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The bestselling suspense novels of

LINDA FAIRSTEIN

win nationwide acclaim!

FINAL JEOPARDY


“Final Jeopardy is a smart and gutsy insider’s whodunit…. Linda Fairstein has done one hell of a job.”


—Susan Isaacs


“Raw, real, and mean.”


—Patricia Cornwell


“Put down Final Jeopardy and you almost expect to find crime-scene grit under your nails. Dead-on details are no surprise in this taut mystery.”


—Us magazine


“If it is authenticity you demand, Final Jeopardy has got it in spades…. There is an anger and a passion in Alex Cooper that is clearly not fictional.”


—The Times (London)


“From its Laura-like opening, which hooked me completely, to its astonishing denouement, I was held hostage by Final Jeopardy.”


—Dominick Dunne


THE DEADHOUSE


“Darkly woven, with a shocking history of New York asylums, penitentiaries, and plagues, The Deadhouse conjures up a horrid past to solve a baffling modern murder.”


—Patricia Cornwell


“The Deadhouse offers, along with the author’s usual beguiling mix of murder, romance, and suspense, an intriguing history lesson…. Fascinating…. An extraordinarily well-knit mystery that the author wraps tightly in suspense before unfolding it with a flourish…. The crime novel easily make[s] my list as one of the best of the year.”


—Dick Lochte, Los Angeles Times


“Linda Fairstein writes tough, beautiful prose about a world she knows firsthand.”


—Lisa Scottoline


“Like its predecessors, The Deadhouse allows Fairstein to display her first-hand knowledge of crime and investigation…. The storm-toss’d, struggle-to-the-death finale…is superb.”


—The Washington Post


“The city that never sleeps is ably guarded by Linda Fairstein’s Odd Couple, sex-crimes D.A. Alexandra Cooper and Detective Mike Chapman…. Their emotional bond anchors Fairstein’s absorbing and well-plotted [novel]…. Fairstein excels at conveying the reality of Coop’s days…. Four stars out of four stars.”


—Detroit Free Press


COLD HIT


A People Magazine “Page-Turner of the Week”


“Readers of this fast-paced thriller will get a view of today’s art world unlike anything taught in Art History 101…. [A] stylish study in criminal expressionism.”


—People


“A skillfully executed plot, by a crime novelist whose powerful characters are drawn from her real-life expertise…. Absorbing, intricately woven—bring on the next.”


—Patricia Cornwall


“A shining protagonist, comfortable in the upper echelons of New York society but eager to roll up her sleeves at work, her heart aching for her staff and the victims they defend.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Fairstein is dazzling in her third Alexandra Cooper mystery…. Smart, sexy, and indefatigable, Alex is relentlessly likeable…. Fascinating and fast paced.”


—Library Journal


LIKELY TO DIE


“An authoritative and scary view from one who has battled evil and locked it away.”


—Patricia Cornwall


“Step aside, girls. Here comes Manhattan sex-crimes prosecutor Alexandra Cooper in a red Escada suit, trailing a cloud of Chanel No. 5…. Fairstein gives her sleek—and single—D.A. a whopping whodunit…. There are plenty of suspects to keep Alex clicking along in her Manolo Blahnik heels…and sizzling sexual tension between Alex and NYPD detective Mike Chapman. With its taut plot and classy setting, Likely to Die is an uptown act.”


—People


“This gritty, harsh book has a strong sense of authenticity.”


—Chicago Tribune
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1





I SAT ON MY LIVING ROOM SOFA AT FIVE O’CLOCK IN THE morning with a copy of the mock-up of the front page of the day’s New York Post in my hand, looking at my own obituary. The headline I was reading had been prepared hours earlier, when the cops thought that it was my head that had been blown apart by a rifle blast on a quiet country road in a little Massachusetts town called Chilmark.




SEX PROSECUTOR SLAIN—FBI, STATE TROOPERS JOIN SEARCH FOR KILLER




Mike Chapman sat opposite me as he worked on his second egg sandwich and lukewarm cup of coffee. He had brought them along with the news story, and in the fashion of an experienced Homicide detective he continued chewing even as he described to me the details of the murder scene—bullet holes, blood spatter, and body bag.


“Good thing you’ve been a source for so many stories at the Post all these years. It’s a very complimentary obit…” He stopped eating long enough for that familiar grin to emerge, then added, “And a great picture of you—looks like they airbrushed most of your wrinkles out. Your phone’ll be ringing off the hook once all those lonely guys in this city realize you’re still alive—maybe you’ll get lucky.”


Most of the time Mike could defuse every situation and get me to laugh, but I had been crying for so many hours that it was impossible to respond to his lousy cracks or to focus on anything else but the dreadful day that lay ahead. A woman had been killed on the path leading to my country house, driving a car that had been rented in my name. The body of the tall, slender, thirtyish victim was missing her face, so most of the local cops who arrived on the scene assumed that I had been the target.


 


We were more than two hundred miles away from the crime scene, twenty stories above the noise of the garbage trucks that rolled through Manhattan streets every morning before dawn, in the safe confines of my high-rise apartment on the Upper East Side. Too many years of investigating break-ins of brownstones and townhouses, with rapists climbing in from fire escapes or pushing in vestibule doors behind unsuspecting tenants, had driven me to a luxury building—low on quaintness and charm but high on doormen and rent. My mother had come into town for two weeks to decorate for me when I moved a few years earlier, but the French provincial antiques and lavish Brunschwig fabrics were an incongruous backdrop for this deadly conversation.


“How’d you get the call?” Mike asked, brushing the crumbs off his slacks and onto the carpet, ready to give me his undivided attention.


“One of the guys in the unit is about to start a trial in front of Torres and grabbed me just as I was going to leave the office for the night. His victim is a junkie—she came in to be prepped for court and was so high she couldn’t hold her head up. God knows if she remembers anything about the rape. I had to make the arrangements to get a hotel room for her overnight so we could try to dry her out before she gets on the witness stand. By the time we finished it was nine-thirty, and I just called my friend Joan Stafford to meet for a late supper.”


“I didn’t ask you for your alibi, for Chrissakes. How’d you hear about this?”


“I can’t even focus straight, Mike. You’ve got to take me down to my office so I can be there before everyone starts to arrive—I’ll never make it through all the questions.”


“Just talk to me, Alex.”


Reliving the events of the past few hours as a witness and not a prosecutor was an unsettling role for me. I tried to reconstruct what had happened after I walked into my apartment shortly before midnight and headed to the answering machine to play back the messages as I started to undress.


Beep one: “Hi, Alex. I’m on the Ventura Freeway, taking the baby to his play group. Tell me more about the case with the therapist who seduced his patient. It sounds fascinating. How many people do you think he’s fucked up? Speak with you later.” Nina Baum, my college roommate, still my best friend, making her regular phone car call from one of the endless L.A. roadways on which she seemed to spend her life.


Beep two: Just the deliberate click of a hang-up call.


Beep three: “Yo, Coop. Wallace here. The lieutenant asked me to give you a heads up. The Con Ed rapist hit again today. Nothing for you to do now. Lady’s been to the hospital and released, so we put her to bed for the night. You do the same, and we’ll be down at your office tomorrow. Behave. G’night.” The deep, familiar voice of Mercer Wallace, formerly of Homicide, who was now my lead detective in the Special Victims Squad, the unit which investigated all of the sexual assault and child abuse cases that occurred in Manhattan.


Beep four: “I’m trying to reach a friend or next-of-kin to Alexandra Cooper. This is an emergency. Please call me, Chief Wally Flanders, Chilmark Police—Martha’s Vineyard. It’s urgent—give a call as soon as you get this message. Area code 508-555-3044. Thanks.”


Of course I had known Wally for more than a decade—I had been going to the Vineyard since I had been in law school, and Wally was as much a local fixture as the fishing boats and the general store.


I picked up the phone to dial, wondering why he was looking for a friend or relative at my apartment instead of asking for me. When he got on the line, he expressed how surprised he was to hear my voice. “Where are you?” he asked.


“In Manhattan, in my apartment, Chief.”


“Well, Alex, there’s been a terrible tragedy here. Terrible. Was there somebody stayin’ at your house, somebody you let use it?”


“Yes, Wally, a friend of mine is there. It’s okay, she’ll be staying there for a week or two. It’s no problem, I’ve arranged everything.”


My mind was racing but I had never connected the Vineyard with any kind of crime problem except the occasional house burglary. That’s why it has always been such a refuge for me, a world away from the grim business of investigating and prosecuting rape cases. Someone must have noticed an unfamiliar person coming or going into Daggett’s Pond Way and suspected a burglary.


“Not so easy, Alex. Your friend isn’t staying for as long as you thought. She was shot sometime tonight, see, and my guys found the body a few hours ago. She’s dead, Alex, real dead.”


“Oh my God!” I repeated quietly several times into the telephone mouthpiece. I was incredulous, as people always are when they get this kind of news. And as intimately as I have worked with violence and murder for more than ten years, it had never ruptured the fragile line that separated my personal from my professional life.


“Alex? Alex? Are you alone there?”


“Yes.”


“Can you get someone over to give you a hand with this?”


With what? I thought. What else could anyone do except stare at me while I spun out of control?


Wally continued, “See, the big problem is that we thought it was you who got killed. That’s why we were tryin’ to find your family, for notification. The press already thinks you’re the dead woman.”


“How did that happen?” I shrieked at him.


“Well, it’s really ugly. We figure that you—I mean she—was riding in a convertible, top down—and she had turned off the state road onto that wooded path that leads in to your house. Someone must have been waiting in there for you, and—excuse me—just let out a blast which hit her square in the side of her head.”


I don’t suppose Wally could hear me but I was sitting on my bedroom floor, crying as he finished his story.


“We had a call during the evening to go up to the Patterson house, out your way. My boys found the body—couldn’t tell much about anything from looking at her and she didn’t have no ID. They called in the license plate and found that the Mustang had been rented in your name. Hell, it was your driveway, a rented car, and a girl with a similar build and size—it made sense that it was you.”


