Worth Street, cutting through the building next to Police Plaza to the parking garage, where Vickee and Mercer were already waiting for me in his SUV.

“Are we good to go?” I asked, climbing into the rear seat.

“Nothing to stop us now,” Vickee said. “One more phone call to Logan before Mercer’s sister wrestles him into bed and I am airborne.”

Vickee and Mercer’s four-year-old, Logan, often came with us on our Vineyard escapes, but this time his mother wanted the chance to sleep late while her husband and son did some male bonding.

“Did you spend the day in the Park?” I asked Mercer as he turned under the Brooklyn Bridge exit ramp and nosed onto the uptown FDR Drive.

“Only another hour after you left. Peterson’s been really territorial about this one. He’s calling it a plain and simple homicide—”

“Like there is such a thing.”

“And he didn’t want any other units there with his own guys except for a uniformed detail doing a grid search of the area around the Lake.”

“Around the Lake?” Vickee said. “That’s the whole park. How do you limit how far they go?”

“You don’t. The ring just grows larger every day the men don’t come up with evidence to link to the body.”

I glanced across the river at the enormous glass box that covered the antique carousel that had been restored and opened on the Brooklyn waterfront last year. It was where I had celebrated my thirty-eighth birthday in April, a most bittersweet end to a difficult day.

“You hungry?” Mercer asked.

“I don’t think I’ve ever eaten dinner this early. But I didn’t have much for lunch, and you can bet there won’t be much stocked up in the house, so I’m glad we’re stopping.”

Mercer Wallace was one of the handful of African American detectives to make first grade in the NYPD more than a decade ago. He was five years older than I, and although his solid six-foot-four-inch build made a fierce impression on the bad guys he chased, there was an exceptionally gentle quality about him that won him the trust of the most traumatized crime victims we encountered.

After his mother died in childbirth, Mercer was raised in Queens by his father, who was a mechanic at Delta Air Lines. He had married Vickee ten years back, but she had left him shortly thereafter because she’d been emotionally torn—as the daughter of an NYPD detective—by the toll the job took on most marriages and a terrific fear that it would overwhelm her own. After a shooting that almost cost Mercer his life, she came back to him, and they remarried and started life over again with Logan. To Mike and to me, their relationship offered a model of stability—of trust and of love—that neither of us had been able to imitate.

I listened as they talked to each other, Vickee reciting a checklist of things that were part of Logan’s routine from the time he opened his eyes in the morning till the end of a long day. How much milk in the cereal, who was expected for a playdate, what parts of the house were off-limits to the kids, what she’d prepared for Mercer to heat up for dinner—everything sounded so enviably cozy and normal.

“You with me on this, Alex? I guess my wife thinks she’s been raising this boy by herself the last four years.”

“She’ll get real by the time I return her to you Sunday night.”

Mercer parked illegally on Second Avenue in the 60s, throwing his laminated NYPD plaque on top of the dashboard. Primola was one of my favorites—an upscale Italian restaurant with consistently good food, where the regular customers are showered with attention by an efficient and cheerful staff.

Mike was seated at the bar, sipping on his vodka as he chatted up the bartender. Giuliano, the owner, greeted us more quickly than Mike did. “Signorina Cooper. Detectivo—buona sera.” He called out to the headwaiter, “Dominick, give Ms. Cooper table one, subito.”

The four of us made ourselves comfortable at the round table in the front window and ordered our drinks. Vickee and I decided to stay light with a glass of white wine.

“Tell us everything,” I said to Mike.

“It was a really frustrating day. I’m hoping we get a jump after the autopsy tomorrow. That’s set for two P.M., and I’ll be there. Not much to go on so far.”

“I’m glad you’ll stand in. I never got a chance to swing by the morgue today.”

“Did you catch Scully’s clip on the news?” Vickee asked.

“I heard it on the radio coming over.”

“Did the search turn up anything?” I said.

“Yeah. About ten minutes after you took off this morning, one of the rookies walked out of the bushes.” Mike pulled his handkerchief from his pocket and held it up with his knife centered inside it, the white cotton cloth draped around it. “He had his pen hoisted up and a pair of white panties—like maybe the biggest size they make—hanging off the pen so he didn’t mess them up. ‘These must have come off the dead girl,’ the kid says proudly.”

“But she’s so thin.”

“That’s only half the point. Within minutes, four other guys nosing into four other bushes come out with white panties in the air. Some with polka dots, one with glitter, one with lace—and a bright green thong, too. There was so much white cloth waving in the air, I thought the NYPD was surrendering to Hannibal.”