“I guess so,” I whimpered back to him.


“Well I’m glad it’s not you, Alex. Everyone will be glad to know it’s not you. I figured the investigation would be a monster, tryin’ to track down every pervert and madman you’ve sent to jail. That’s why I called in the FBI—I figured we’d be huntin’ all over the place.”


Wally actually laughed a few times at that point. “It’s a relief, really. I guess the off-island papers won’t even bother with us now.”


The chief had no idea how wrong he was and how bad this was going to be for that tranquil little island.


“Can you help us, Alex? Can you give us her name and who to notify?”


I mumbled the name into the phone, but Wally heard it loud and clear. “Isabella Lascar.”


The news wires were about to explode with the information that the face of the dazzlingly beautiful actress and film star, Isabella Lascar, had been obliterated, and that what was left of her body lay in the tiny Vineyard morgue, with a toe tag mislabeled in the name of Alexandra Cooper.
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MIKE WAITED IN THE DEN, SURFING THE TV CHANNELS FOR CLIPS about the murder, while I showered and dressed to go down to my office in the criminal courthouse. There wasn’t enough makeup in Manhattan to conceal the puffy circles beneath my eyes, so I just rolled on some lipstick and grabbed my sunglasses from the bedside table.


“You look like shit, blondie,” Mike offered as I headed for the front door. “Very bad for my image—doorman thinks I spent the night with a broad who looks like that.”


“If you think I look bad now, you’re going to love it when the District Attorney gets done with me in a few hours. C’mon, let’s get going.”


Chapman is as dark-featured as I am fair—lots of thick, straight black hair—and what people usually call an infectious grin, when he chose to display it. He was tall and lanky, and his years at Fordham University, where he graduated with a degree in history before following in his father’s footsteps and entering the Police Academy, left him with a taste for dressing in an almost preppy style—which set him apart from most of his colleagues. When I called the District Attorney after my conversation with Wally Flanders, he told me that he would assign a detective to stay with me for the next twenty-four hours, and I was as grateful for Mike Chapman’s jibes as I was for his company.


It was just before 6 A.M. when we walked to the department car he had parked around the corner on Third Avenue. Mike unlocked the door and I got in, kicking aside the usual littered remains of empty cardboard coffee cups, crushed cigarette packs, and a month’s worth of tabloids.


“Fill me in, will you? Who’d you speak to last night, after you got the call?” he asked, as he started toward the FDR Drive.


“I began with the easy stuff. My parents first, just to let them know I was alive. My brothers. Next Joan, since we’d just had dinner, and I gave her the assignment of calling friends. Then, armed with a loaded glass of Dewar’s, I called the D.A.”


Paul Battaglia, the District Attorney of New York County, believed that your name belonged in a newspaper only three times: when you’re born, when you die, and when he announced your indictment at a press conference at a date and time entirely of his choosing. Assistant district attorneys, as the five hundred and seventy-six of us who worked for him were called, flourished best out of the harsh glare of media light.


Battaglia was the only D. A. most New Yorkers remembered, and with good reason. He had been in office almost twenty years and, at the age of sixty-two, had a national reputation for his impeccable integrity and for running the best prosecutor’s office in the country.


Like most of my colleagues, I had joined the office immediately after law school, confident that it was the best training ground for trial attorneys anywhere. I had planned to stay the four years that Battaglia required as a commitment when he extended our job offers, and then move on to the more lucrative private practice of law. But like the overwhelming number of young lawyers on the staff, I fell in love with the challenge of the work—trying complicated felony cases to juries, working around the clock with cops in station houses and at crime scenes, and generally being on the side of the angels in the endless battles against violent crime in the big city.


And a major aspect of my happiness was my respect for Battaglia, who had given so much to me in the eleven years since he had hired me. I liked to think that I had not done anything to disappoint him, until last night.


“You know the man almost as well as I do, Mike. The kind of publicity this thing could generate will make him very unhappy.”


“Tell me what Lascar was doing at your country house in the first place.”


Isabella and I first met three years earlier, at the suggestion of Nina Baum, who had been my roommate at Wellesley. Nina was the head of the legal department at Virgo Studios and in charge of all the contract negotiations for the superstars in most of the company productions.


The three of us were about the same age, although Isabella’s official bio shaved a few years off, and she and Nina had become great friends after working together on a number of projects.


Lascar had a few minor speaking roles in some major movies in the late eighties, but it was her love scenes with Warren Beatty in Delirious—cast as his mistress, living in the Hotel du Cap, while Beatty played a roguish bank robber working the Riviera—which brought her celebrity recognition.


When Virgo bought the rights to the best-selling novel Probable Cause, Nina called me to ask a favor. Isabella had been awarded the starring role in the movie, playing the part of the federal prosecutor who investigated and convicted a powerful senator for the hired killing of his wealthy wife in their Washington, D. C., townhouse. I had tried a number of high-profile rape and murder cases by then, and Nina wanted me to let Isabella spend time with me, in and out of court, to give her some flavor of the work and lifestyle of a woman litigator.


Battaglia and Isabella first met when I introduced her to him at lunch one day, at a restaurant near the courthouse. He had never heard of her at that point, and he mispronounced her name, calling her Miss Lasker. She placed her hand on his forearm, leaned into him with a smile, as she made the correction. “It’s Lass-CAR, darling. Accent on the second syllable. It’s French.” She had come across the name of a character—a Lyonnaise courtesan—in a De Maupassant short story, Isabella later told me, and had taken it for her own.


I reminded Mike of Battaglia’s reaction to my request. “He was very good-natured about that nonsense. I asked him if Isabella could shadow me in the office and he agreed. As usual, his instincts were right, though. He insisted that Virgo not list us in the credits at the end of the movie, just in case the depiction wasn’t too flattering.”


“So the scenes where she slept with her boss, three senators, and one of the jurors weren’t based on you?” Mike chuckled.


“Neither were her devastating cross-examinations, Mike. I think the only thing they used after spending three weeks with me was the scene when she left work early to go to a shoe sale at Saks. The rest was strictly Hollywood.”


Mike knew that Isabella and I had kept in touch ever since, and that she often called me when she was in New York. And never had she called without wanting something from somebody. She had developed quite a reputation as a bitch, which did not come as much of a surprise to me.


“Darling, it’s Iz,” the typical message began. “I’m in town, at the Carlyle. Love to see you. By the way, don’t you have some little man who can breeze me through Customs when I come back from Milano next week?” or, “You know that pass you put in your windshield when you go to a police station? Can’t I just borrow it for my driver while I’m here for the week? It’ll save us getting all those lousy parking tickets.”


Always minor irritants. Improper, but minor.


Then it changed a few months ago, when Isabella had a serious problem: she was being stalked. The first letters went to her home in Bel Air, but whenever she arrived in Manhattan, the stalker knew to send the letters to the Carlyle and the phone calls followed.


This time I really could help her. Six years earlier, Battaglia had promoted me to the position of Chief of the Sex Crimes Prosecution Unit in the Manhattan D. A.’s Office. I supervised the investigation and prosecution of all cases of sexual assault reported in the county, as well as the more sensitive, bizarre matters like stalkers. The unit had been the first of its kind in the country and we prided ourselves in doing innovative work to better the plight of women who had long been denied justice in the courtrooms when victimized in these traumatic cases.


“Isabella had called me from California to ask what to do about the letters and calls. We opened cases on both coasts, and when she came to New York we set up a sting operation to try to lure the guy in. We had taped all the incoming calls, the phone company ‘trapped’ them for us, and even though most of them were made from a phone booth outside his house in Jersey, we knew exactly where he was.”


Mike asked what the content of the letters had been.


“The usual. Vivid descriptions of which of his body parts he wanted to rub against which of hers, why it would be better than anything she’d ever known before, how she shouldn’t be making love on the screen to ‘wops like Nick Cage and kikes like Harvey Keitel’…and if she didn’t meet with him soon, her beautiful blond head would be sitting in his bowling bag at the bottom of his closet so no one else could see it again.”


“I remember this case now,” Mike said, signaling for the exit from the Drive to the ramp leading down to the narrow one-way streets of the courthouse area. “You arranged a special autograph session for the Lascar fan club members—twelve undercover detectives and one fucking whackjob. And your man showed up, bowling bag and all.”


“Yeah, we had a bus in front of the hotel, with a big banner on the side: Operation Screen-Play. We made a point of searching everyone who boarded to be taken to Miss Lascar’s secret location. Arthur Piggott got on line eagerly—surrounded by twelve guys from the D. A.’s squad, who had taken to calling him ‘Piggy’—and they took him down flat when they found a fifteen-inch machete in the zippered compartment of the bag. Not a tough case for the good guys—even you might have been able to solve it.”


“What happened to Piggy?”


“Bellevue Psych Ward, awaiting trial. He’s not competent at the moment, Mike. A bit delusional—thinks he and Isabella are married, he just can’t find the certificate or the wedding photos.”


“And Isabella’s most recent trip, Alex?”


“She called me two weeks ago, shortly after getting into town. And she told me that she was being harassed again. Phone messages and then notes, but she didn’t think they were much so she hadn’t saved them.”


“Piggy again?” Mike asked.


“Not likely. I checked Bellevue, but the judge had denied him phone privileges and there’s a mail screen on everything that goes out. Anyway, two of the guys are working on it, but there isn’t a lot to go on.


“So then Isabella called again, with a more familiar intonation: a favor. ‘Darling, I’ve heard you and Nina talk so much about that quaint little farmhouse you have on Martha’s Vineyard. I’m so sick and tired of being harassed by these crazy characters, and Nina thought you wouldn’t mind if I went up there alone for a few days to be a recluse and read a few scripts. Is it a problem, Alex?”


“For once,” I explained to Mike, “it was no problem—she wasn’t asking me to use my government job to get her some stupid perk. I just assumed she interjected a second stalker to let me think she truly needed to get out of town. The end of September is the most spectacular time on the island, and I was delighted to let her use the house…especially if I didn’t have to hang out with her and listen to all her crap about ‘the industry.’”


“Did you go up there with her?” Mike asked.