“What does that tell you?” I asked. “The underwear, I mean.”

“Springtime in Central Park, Coop. It tells me that all the young lovers with no place else to go try to find a sweet spot between there and Strawberry Fields to get it on late at night. It tells me that the lab will be up to its eyeballs in analyzing jism from intimate garments that have nothing to do with our homicide. But you can’t chance to ignore a single one of them.”

“Do you have any idea how big that Park is?” Mercer asked.

“Yeah, actually. We got some stats today,” Mike said. “843 acres, and we haven’t even done a thorough job on one of them so far. And they’re all being trampled by the press-hounds who are hoping to beat us to a solution. You’ve got entire countries—like Monaco—that are smaller than Central Park. It’s only 489 acres, the whole thing.”

“It’s not a country,” I said. “Monaco, I mean. It’s a principality.”

Mike rolled his eyes. “Another factoid from the vast archives of a Wellesley College scholar.”

“I wasn’t correcting you. I was just—”

“I know you weren’t, Coop. You were just being yourself. Hey, Dominick,” Mike called out. “What are the specials? We’ve got to get these broads to the airport.”

Vickee and I split a tricolore salad and an order of orecchietti con broccoli rabe, while Mike and Mercer both started with the penne pasta special followed by veal chops. Murder was never an inhibitor for Mike’s appetite.

“Obviously, you know you can call me if anything develops before we’re back,” I said. “Vickee will be getting constant info from DCPI. Are you working all weekend?”

“I was supposed to anyway. Today was my first day back on. I’ll start at the canvass in the morning both days, be at the ME’s office tomorrow afternoon.”

“Can I canvass with you on Monday?”

“Suit yourself.”

Mercer put his drink down. “Alex was really helpful to us on the Reservoir rapist case. People that didn’t want to be bothered breaking their jog for a tough old cop like me were willing to talk to her.”

“Didn’t I just say she could come along? By then, Scully will have announced the formation of a task force, right?”

Every major case that wasn’t solved immediately and might benefit from the collaboration of some of the special agencies within the NYPD wound up being run by a task force. Mike and his superb team of detectives who worked the Manhattan North Homicide squad would rather keep this case—like all their others—to themselves, taking it down methodically and strategically with the vast experience and knowledge that made them such pros.

“Undoubtedly,” Mercer said.

“So Peterson’s holding Monday afternoon for a crash course on the geography of the Park. Scully already has a promise from the parks commissioner, Gordon Davis, to lead the session himself.”

“Davis is a big deal,” I said. “He’s one of the mayor’s favorite players.”

“No kidding.”

Central Park seems so integral to the life and landscape of Manhattan that most people assumed it had existed in its present form naturally and forever. Instead, as the city grew from its commercial roots and settlements on the southern tip of the island in the 1600s, landowners and merchants became increasingly aware that the open land north of 59th Street was likely to be overrun and strangled by the growth of this nineteenth-century metropolis—which had spread without any thought for a public park in its master plan. At last, in 1857, legislation was finally passed to enable the creation of this glorious enterprise, known first as the Greensward.

“So what’s the deal with the Park?” Vickee asked. “I had to make a lot of notifications today, not just to Davis’s office. It’s a public-private joint enterprise, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. The Department of Parks and Recreation is responsible for setting all policy—that’s why Gordon Davis is in charge. He’s a mayoral appointment. But it’s a monster to maintain. The budget is almost fifty million dollars a year, just for the Park. So when the city was in financial trouble in the ’70s and the Park was deteriorating from neglect, some philanthropic New Yorkers created the Central Park Conservancy. That’s the private fund-raising piece, which does most of the heavy lifting now. They come up with eighty percent of the money to run the place. So we have to make nice with them, too.”

“You’re right, Mike. I feel that task force coming on strong,” Mercer said.

“I get the sense that if this poor girl had been dumped behind a bodega on the Lower East Side,” Vickee said, “there wouldn’t be quite this frenzy, no matter who she turns out to be.”

“Homicide rule number three,” Mike said. “Never kill anybody in a landmark location. It always ups the ante.”

“Amen to that,” Mercer said.

“Did you talk to Battaglia about keeping the case?” Mike asked me.

“Yes. Both he and McKinney are fine with it.”