“No. Isabella had to be in Boston at the end of the week, so she was going to go down to the Cape from there, and either fly or take the ferry over to the Vineyard. I had reserved the rental car and charged it to my credit card ’cause my car’s in storage for the winter, and I didn’t want to give the rental agent her name. Once anybody in town knew there was going to be another movie star on the island, she’d have no privacy at all.”


“Any calls from her once she got there? Any problems?”


I thought for a moment. “She called a couple of times the first day, just to ask where things were in the house, and how to get to the beach, but she seemed quite happy and relaxed.”


I had been talking with a reasonable degree of calm as I brought Mike up-to-date, but I choked on the fact of Isabella’s death, which still didn’t seem possible to me, and the circumstances in which it occurred.


“Mike, if I hadn’t given her the house and if…”


“You can’t do the ‘what if’s,’ kid. You did what you did and that’s not the reason she’s dead. If Isabella Lascar was the target, then whoever hit her would have found his opportunity at one time or another. And if Isabella Lascar was not the target, then we have a different situation on our hands, a real monster.”


I shook my head in disbelief. “That’s what the D. A. thinks, too. He really thinks someone was trying to kill me, not Isabella. But that’s absurd, Mike. I know any prosecutor makes enemies, but its a hell of a stretch to think I’m likely to be on a country road on the Vineyard in the middle of the week at the end of September instead of right here in town—a simple call to the office switchboard would have confirmed that.”


“Alex, you think we’re dealing with someone who’s wrapped that tight? All I know is that Battaglia called the Chief of Detectives right after you spoke with him and gave him two orders. First was to send someone to the Post offices to stop the presses on the headline that had you as the victim—that’s the version I brought up to your apartment when I came this morning—and make sure they ran the correct story about Isabella. But most important was to get someone from Manhattan North to baby-sit for you until this thing plays out and we know who killed her. I got hit with both of those tasks—that’s why they sent me up to your place so early.”


“I know. Battaglia told me he was insisting on a bodyguard. You’ve had better assignments, Mike, but I asked him to ask for you. I need a friend to do this, to be with me, so please don’t be mad at me. I wanted it to be you.”


“Hey, I wouldn’t miss this one for the world. You think I’d rather be stepping over dead bodies in a Harlem crack den or killing cockroaches back at the precinct? This isn’t exactly combat duty. Besides, I told the chief I didn’t even have to go home—I could go right to your place because I had left some clean underwear there last month.”


“Mike, you didn’t say…”


“Relax, kid. You can’t lose your sense of humor over this.”


He rounded the corner onto Hogan Place and parked a few feet from our building entrance on the south end of the criminal courthouse—not a lot of competition for spaces at six-twenty in the morning. “You’ve got a lot of friends and every one of them is going to help you through the next few days.”


We got out of the car and headed for the steps. “What does lover boy have to say about all this?” Mike asked, as he held open the door and we moved into the dingy lobby of the District Attorney’s Office, nodding hello and showing our ID’s to get past a security guard and the metal detectors.


I wasn’t even aware that I frowned as I tried to form an answer to that question, knowing that Mike was never short on opinions about guys I had dated over all the years we had known each other. I liked to think that some of it was because he was a little jealous. It was an easy topic for ridicule, so he often took aim at the “white collar wimps” he met at office parties and courthouse bars. Jed Segal, investment banker, didn’t escape Mike’s strike, even though he was not in that category. Jed had first had a brilliant career practicing law, which led to a stint in Washington, before he returned home to California to make an unsuccessful run for the Senate last year. To my good fortune, a tempting corporate offer had lured him to New York earlier this year, when I met and started to date him.


“He’s not back from Europe yet. I, uh…I tried to reach him but, you know, with the time difference and all. I’ll tell him when he calls today.”


“That’s what you really need, Cooper, a guy who’s always there for you when trouble strikes—just an ocean away. Another deal to close. Then he’ll come back to comfort you one of these nights and he’ll be all wet and slurpy and I’ll be keeping you both safe with my trusty six-shooter by my side, sitting in your living room watching reruns of ‘I Love Lucy’ while he gets consoled on your big brass bed. If only the Police Academy gave MBA’s—I could’a been a contender, know what I mean?”


“No, then you’d be an investment banker, too, Mike,” I said as we got off the elevator on the eighth floor and turned into the corridor toward my office, “…but you’d still be an asshole. Leave me alone on this.”


“I hit a nerve, blondie, didn’t I? Maybe even deep enough for root canal, huh? Lover boy’s off limits. I understand.”


I unlocked the door to my office, flipped on the light and sat at my desk, while Mike settled himself at the post in the anteroom where my secretary worked. He had indeed hit a nerve. It was one of those moments when I didn’t want to be the tough litigator who could solve everyone else’s problems and separate the emotional baggage from the realities of any situation. I wanted to stay curled up at home on my sofa, with Jed holding me in his arms, caressing me and assuring me that everything would be all right. But I wasn’t at home and it would probably be days before Jed would be there to make love to me, and the best I could hope for was that the business of a hectic day in the office would temporarily distract me from the nightmare that had so suddenly enveloped me.
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MANHATTAN’S CRIMINAL COURTS BUILDING IS A MASSIVE, ugly, gray structure, the facade of which unconsciously reflects the rumor—not true—that it was built during the Depression as a WPA effort. The usual maxims about the search for truth and justice are chiseled into its exterior columns and above its entrances which stretch the length of several city blocks. But its even more somber interior houses the cramped work cubbyholes of the thousands of worker bees who do the everyday business of the criminal justice system: judges, assistant district attorneys, Legal Aid Society lawyers, and probation officers. The northern end of the complex—the only piece of it to have been remodeled in more than half a century—is named the Tombs, the cells in which prisoners are held before arraignment or during trials, connected to the courthouse by the Bridge of Sighs.


Mike liked to call the prison Landin Lounge, after the federal judge who ordered it rebuilt because of the overcrowded conditions that had prompted riots and lawsuits a decade ago. “Yeah, build those scumbags a first-class joint. Give ’em private rooms and color tubes and a gym so they can pump themselves up so they can fun faster next time I’m chasing ’em. After all, they’re killing each other to get in there, might as well make it comfy for them. Oh, and showers, six showers on every cellblock. Remember Devon Cranston? The homeless guy who lived in Riverside Park and stabbed four people to death? How often did he shower, in Riverside Park? You bet your ass he showers twice a day now in Landin Lounge. Meantime,” he was fond of saying, “if I put my sandwich down on your desk for a minute, forty-three roaches swarm out of your filing cabinets and devour it. There’s asbestos leaking out of your water fountain and lead paint chips falling off the ceiling into Battaglia’s coffee cup. But start with the prisoners first. That’s a judge who’s really got his priorities straight.”


Despite my tenure in the office and my administrative position, the room in which I work is no fancier or larger than that of any of my colleagues. It’s a cubicle about eight by fourteen feet with a single window that faces another dreary government building across the narrow side street. My efforts to cheer it up with photographs and prints are outweighed by the drab collection of battered pieces of furniture—a desk, several unmatched leather chairs, one bookcase, and an array of tall five-drawer file cabinets which—like most city-issued supplies including a very worn strip of stained carpeting—are a dull shade of gray.


Today, like most other days, there is additional clutter which includes exhibits from complex investigations and completed trials. They document the violent landscape of the city over which my colleagues and I have jurisdiction: maps and charts of rooftops, parks, housing project stairwells, and elegant apartment interiors—waiting to be marked as evidence at trial or shipped to the archives in the basement of the cavernous courthouse for storage until all the defendants’ appeals in each of the cases are exhausted.


The top of my metal desk is covered with a bright red blotter, rarely more than a sliver of which is visible because of the accumulation of manila folders and white legal pads that pile on top. They are house case files and witness interviews, police reports and memoranda from unit prosecutors, laboratory analyses of body fluids and blood types, mug shots of suspects being sought, medical records and DNA profiles of rape survivors, and every other form of detritus of the world of criminal law.


I walked from my office down the hallway to the conference room to fill the pot for the first round of coffee, while Mike double-checked to confirm that Piggy was still in the nuthouse at Bellevue.


“That would have been much too easy,” he said, “so let’s figure out where to go from there.”


“Battaglia wants us to review every pending sex offense complaint, all of my closed cases that resulted in serious time, and the lists of guys released to parole recently. My paralegals will help you put that stuff together when they get in—the files are all in their office, down the hall near the Appeals Bureau.”


“You’ve got to think for me, Alex. Things that aren’t in case files, things nobody else could know about, remarks that you’ve ignored because you’ve been in the business too long to pay attention to them. Hang-up calls, letters from cranks, goofballs, malcontents.”


“I’ve been thinking about it all night, Mike. Most of the guys you and I encounter are much too stupid to plan something like yesterday’s murder. I’m sure this is going to tie in to something that Isabella did to someone, really.”


“Well, Coop, we still have to go through the motions, so start combing your file folders for ideas. Jesus, your desk looks like the bottom of a birdcage! I want you to go through every piece of paper that’s current, and clean up that mess while you’re at it.”


I gave Mike the key to the office shared by my two paralegals, where all the unit records were stored, so he could get a jump on the older cases and parole notifications while I thought about how to begin to examine the jumble of papers on my desk.


I picked up the phone, accessed an outside line, and dialed the number for the Ritz, the elegant old hotel Jed favored when he was doing business in Paris. “Non, madame, Monsieur Segal is not in at the moment. Yes, madame, of course I will leave him another message. Au revoir, Madame Cooper.” It was midday in Paris. Jed was probably sitting in some outdoor café sipping a good Bordeaux with a client, and unlikely to pick up my messages until he returned to his room at the end of the evening.


During the next two hours, I managed to fill several pages of a white legal pad with some obvious candidates for consideration. There were plenty of active investigations to look at—the drama coach who subjected students to sexual abuse, the drug importer who sedated and videotaped models as he raped them, and the gay art dealer who played sado-masochistic games with young men he picked up in leather bars; and there were literally thousands of closed cases—serial rapists, pedophiles, and professionals who didn’t look the part of sexual deviants. For once I was delighted when the hour approached 9 A.M. and the corridors began to come alive with the courthouse regulars.


Laura Wilkie had been the secretary for the Sex Crimes Unit even before I joined the staff, and fortunately for me, had stayed on as my assistant ever since. She was almost twenty years older than I—in her mid-fifties—and lived alone in a small apartment on Staten Island where she devoted her off-duty hours to tending her cheerful flower garden and painting imaginary landscapes. Laura was terrifically loyal to me and responsible for keeping the work of the twenty-five lawyers who reported to me in better control and order than I ever could. When Laura came in she was pleased to see me in place and plopped the pile of daily papers in front of me, as she always did.


“Well, somebody besides me really didn’t like Isabella, did they?” she offered with a wry expression.


“Don’t say it too loud, Laura, or Chapman will add you to the suspect list. What did you have against her?”


“Oh, nothing really, Alex. She just used people like you so much, and she had no use for people like me. She wasn’t a very nice person, that’s it.”


“She wasn’t all that bad. I know she could be rude and insensitive, which was inexcusable. But she was also clever and funny and extremely talented, once you got past that artificial veneer. Anyway, let me bring you up to speed on what lies ahead today,” I went on, repeating last night’s events to Laura, who would serve as the shield between me and the outside world. On a good day, no one got past Wilkie—on the phone or in person—without her knowing their purpose, except for close friends. And on a bad day like this, she would be impenetrable, if that’s what I asked for.


“Mike’s in charge—anybody who shows up without an appointment gets cleared by him.” Laura nodded. She knew that Mike Chapman and I had met on one of my first cases more than ten years ago, and even though the constant macho banter was not Laura’s style, she enjoyed Mike’s friendship and knew I respected his ability as a cop.


“The D.A.’s at a budget meeting at City Hall, which should go a couple of hours,” I went on. “He’s going to call for me the minute he gets back, so that’s the big one I’m waiting for.


“Mercer Wallace should be on his way down with a victim. Make her comfortable in the waiting area and let me see him alone first. I want to get the story from him before I talk to her, because it’s part of the pattern, the serial rapist we’ve been looking for. I’ll take calls from any of the guys on trial—Gina may have some questions during jury selection ’cause she’s got a tough drug issue in her case.


“And no personals, not one, not any, nobody.” In addition to the three lines on Laura’s desk, I have a private line that rings only on mine, so I knew that Jed and my closest friends could get through when they wanted to. “Tell everybody that I’m fine and I’ll call them later.”


“What about press calls?” Laura asked, as Mike came back into my room with several case jackets under his arm.


“Hey, Wilkie, you want to lose your job? You ever know her not to take a call from a reporter? Get a grip, Laura.”


“He’s kidding, Laura. All press calls go into the Public Relations Office. Please tell Brenda I’ll give her a full update as soon as I can.” The District Attorney had a well-trained professional staff to deal with media matters, and my friend Brenda Whitney had her hands full trying to keep tabs on the hundreds of thousands of cases that passed through our office every year. She didn’t need the complications of our private lives to make her job more miserable, and it was essential to bring her in on details that were likely to surface in the press.


“Alex,” Laura questioned timidly, “how about people from the office? Everybody’s going to come by to check out how you’re taking this. Who do you want to see?”


“Uh,” I groaned and tried to make a mental barricade between myself and the real world. But it was impossible to ignore that there were at least three colleagues I would simply have to see during the course of the day.


Rod Squires was chief of the Trial Division, the man who supervised several hundred lawyers responsible for all the violent crime prosecutions in the office, and who reported directly to Battaglia. He was smart and personable, and at forty-five, had come up through the ranks in the office, having tried some of the toughest murder cases the city had witnessed. He had been a generous mentor to me and a great supporter of mine from my earliest days in the office. “If Rod asks for me, I’ll go down to his office as soon as I’m done with Wallace’s case.


“And of course I’ll see Sarah.” My unit deputy was a terrific young lawyer. She was a few years younger than I, married to a former prosecutor who had just gone on to the bench, and she had returned from her first maternity leave to assist me with the operation of Sex Crimes. Sarah Brenner was petite, dark, and as attractive as she was competent. I trusted her, I liked her, and I selected her to work with me to oversee the complex and sensitive range of cases that included sexual assault, child abuse, and domestic violence. “In fact, tell her she’s got to review everything new that comes in. I’ll be out of commission till I know what’s happening with the murder investigation.”


Laura screwed up her courage to ask me about the third one: “Patrick McKinney?”


“Try to keep him as far away from me as you can, Laura,” I snarled. “He’ll be the first one sniffing around here, hoping to find me miserable, and I’ll break his fat fucking neck if he says a word to me.”


Mike laughed: “Whew! Women in the workplace!”


“Listen, Mike, I don’t know what happens in parochial schools—most of the guys survive the nuns and come out with a sense of humor—some a little more tasteful than yours, but humor nonetheless. This guy came out like Mother Superior himself, with a stick up his ass that should have punctured his brain by now.”


Pat McKinney was one of Rod’s deputies. He was senior to me by a couple of years, and as rigid and humorless as any man could be. I’ve never figured what made him such an angry person, but something seethed inside him and most frequently found its outlet when directed at the women professionals in the office.


“Laura thinks he blames the crab incident on me, don’t you?”


She nodded as I told Mike the story. “Pat refused to sign off on an extradition request for one of the assistants in the Asian Gang Unit. He wanted to fly in a witness from Los Angeles and put the kid up in a hotel during the trial. McKinney said it was too expensive and that there was a strong enough case without the witness. I told him that Pat was just crabby that day, and if he wrote up a new request I would walk it in to Rod for approval. Rod signed and the jury convicted. You know those fish stores on the corner at Canal Street?”


Our office was smack in the middle of the part of Lower Manhattan where Little Italy overlapped with Chinatown, and the south side of Canal Street was lined with Chinese run fish stores that daily displayed open crates of live fish on the sidewalks.


“Well, a few days after the trial ended, Pat arrived to find his office door unlocked. He flew to his desk to call security to come upstairs, and when he pulled open the top drawer, about forty live crabs came rushing over the lip of the drawer onto his lap—frisky little suckers that had been packed in on top of each other all night. I’m surprised you didn’t hear his screams on Ninety-fourth Street.”


Mike liked the story. “You do it?”


“Are you crazy? I assume it was the cops from the case, but he knows that I’m the one who called him ‘crabby’ that time, so he blames me.”


We were interrupted by the appearance of a uniformed cop in the doorway beyond Laura’s desk. He looked like a rookie—baby-faced, polished shoes, new equipment, and a sheaf of arrest papers in his hand.


“I’m looking for Mr. Cooper,” he announced to the three of us.


“You got him. Only I’m Cooper. It’s Alex—Alexandra.”


“Oh, sorry. I’m Officer Corchado. They sent me up from the complaint room—I’ve got a new case.”


Laura moved to her desk to start working the phones and I waved Corchado into my office and introduced him to Mike as we seated ourselves.


“I won’t be able to write this up for you ’cause I’m involved in something else today, but my assistant, Sarah Brenner, will work on it with you as soon as she gets in.”


“Yeah, but my lieutenant told me I had to see the bureau chief. There’s a problem with a cross-complaint and he said you’d know what to do. You’re the chief, right?”


“Yes,” I replied. “What’s the problem? Tell me what kind of case you’ve got.”


Corchado explained that he and his partner had responded to a 911 call shortly after eleven last night. “Neighbors had called it in—housing project in the two-three.” East Harlem.


I asked if he’d met the victim.


“Yeah, she was a mess. A kid, fifteen. Taken to the rooftop from the elevator on her way home. Put up a struggle. Lots of blood, mostly from her nose I think, when he punched her to shut her up.”


“Did he rape her?”


“Yes, ma’am. That’s what she said. She was crying so bad we didn’t talk to her a lot. Ambulance took her to the hospital.”


“How did you get the guy?” I asked.


“Easy. She knew him. Said he had gone to junior high school with her older brother. So when they took her to the hospital my partner and me went to the apartment to get her brother. We told him what happened and that his sister said that it was Otis who did it.


“Her brother, Kenny, was wild, ma’am. He knew exactly who Otis was and what apartment he lived in. Told us the guy’s real name was Herman Myers, but they called him Otis ’cause he used to ride up and down in elevators, waiting for old ladies to get on so he could rob ’em. Just got out of jail on the robbery cases a few weeks ago. Took us right to the apartment, we knocked on the door, and when Otis came out into the hallway to talk to us, we locked him up.”


“Nice collar,” I told Corchado. “Is it your first felony?”


“Yeah, actually it is.”


“Well, congratulations. You can feel good about this one. Laura will send you down to Sarah’s office and you’ll have him indicted by the beginning of next week.”


“Yeah, but there is a problem. Otis…well, his lawyer called the precinct and wants to file a cross-complaint.”


“What?”


“Well, Miss Cooper, Kenny hit the defendant in the head with a baseball bat. Otis is in the hospital—took a bad crack to the head. That’s why the lieutenant told me to see you. Do we have to lock Kenny up, too?”


“Christ, how did you let this happen?” I asked, as my pleasure over a good arrest turned to annoyance.


“Kenny followed along with us to point Otis out,” Corchado explained, “and I guess he was carrying the bat. He just came back from playing ball so I didn’t think nothing of it. He was real quiet until we put the cuffs on Myers, then he started to cry and all. He kept saying, ‘Why’d you do it to her, she’s just a baby. Man, why’d you have to do it? She was a baby.’


“Right before we got him to the patrol car, me and my partner on each side of him so nobody could interfere, Otis turns back to Kenny and says, ‘Shit, she was no baby. Her hole was so big I almost fell into it.’”


I closed my eyes at the thought of the way that must have stung poor Kenny, whoever he was.


“Miss Cooper, it was so fast I never saw it coming. Kenny just reeled back and landed the bat square on Otis’s head, and he fell to his knees like he was a sack of sugar.”