“Then I’ve got a present for you. When you and Vickee take a break from gossiping this weekend,” he said, handing me a thick brochure, “you can get familiar with the Park. I realize we all think we know it, but I’m talking about the ball fields and waterfalls and streams and glacial rocks and all the other hideaways that we’ll have to look at. Study up.”

I started to unfold the map on the table in front of me.

“This whole thing is the vision of two men,” Mike went on, “who planned it down to the number of trees and rocks and footpaths, gates and promenades and terraces. Nothing between 59th Street and 110th Street is there naturally. Nothing. And none of it was left to chance. These two guys—Olmsted and Vaux—they were geniuses.”

Mike tapped his glass to tell the waiter he wanted a second drink.

“Who?” Mercer asked.

“Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux, the two dudes who created Central Park.”

“They were landscape architects. They won a major competition to design the Park. And it’s not Vaux,” I said, pronouncing the name as Mike had, rhyming with “so.” “It’s Calvert Vaux—sort of rhymes with ‘hawks.’”

Mike slammed his hand on the table, sloshing my wine over the rim of the glass. “What is it about you that you can’t stop yourself from telling me I’m wrong? Telling me I’m wrong with more regularity than I bet you have when you go to the bathroom?”

“What did I do? The commissioner will correct you on Monday if I didn’t do it now. You might as well go in on top. Let him know how smart you are.”

“This morning it was about the lake that you had to tell me was a pond. Now I call Monaco a country and you say it’s a principality. The architect’s not Vaux like ‘so,’ he’s Vaux like ‘hawks.’ I haven’t seen you in more than a month, and I was actually beginning to look forward to hanging out with you on this one. Not anymore, I’m not. You wanna know why you’re spending a weekend alone?”

“She’s not alone, Mike,” Vickee said, getting to her feet and fanning herself with her napkin as though the heat was too much to take. She smiled and patted me on the head. “Alex will have me. I’ll show her what my cougar talent can do to spice up her life. Is the restroom down those stairs in the back?”

I nodded.

“You’re alone because you are so damned critical and picky and self-righteous.”

“I’m nothing like that, am I, Mercer? I—I just corrected the pronunciation thing. I didn’t mean anything by it.” I started to reach for my drink, but my hand was shaking so visibly that I rested it in my lap.

“You are so doomed to be alone in your ivory tower, blondie. Waiting for King Louis the twenty-something of France to return and rescue you.”

“Back off, Mike,” Mercer said, catching the dig at my relationship with a Frenchman—Luc Rouget—that had recently splintered and left me with a heavy heart. Luc and I were trying to figure out whether to pick up the pieces, and how to do that with an ocean between us. “That’s over the line.”

“No, it’s not. When Coop’s unhappy, she thinks we all need to be unhappy with her.”

“I’m not unhappy.”

“Get honest with yourself. You’re miserable. And have you figured out why Pat McKinney and the district attorney were so agreeable about giving you this case? Isn’t it strange that your weasel-faced supervisor didn’t try to pull it out from underneath you today, like he always does?”

Mike sucked in more vodka before he answered his own question. “They want you to fail, Alex Cooper. This case, this woefully sad murder that is going to play out in the media all over the world, has all the earmarks of a dog. I expect it’ll be barking at me from now till the day my pension vests, like the rest of those ice-cold cases from the Park. McKinney wants you to fall on your face so he can grind his shoe into the back of your neck. They’re all looking for you to fail for a change, and just maybe, they found the case that will accomplish that for them.”


FIVE

I picked at my salad while I waited for Vickee to come back to the table. I was determined not to go downstairs to splash some cold water on my face, for fear I would lose my composure if I were alone.

Mercer tried to lighten things up by making small talk, but that didn’t engage either Mike or me. “Remember that Preppy Murder case?” he said. “Robert Chambers, the scumbag who killed a friend of his behind the Metropolitan museum in ’86? That’s the only murder in the Park I can think of except for the Brazilian jogger in ’95. And the two kids who stabbed the homeless guy to death in ’97. The squad had both of them in custody within hours, just like they did with Chambers. I don’t know why you’re so pessimistic.”

“Robert Chambers’s friend was Jennifer Levin. Eighteen years old. Nice girl. Trusted the bastard and walked into the Park to her death, hand in hand with him. But she had ID in her jacket pocket, a loving family that threw themselves into helping the cops, and twenty kids who saw them together an hour before she was killed,” Mike said. “Not happening here. It’s not like that at all. If this girl’s been dead two or three days already—or more likely, as Johnny Mayes said, at least a month—how come nobody’s even reported her missing?”
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