“Give Kenny a medal,” mumbled Mike from his chair in the corner. “Lucky you don’t have to worry about brain damage—it doesn’t sound like Otis’s elevator went to the top floor to begin with. When I came on the job, kid, taking a defendant to be arraigned with his head wrapped in bandages was the sign of a good cop—we didn’t have to let civilians do it for us—we could whack ’em ourselves. Stand ’em in front of the judge with their heads wrapped in bandages. Turban jobs. ‘Yeah, Your Honor, he resisted arrest, sir. Put up quite a struggle.’ Before all the ACLU crap started you could really get some street justice.”


I rolled my eyes as Mike played with the rookie. “Ignore him, Corchado. Just go see Miss Brenner for the rape arrest. She’ll take good care of you. As for the cross-complaint, give me the papers.” I took the package and found the D.A.’s data sheet, the space for the write-up of the case summary. Across the top of the complaint made by Myers for assault, I scrawled in large letters: “Decline to prosecute. Reason: Interest of justice as per Alexandra Cooper, Chief, SCPU.”


“What do I tell his lawyer, Miss Cooper?” Corchado asked.


Oh, the beauty of prosecutorial discretion. “You tell him that Miss Cooper said that he hopes Otis’s head hurts so bad and for so long that the next time he even thinks about having an erection, it’s so painful that he thinks twice and can’t get it up.”


“Way to go, blondie,” Mike cheered as Corchado left the room. “A chance to spend a few days with me, a couple of solid new cases, a murder to solve, and your charming good nature comes right back to the surface. Book ’im, Corchado.”
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“WHAT’S THE NAME OF THE CHILMARK POLICE CHIEF?” MIKE asked, picking up my phone to dial the call.


“Wally Flanders,” I answered. “Why are you calling?”


“Just to see what they’re up to. Any leads, any news.”


I walked out to Laura’s desk to check on my messages.


Laura began to recite them to me: “Your mother called. She expects to hear from you once a day until this is all resolved. She said the rabbi from your old synagogue called to see if you needed any counseling.”


“Call her back. Reassure her that I’m fine. I’m getting all my spiritual guidance from Monsignor Chapman, for the moment.”


“Nina called from L.A. Can you imagine, she was up at six forty-five to make the call?” said Laura, knowing most of my pals well enough to offer editorial comments on the messages. “She says it’s a huge story on the Coast. Not you, of course, but Isabella. Nina says Isabella made herself so unpopular since she hit it big two years ago that everybody in Hollywood has a motive…except O.J. Simpson!”


“What else?” I asked, seeing a list of names on her pad.


“Sarah’s in. She understands the situation and will assign all the new cases. A lot of your friends have been calling—I’m just taking names and telling them to keep in touch with Joan Stafford. Diane Sawyer called and wants to know if you can do ‘Prime Time’ with her this week—nothing procedural, nothing about the case, just reminiscences of Isabella. I referred her to Brenda. Same for Liz Smith, she wanted a quote from you.


“And Detective Wallace is here with his witness. I’ve gotten her coffee and a newspaper and she’s in the waiting…”


Laura was interrupted by Mike calling out to me with his hand cupped over my phone, “Hey, Coop, you expecting some guy named Spiegel on the private line?”


“You know it’s Segal, you jerk. Can’t you be civil to him? Now get out of here for a minute—go say hello to Mercer Wallace and tell him I’ll be with him as soon as I get off the phone.”


“Oh, Jed, thank God you called,” I gushed into the receiver, unable to articulate anything that sounded less like soap opera dialogue and more like the paralyzing terror that had knotted my stomach. I was talking over his words as he was saying, “Alex? Alex? I can barely hear you,” through the crackling static of a transatlantic line.


“Do you know what happened, Jed? Are you still in Paris? Have you heard anything about the murder? Are you going to be home soon?”


I kept spitting questions into the phone, and with the awful echoing in the bad connection I was missing the answers that Jed tried to give back.


“Yes, Alex, I know all about it. My secretary filled me in first thing this morning, and the story of the murder is even big news today in Europe. I’m worried about you though—it must be awful for you.”


I don’t know why I tried so hard not to cry as I talked to him: “I need you so badly. Please come back—I just want you to hold me. Please let me know when you’ll be home.”


“Of course, Alexandra, I’ll try to get back immediately. I love you, darling. I’ll call as soon as I know when I can fly out. Unfortunately, everyone on the deal came into Paris for these meetings, so it’s impossible to break away. Be strong, darling—we’ll get you through this.”


I’m so sick of being strong, I complained to myself after exchanging sophomoric farewells with Jed and hanging up the phone. Being strong for victims who can’t do it themselves, being strong for weak-spirited strays of all varieties who crossed my threshold, being strong for strangers who truly did depend on the kindness of others. When I had the opportunity to stop and think about it, I was well aware that it was a complete pain in the ass to be expected to be strong for everyone all of the time—especially because no one ever wants to see me through a moment of weakness.


I’m tired of being Scarlett O’Hara. In my next life I’m going to come back as Melanie Wilkes, fragile and helpless.


I blew my nose with a tissue from the supply kept on my desk to service the victim population that passed through every day, and called out to Laura that I wanted her to send Detective Wallace into my office.


Mercer and Mike came in together a few seconds later. “Before you get started,” Mike said, “Chief Flanders wants to know if you have any idea who Isabella was taking with her to the Vineyard.”


“No one, Mike. That was the point of it. She wanted to get off by herself for a few days and make some decisions about the scripts that had been sent to her for upcoming roles.”


“Well, Coop, I know you hate it when people lie to you, but she wasn’t alone in your cozy hideaway. At least not all the time. Looks like she had a playmate.”


“How do they know she wasn’t alone?” I asked, trying to hold my annoyance in check. “Maybe she met some friends on the island and invited them in for a drink, or…” Everything was getting to me today. I don’t know why it should irk me that Isabella didn’t spend her last few days on earth alone, but I assumed that I was overreacting to news of her tryst because I was so lonely at the very same moment.


“The obvious signs. Not only was Lascar sleeping in your bed, Goldilocks, but the other side of it was rumpled up pretty well, too. Coffee mugs in the sink, food in the fridge. Flanders says—get this—his wife read in People magazine that Lascar was a vegetarian, but there was a big steak bone in the garbage and some hot dogs ready for a barbecue. Right next to the yogurt.”


“Well, tell them to talk to her friends, not to me. She clearly didn’t want me to know. Now let me talk to Mercer about his case while you show the Chilmark Police how to play Dick Tracy, okay, Mike? If you need to use People to solve the case, I’ll get you a subscription.”


Mercer Wallace was one of the best detectives in the bureau. When the time finally came to beef up the Special Victims Squad he was handpicked by the commissioner to lead one of the teams. He was big, black, and very smart, with a gentle manner that endeared him to women who had been victimized, and with an equally tough attitude that signaled to defendants that this was not a man who would brook any nonsense. He was so good at working on these matters that most of the big ones were assigned to him, no matter how heavy his caseload.


“Hey, Alex, Chapman told me about the murder and whatever. Are you—”


“Mercer, do me a favor, let’s not even talk about it. The best thing for me is to get to work for a while, otherwise I’m out of control.” I knew he’d understand, and so we began to talk about the pattern that had been developing on the Upper West Side.


“This here’s our man, Cooper. Fourth hit. Victim’s twenty-four years old, freelance illustrator, which could be a big break for us. After you get what you need from her, I’ve got an appointment at headquarters with the artists. She’s pretty sure she can help us with a sketch. She’s really good on detail, and that’s what the guys need for a good composite.”


I told Mercer I would interview her briefly. It had not even been a full day since she had been attacked, but the same rapist was responsible for at least three other assaults in the last month—based on his distinctive M.O. Mercer and I were certain of two things: he would continue to rape women, and possibly become more violent, unless we found and stopped him; and he was likely to be someone Mercer and I had met before, a recidivist, a sexual predator who repeated his acts with the same language and sexual interests he had used in the past. He was much too accomplished and much too professional to be a first-timer, so Mercer and I were looking for the key, the little slip he might eventually make that would lead us back to him. In reality, as we looked, we were praying for a lucky break, which was the far more likely way the case would be solved.


Laura Wilkie knew that I would not take any calls while I was interviewing a rape victim, but I reminded her that she had to hold everything, as Mercer came back around the corner with Katherine Fryer and ushered her into my office.


I came out from behind my desk as Mercer made the introductions, and we sat on three chairs drawn into a small circle. It was a way to avoid the appearance of formality imposed by a desk between subject and interviewer, and it encouraged the intimacy occasioned by the topic of the conversation. I didn’t do it in every instance, but this was a case which needed that rapport established immediately. There was no time to develop a relationship politely.


Katherine Fryer’s night had been even worse than my own, so I was struck by her composure and apparent calm.


“Do you understand why you’re here today?” I asked her.


“I’m sure Detective Wallace explained it to me, but I’m not sure I absorbed everything. Everybody’s been wonderful, but I was at the hospital for hours and I’m a bit dazed at this point.”


“I know that. I just want to explain what’s going on. My name is Alexandra Cooper, and I am the assistant district attorney who’s going to handle your case. I’ll be with you from today through the day Mercer catches your attacker and we convict him. I know he’s already asked you a lot of questions, and I’ll have to ask most of them again. But from now on we’ll be working on this together, and my job is to get you through this as comfortably as I can. Do you want to ask me anything before I begin?”


Katherine Fryer wanted the normal assurances—that her name wouldn’t be in any newspapers and that her parents in Pennsylvania wouldn’t have to be told about the rape. “And if there is a trial, will they be able to question me about my personal life, about my sexual activity?”


“No, Katherine, there have been a lot of improvements, a lot of changes in the law. In a case like this, when you’ve been attacked by a man you never saw before, nothing about your sexual history is relevant to the trial. I promise you: this stuff isn’t like all those awful made-for-TV movies. Detective Wallace does the heavy lifting in this case—the worst is behind you. Once he finds the man and you identify him, we won’t have you on the witness stand for more than an hour.


“Let me just go through the story with you one time, then you can help with the sketch and go home and get some rest.”


“I can’t go home, Miss Cooper. I’ll never feel safe there again. I’m going to my sister’s house in New Jersey. Mercer is going to go with me to the apartment to pack some clothes, but I’ll give you my sister’s number until I find a new place to live.”


This stuff really sucks. A woman alone in her home, minding her own business, is victimized there—then has to move out because it’s so saturated with the memory of that devastating violation.


I asked Katherine what had happened yesterday afternoon, shortly before one o’clock, as she sat alone in her kitchen.


“Well, I was eating my lunch when the doorbell rang and I said, ‘Who is it?’ and a voice outside the door said, ‘It’s Con Edison.’ I said I wasn’t expecting anyone from Con Edison, that I didn’t have any problems. He told me, as I looked through the peephole, that the super had called him in because there was trouble on the gas lines in all the rear apartments. So I could see that he was, you know, dressed like a Con Ed workman and I opened the door.”


I already knew the answers to the questions I was about to ask, and I already knew how many times Katherine Fryer had blamed herself for the same things, but I had to ask them anyway.


“When you say he was dressed like a Con Ed repairman, can you tell me more about his clothing?”


“Well, it was just a flannel shirt and jeans, with a work jacket over them, and a hard hat.”


“Did the hat say ‘Con Ed’ on it, specifically? Did it have any lettering on it?”


“No. It didn’t say anything.”


“Did he have any kind of identification that, he showed you, like any tag on his shirt or anything he pulled out of his pocket?”


Katherine was avoiding eye contact now, admitting, with regret, that she hadn’t asked for any ID, she had just assumed he was telling the truth.


“I let him in and he walked right into the kitchen, where my lunch was on the table, and he opened the stove and looked in. And I kept talking to him as he looked, and I said I didn’t ever report a problem with my oven even though the gas had been kind of poor. It’s an old building—everything needed repairs at one point or other. Then he said, ‘Maybe you could get your husband to come out here and give me a hand with this.’” Katherine paused and winced as she went on, “So I told him, ‘I don’t have a husband—I mean, maybe I can just help you.’”


That’s exactly what he wanted to hear, as Mercer and I were well aware. Home alone.


“That’s when he stood up from the oven, turned around and faced me. That’s the first time I saw the knife.”


“Take a breath, Katherine,” I said, leaning over to put my hand on top of hers. “You’re doing fine. Just take it easy—I know this is difficult to do.”


“It was a long knife—it had a long, narrow blade. I think he pulled it out of the tool belt he had around his waist. It seemed like it was fifteen or sixteen inches—very, very long. He grabbed me and held the knife right in front of my face. He told me not to make a sound or he would cut up my face. Then he said he’d kill me if I didn’t do what he wanted.


“So he walked me into the bedroom and told me to undress with my back toward him, to take all my clothes off and get on my knees. That’s when he made me do oral sex on him.”


When she stopped, Mercer offered her a glass of water, and as she sipped it I talked softly to her.


“You’re doing fine, Katherine. I’m going to interrupt you from time to time to ask for some details. The questions may sound stupid and trivial, but I need to ask them. You may know some of the answers, and you may not remember others. Just tell me what you can, okay?”


She nodded.


“Did he undress himself, Katherine, or did he just expose his penis?”


“He didn’t undress completely. But he did take off his jeans and the heavy belt. He kept his shirt on. And he wasn’t wearing any underpants.”


“When you say ‘oral sex,’ you mean he made you put your mouth on his penis?”


“Yes, yes, he did. He kept saying he’d kill me if I didn’t. Then he told me to stop. He picked me up, he lifted me up, and he put me on my bed. He pushed me down on the bed—face up—and he put a pillow over my face.”


“Was he talking during any of this, Katherine, or was he not saying anything at all?”


“Yes, he talked. He talked a lot of the time. But, but…I really can’t remember too much of what he said. It was disgusting.”


I leaned in to try to get her to look me in the eye. There aren’t many honest people who can lie when they look you right in the eye—just the pathological types. I knew Katherine Fryer could tell me exactly what her assailant said to her if I forced her through it.


“Katherine, you can remember the things he said to you—you may not want to, but I know you haven’t forgotten them. And as unpleasant as it is, and as much as it may make you mad at me, I want you to say every one of them to me. They’re part of his signature, Katherine; they’re part of what will help Mercer find him, because he’s probably said them to someone else and he’ll say them again the next time. And there will be a next time unless we stop him. It’s what helps him get off on this stuff, so it’s one of the ways you can get back at him. Please help us with this, trust us.”


“Do you want me to leave the room, Katherine?” Mercer asked, hoping it might make her more comfortable.


“No, no—it’s not you. It’s just, well, it makes me nauseous to think about. I’m not a prude or anything, but…”


Again, Katherine Fryer braced herself and went on with her story. “It was odd,” she Continued, “because he kept going back and forth between the sexual stuff and asking me where my money was. When I undressed, he told me I had big breasts—he told me he liked that. Then he went right on saying he wanted my money and my credit cards. I pointed to my pocketbook. Once he had me on the bed with the pillow on my face, that’s when he really talked a lot.


“He wanted to know if his prick—excuse me, that’s his words I’m using now—if his prick was bigger than my boyfriend’s…. Was it better for me?…Why did I have such big breasts and a little pussy?…Then, in the middle of that, how much money was in my wallet? Then, right back to how good my boyfriend was in bed. And then…he kept saying that he would kill me if I didn’t make him come.”


Mercer caught my eye as Katherine rested her forehead in her hand. We had more than enough to know it was the same guy as in the earlier cases. He was trying to tell me to wrap it up so he could take her on to headquarters.


Even the ending was identical. After the rape and robbery, he bound Katherine to the bed with an extension cord, stuffed a dishcloth in her mouth, and replaced the pillow over her head. He ripped the telephone cord out of the wall, and she heard him rummage around in her dresser drawers before the final sound of the front door as it shut behind him. It took more than one hour for the determined young woman to free herself from the cord he had wrapped around her wrists and summon help from a neighbor.


I was glad Mercer had signaled me to cut the interview short. Katherine Fryer was running on empty, and I had found an outlet for my own predicament in trying to lose myself in her case.


“Okay, Katherine, we’ve given Miss Cooper enough to keep her busy for a while. Let’s get some fresh air and walk over to headquarters. We’ll let you stop talking and start sketching.” Mercer Wallace stood up and opened the office door, determined not to let me wear out his witness.


“I’ll call you later, Coop—see if we can figure out where to go from here.”


I thanked Katherine and explained that I would be available to her for any kind of help she needed. “Keep a pad next to your bed,” I urged her. “More detail will come back to you. Like it or not, you’ll have flashbacks—triggered by conversations you hear or reminders you see on the news or TV shows. Write down anything else you remember, no matter how insignificant it seems to you, ’cause Mercer and I will want to know it.”


We exchanged good-byes and the two of them walked around the corner to the elevator bank. As soon as they were out of view, Laura blurted out, “Battaglia called from his car. He’s on his way back to the building and he wants you waiting for him in his office when he gets there.”


“Great. If I’m not back in an hour, send reinforcements.”
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THE WALLS LINING THE CORRIDOR INTO THE EXECUTIVE WING OF the office were covered with portraits of a century’s worth of New York County District Attorneys. Grim-visaged, no-nonsense men, most of whom had held office without ever being troubled by the presence of women lawyers on their staffs. I walked the gauntlet below their icy stares as I headed in to face Battaglia, sure that they would come alive to talk behind my back about the terrible scandal I had visited upon their successor.


I reached the desk of the D.A.’s executive assistant, Rose Malone, a great-looking woman in her late forties, who had started in the office secretarial pool as a high school graduate but had been hand-selected by Battaglia to run the front office and had done so for almost twenty years. She and I had spent long hours together throughout my tenure in the office, and we were good friends. Rose was the best gauge of the boss’s moods, and a great ally on the occasions when I needed one. “You might want to save that request until tomorrow,” she would say, on a day the D.A. had been criticized on a particular case action by the Times editorial page; or, “Go right in, Alex—he was so pleased with the verdict your team had on that gang rape.”


“Good morning, Alexandra,” Rose said, courteously this time. Cool, it seemed to me.


“That’s terrible, what happened to Miss Lascar. Are you doing okay?” she went on.


Once I assured her that I was fine, she told me to go right into Battaglia’s office, and went back to her word processor. No chatter, no gossip, no mood summary, no advice. If Rose was cool, then the District Attorney would be frigid.


I braced for the lecture I was about to receive and opened the door. Battaglia was standing behind his enormous desk, barking into the phone as he motioned me to sit at the large conference table at the far end of the room. I pretended to make notes on my legal pad while I tried to figure who the conversation involved, and was a bit relieved to see that this burst of anger was directed at the federal prosecutor in our district, with whom the D.A. was feuding over jurisdiction in a major mob investigation.


He hung up the phone and slowly walked over to sit across the table from me.


“What the hell is going on here, Alex—do you have any idea?” Battaglia spoke quietly, as he began his interrogation.


“Paul, I…”


“Do you know how this kind of notoriety distracts from the serious business of this office? Do you understand how it compromises your ability to get work done?”


As my color deepened and my embarrassment grew, so the D.A.’s voice escalated. There was no point in my responding to any of his questions because he already knew the answers to those he was asking. I was familiar with his technique, and knew that in a few moments he would stop yelling and begin to press for details. The booming jabs didn’t bother me half as much as the next phase, when he could make you feel like a complete idiot if you were unable to provide him with the details he wanted. I had watched unsuspecting colleagues present him with information for an impending press conference, confident in their mastery of the facts of the case, to have him come back with questions like, “Do you know what church the suspect’s mother attends?” or, “Which junior high school did the witness go to?” or some other point that was of potential value to a politician and none to a junior prosecutor.


Battaglia talked at me for quite a period of time before he began to ask for facts that he didn’t yet know. And then it was time to give him every shred of detail from the moment Isabella first was introduced to me and spent time in our office through our most recent correspondence and her request to escape to a private hideaway.


The District Attorney waited for my presentation to conclude before he leaned in, eyeballed me, and asked: “Can you think of any aspect of this, any hint of scandal, that’s going to come back to hurt this office, Alexandra?” The unspoken portion of that sentence, I knew, was…“Because if there is, Alex, you’d better start cleaning out your desk drawer and thinking about the advantages of the private practice of law.”


“No, Paul,” I said, shaking my head repeatedly, “I’ve been thinking about it all of last night and this morning. There’s nothing more that I haven’t told you, really.”


He sat back upright in his chair and reflected for several seconds before his mien began to soften and he took on the aspect of the Paul Battaglia I idolized. “Okay, Alex, how do you come out in all this? What are we going to do about you?”


“I’m practically numb today, Paul. I think it’s actually good for me to be at work because it gets my mind…”


“Good for you, maybe, but I don’t know how good it is for the office. Patrick McKinney thinks I ought to put you on leave for a few months and wait till this all clears up.”


“Oh, Paul, that’s ridiculous. What he really thinks is that I should throw my body on top of Lascar’s coffin and be burned alive. Of course Pat wants me to take a leave—he can’t bear having me around in the first place.”


“Well, I spoke to the District Attorney up there in Massachusetts this morning—the one in charge of the murder investigation. He and the police chief would like you to fly up for a few hours tomorrow. They need a lot of background from you, and they have to go through your house so you can tell them what things are yours and what were Isabella’s…and what belonged to the mystery guest.


“So make your arrangements and, let’s see, tomorrow is Friday—I want you to go up and give them whatever they need. And your detective goes with you, understand? Who’ve you got?”


“Mike Chapman, Manhattan North.”


“Fine. Just keep in touch with me every step of the way. I think you know that I don’t like surprises, Alex.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Two other points. You are not to go to Lascar’s funeral. No Hollywood, no photo-ops, no way for the press to keep tying this back in to us. She’s dead—say your farewells privately. Understood?”


I nodded in agreement.


“And the other thing. You are not a cop, Alex. As I’ve told you before, you could have gone to the Police Academy and saved your old man a lot of money. You are an assistant district attorney, an officer of the court, a lawyer. Let the boys and girls in blue play police officers and keep your nose out of it.”


I nodded again.


“Oh, I meant to ask you, do you have any idea who was paying her a visit up there?”


“No, I don’t, Paul. She never mentioned it and I never asked.”


“Well, when did she get to the Vineyard?”


Whoops, I could feel it coming. I had a rough idea of the answer, but not an exact time. Two “I don’t knows” in a row. Bad form with Paul Battaglia.


“How seriously should we be looking for this second stalker?”


I was about to make the third strike. “Paul, I just don’t know the answer to that—we’re trying to evaluate it now.”


“All right, Alex, be sure and let me know whenever you get some answers. Take care of yourself, that’s the most important thing right now. Oh—is there any progress on that serial rapist, Upper West Side? I’m getting a lot of crap from that local community board—can’t your guys wrap this one up?”


Yeah, and if I have a free hour this afternoon I’m going to go out looking for Judge Crater, too, I thought, as I told the District Attorney, “We’re trying, boss.”


 


Mike Chapman was sitting at my desk eating one of the sandwiches that Laura had ordered in for lunch when I returned from Battaglia’s office. “How bad did it hurt?” he asked as I walked in, picking up the growing pile of messages from Laura’s desk.


“Not too bad,” I replied. “The mayor must have given him the money he wanted. He’s clearly annoyed, but not wild. Have you heard about the plans for tomorrow?”


“Nope. What’s up?”


“I’m taking you to Martha’s Vineyard—show you how a real police investigation gets done,” I said, chuckling at the thought of Mike meeting the town police. A few house burglaries when the summer people leave after Labor Day, loads of moped accidents in season, and endless cases of Driving Under the Influence all winter long, but I couldn’t remember a murder that had occurred on the Vineyard in my lifetime.


“Whoa, an overseas trip, and with the Cooperwoman! You know, I think Patrick McKinney is right. This whole thing with Lascar is just a ruse for you to get a weekend alone with me on an island, so we can…”


“Detective Chapman, if you don’t control yourself I’m going to leave you behind with that needle-nosed prick. It’s not a weekend, it’s a day trip. I’ll have Laura make the plane reservations. It’ll save a lot of time if you leave your gun home—we won’t have to deal with all that security stuff at the airport.


“And, Mike,” I added, “Battaglia asked me a question which raised an obvious point. Exactly when did Isabella get to the Vineyard? I’ve got an idea—maybe Chief Flanders has thought of it—”


“Unlikely, unless his wife supplied it to him. He didn’t sound like he was into ideas,” Chapman replied.


“Well, there are only two ways to get there. I mean, you’re right, we are going overseas. It’s not like most places in the country where a killer could just drive to a murder scene and then just drive away. You can only get to the Vineyard by sea and by air.”


“Yeah, Alex, but thousands of people still do it every year, don’t they? And they don’t need passports.”


I knew that the Vineyard had a small year-round population of about fifteen thousand, which swelled to almost eighty thousand in the summer vacation months of June, July, and August. Then, after Labor Day, the crowds departed and the little island regained its tranquillity, much to the delight of the locals.


“It becomes much more difficult to get to the island after the Labor Day weekend,” I explained to Mike. “For example, all summer long, there are direct flights to Martha’s Vineyard from New York. Lots of flights, several times a day, from both La Guardia and Newark airports. This time of year they’ve been eliminated. From now until next June, there’s only one scheduled airline that flies from Boston—nine-seater planes, a few times a day—and small private or chartered planes.


“Same with the ferry. The ferry goes from Woods Hole, on Cape Cod, to the Vineyard, but fewer times a day after the holiday weekend is over.”


“Where are we going with this travelogue, Coop?” Mike asked.


“You know what we’re looking for,” I responded to Mike. “Who was with Isabella on the island, and was that guy—or woman—the one who killed her. Or maybe he witnessed the killing and fled, but knows who did it.”


“All right, do you know when she went up to your house?” It wouldn’t take much to draw Chapman into an investigation. I knew that from years of experience.


“She told me she was going at the end of last week, when she finished some business in Boston probably Thursday or Friday. I assume Chief Flanders has already contacted the Ritz and knows when she checked out,” I offered.


“And she told me that if she had enough time, instead of flying, she was going to try to have a driver, a limo, take her down to Woods Hole—it’s only ninety minutes by car from Boston—and she wanted to arrive the ‘old-fashioned’ way, by sailing across to the island.”


“Yeah,” laughed Mike. “Just like the Pilgrims—the limo, to the ferry, to the rented Mustang, to the chintz-lined cottage. The rental agency people should be able to tell us when Isabella picked up the car. Then, the next thing I do, if Flanders hasn’t, is to check the passenger manifests for the airline, starting at least a week ago. What’s it called?”


“Cape Air. Exactly. And there’s a tiny office at the airport for private planes, which all have to register and submit flight plans in order to come and go. The air arrival and departure part of this won’t take much time at all. The local police will know most of the names of islanders and regular commuters, you’ll have a few honeymooners and golf outings for the weekends, and then Isabella’s manager can look at the unknowns for familiar names that he might recognize, but which wouldn’t mean anything to us, right?” I suggested to Mike.


“That covers the air, Sherlock,” Mike replied. “But what about the water? Does the ferry take cars onto it, as well as foot passengers?”


“Yes, it does. Look, the big problem is boats. There are lots of marinas and plenty of little coves. A private boat could come from the Cape or the Hamptons, drop anchor, discharge and pick up a killer with no way to trace it. That’s how most of the drugs get to an island, as you know. Anyway, you could even walk onto the ferry with a shotgun inside a Vuitton tote—there’s no such thing as metal detectors on the boats.” I was getting a second wind by this point, suddenly thinking that I knew of a way, even though a long shot, of tracking Isabella’s arrival.


“But, Mike, if she came by ferry, and she wasn’t alone, there’s another possibility,” I suggested. “On a beautiful fall afternoon, most people who travel on the ferries head topside. There are hundreds of seats, a snack bar, binoculars to scan the horizon—the views of the Vineyard, crossing the sound from the Cape, are absolutely spectacular. Isabella Lascar would have been just like every other tourist on that boat, and whether it’s a first trip or the thousandth, I don’t know anyone who isn’t captivated by the beauty of that vista.”


“I’m afraid to ask what’s next. You’re gonna want us to find and canvass everybody who was on the boat to see if they saw a movie star standing next to them and whether they can describe the person with…”


“No, much easier. Every single tourist, and half of the regulars, make that trip with a camera Mike,” I said. “People are always taking pictures of each other against the boat railing, like it was the QE2, or feeding the sea-gulls or just staring at the view.”


“You think people recognized Isabella and took her picture?” Mike asked.


“Hard to tell.” I had seen her when she wasn’t preening for her public. We had gone all over Manhattan together and people failed to recognize her when she was casually dressed, without makeup and a serious hairdo. “I mean, she looked absolutely beautiful whether or not she tried to hide it. She’d turn heads, even if people didn’t know exactly who she was.”


“So, how does that help?”


“Two possibilities. One is that someone did take her picture, recognizing Isabella Lascar, the movie star. The other,” I thought out loud, “is that she simply was captured in the frame of some photographs—you know, people taking amateur shots of the scenery usually have bodies in the foreground, whether they intend to or not. Even if Isabella was trying to be incognito, she may be in somebody’s snapshots—along with her weekend guest.”


“Which might give us a key witness,” said Mike, “and a motive, and maybe even a perp.”


“Call the chief. While you work the airlines, have him do this angle. There’s only one radio station on the island—WMVY—great oldies, lots of Carly Simon and James Taylor, and all the local news, so everybody listens to it at some point. Do a public service announcement, immediately. Urge anyone with film from the ferry at the end of last week, with pictures of Isabella, to come forward, and if it leads to any information about the identification of her killer…then we get the police to offer a reward. There’s a shot at coming up with something. I’d even check the camera store near the ferry landing—they do developing in several hours, and probably have the names and numbers of everyone who has brought film in to be developed during the past week.”


“I’ll make a deal with you, Alex,” Mike offered, as he threw out the remains of his sandwich and pushed away from my desk. “You take care of these weenie-waggers here in Manhattan, and I’ll work with your Chilmark boys on the murder. This isn’t a bad way to begin. I’ll get started on it in your paralegals’ office and you keep occupied on your own cases.”


 


I sorted through the phone messages that had accumulated and gave most of them back to Laura, knowing they could wait till the next week. I kept the ones I wanted to handle.


Jed’s secretary had called. No way for him to leave Paris until the business meetings end on the weekend—he’ll call me at home later and come straight from the airport on Saturday. Shit, I thought, not exactly the response I had craved. But I knew my own priorities when I was in the middle of a major investigation which had to come before any personal considerations, so I understood Jed’s position—I guess.


Call Congressman LaMella’s office. They want to know our position on the legislative package changing the evidentiary requirement for child abuse cases. Better late than never.


Gina Hemmings will call back from Part 82, where she’s on trial. The judge is about to charge her jury and she wants to know if you can cite any cases on whether the crime of “sexual misconduct” is a lesser included count in a rape case. Well, I mused as my annoyance grew, once again Gina has avoided the burden of overpreparation.


Ellen Goldman called to confirm tomorrow’s appointment. Battaglia had given her permission to do a big story on the innovative work of our Sex Crimes Prosecution Unit for the USA Lawyer’s Digest, the premier glossy legal journal. I had already spoken with her several times on the telephone and we were ready for the first interview. She’s smart and pushy, but I’d have to move her back to next week. I knew she’d try to weasel Isabella’s death into the piece so I decided to call her back myself in an effort to show I was still in control. Slightly. I got her machine and left a message kicking our appointment back until Monday afternoon.


Sarah Brenner will wait for a callback. Has a witness coming on Monday and doesn’t believe the story. Wants help breaking it down. Boy, am I in the mood to do that—I’d love to make someone else cry. Schedule that one for Monday morning.


Pat McKinney called to see if there’s anything he can do to help. Translation: he knows I’m miserable and the boss is pissed off, and he wants me to know that he knows. Response: yeah, you can help me—go fuck yourself.
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THE REST OF THE AFTERNOON PASSED SLOWLY. I WASN’T ABLE TO concentrate on the brief I had to submit for the sodomy case I was scheduled to try in three weeks, and I was desperate to avoid unnecessary phone conversations. Sarah stopped by to discuss several new investigations that needed to be assigned, and to cheer me up with chatter about her baby.


The only phone call of interest was from Mercer Wallace. He was pleased about Katherine Fryer’s input with the sketch artist. “It’s the best one yet, Coop,” he told me. “She’s really good on facial characteristics. She’s firm about the size and shape of the mustache, and you know how they all say he’s got bad skin? Well, she actually draws these big pockmarks and a deep set of creases down each side of his forehead. Swears that’s exactly where they are. I never had an illustrator as a victim before but it sure helps the sketch take on some definition.”


I knew exactly what he meant. The typical description started with witnesses saying they’re lousy at doing this, and that the guy was average height, average weight, average-looking, nothing distinctive about his appearance, and so on. I had a folder full of sketches of wanted rapists who looked like everybody and nobody. Try and display one to a jury and claim a resemblance to the defendant on trial and it was more likely to look like three of the jurors. Not guilty.


Mercer went on. “Better yet. She also thinks she made out a birthmark. Says she really tried to avoid looking at his private parts, but he kept sticking it in her face and she’s pretty sure he had a fuzzy area on his right thigh, ’bout the size of a tangerine, two inches southeast of his equipment.”


Bingo. One of the few advantages afforded a rape victim in identifying her attacker is actually the intimacy of the crime. She gets to see anatomical parts rarely displayed in a bank robbery or mugging. And sometimes there are birthmarks or tattoos or surgical scars that a victim describes the day of the assault, and that a knowledgeable detective photographs the minute he has his suspect in custody. Mercer and I had our fastest conviction on a case when our witness told us the rapist had a tattoo of a spider on his penis. The jury only needed to see the Polaroid of that scorpion for about ten seconds before they voted to convict the defendant. Then they spent the next hour eating lunch, because they didn’t want the defense attorney to think they hadn’t spent a serious amount of time deliberating about his client’s fate.


Once we had a lead on this suspect, Katherine’s description of the unusual mark would help sink him, especially if we didn’t get lucky with DNA testing.


Mike came back to my office shortly before five-thirty, as Laura was packing up to leave for the day. “I don’t blame you for getting out of here,” he said to Wilkie. “I bet you never knew how unpopular your boss was. I got a list as long as your arm here of people who’d like to get rid of her, and those are just the guys she’s prosecuting, who don’t even know her personally. Wait till I start with that crew.”


Laura laughed and said good night. “I won’t see you tomorrow, will I?” she asked.


“No, but we’ll call you from the Vineyard. Have a good weekend and I’ll see you on Monday.”


Mike and I spent another hour going over the list of possible killers he had culled from my closed case files.


“You’ve prosecuted some sick puppies, blondie,” he mused as he shook his head over the long accumulation of names he had scrawled during the afternoon, with briefcase descriptions next to each of them.


“Great cop you are. It took you ten years to reach that conclusion?”


“No, I mean, we mess with some ugly characters in Homicide. But your guys torture people who are alive and looking them right in the eye. And it takes them a lot longer to do it than a shooting or stabbing—a couple of seconds in my cases and it’s all over. I never liked working sex crimes, making the victims talk about it in such detail, relive it. Seeing your screening sheets makes me remember why I hated it so much. Murder is easy—you know how it happened, you just gotta figure out who did it. And you got no complaining witness to screw up your case with inconsistencies when you get to trial. C’mon. I’ll take you home so you can freshen up for lover boy.”


“You always know just what to say, Mike, don’t you? Let’s go—Jed’s not getting back tonight. He won’t be here till Saturday.”


“Whoops. Looks like you, me, and a pizza. Close up shop, Cooper.”


It was almost seven when I shut down my computer, turned off the light and locked the door to my office, almost reluctantly. It seemed to be easier to stay there than to face the emptiness of my apartment for another long night.


 


One of my doormen held the front door open for us as Mike and I approached the building, while the other one walked toward the package room, motioning that he had something in back for me. “Your mail, Miss C., and some lady dropped off flowers for you,” Victor called across the lobby.


Most days my mail didn’t fit in the box and had to be held on the shelf with all the other assorted deliveries. It wasn’t a lot of personal correspondence, but I’m a magazine junkie, and the regular arrivals of news magazines, fashion books, women’s journals that I clipped for topical articles for my lectures, and things I actually read were always bundled up in rubber bands because they were too bulky for the boxes.


Victor handed me the pile and the small bouquet of tulips, then winked as he said, “My daughter showed me that picture of you in the paper today, next to that dead movie star. You looked almost as good as she did, Miss C.”


“Thanks, Victor,” I replied as the elevator door closed and Mike pushed the button for twenty. “What an idiot—can you believe there are people who think that any reason to have your picture in a tabloid is a good reason? I swear, I think if some guy showed up with the Post in his hand and, told Victor he was the one who shot Isabella but he had really been looking for me, Victor would wink at him and smile and send him right up to 20B to knock on my door.”


“Not between now and Christmas—he might lose a big tip if you got knocked off in the next few months.”


I opened the note that was hanging from the string around the flowers. “Thanks for your message. This must be awful for you. See you next week—Ellen Goldman.”


“That’s nice. She’s the reporter for the USA Lawyer’s Digest who’s doing the profile on the unit and me. Very thoughtful.”


“There’s no such thing as a nice reporter or a thoughtful one. Oxymoron—isn’t that the word? She’s just sucking up to you for something…probably wants the exclusive on you and Isabella.”


The elevator opened on the twentieth floor and we turned left to walk to my door. There are six apartments on each floor, and as I placed the key in the lock, 20E opened up down the hallway and a large Weimaraner came loping at us with her tongue hanging out of the side of her mouth.


As I kneeled to pat Zac and rub her behind her ears, her owner followed behind her to greet us. “Hi, David,” I said, rising to kiss him and accept an embrace.


“Alex, I just left a message on your machine. Why didn’t you call me during the night? I only heard about the murder this afternoon. Do you need anything, any help?”


“David, this is Mike Chapman. Mike works with me. Mike, this is David Mitchell—Dr. Mitchell’s a psychiatrist,” I said as I made the introductions, “and a great friend. No, I’m okay for the moment, thanks. If you’re going to be around this weekend I’ll fill you in on the whole story. You look like you’re on your way out for the evening.”


“After I walk the dog I’ve got a dinner date. But I won’t be too late, if you want to talk.”


“I’ve got an early appointment, David, so we’ll catch up this weekend. Have a nice evening.”


I barely had the door closed behind us and the light switched on before Mike grinned at me and asked, “Ever do him?”


“Jesus, Chapman, no!” I shouted back at him, laughing for the first time in hours. “He’s my neighbor.”


“Well, that’s no answer. You did 31C, didn’t you?”


“It’s my own fault. Why did I ever start playing this game with you? I really asked for it, didn’t I?”


“Yeah, you pump me more than I’d ever have the nerve to ask you. But then, I’m a year older than you are, so I probably have a bit more experience.”


“Where did that expression start—‘do’ somebody? Is it a squad term? I can’t believe I even answer you when you ask if I’ve ever had a sexual encounter with someone. ‘Did you do him?’ It’s disgusting, Mike—I’m beginning to agree with my father that I’ve been at this job too long.”


“So who’s Dr. Mitchell? Good-looking guy—didn’t he ever ask?”


“As a matter of fact, no, he never did.”


David and I had been neighbors for more than two years. He was in his late forties, divorced, and with a thriving private practice that made him one of Manhattan’s most successful shrinks. For someone like me, convinced that psychobabble and therapy are for other people, I had an abundance of free sessions just by having cocktails with David once a week. He listened to my problems, jogged with me on the occasional mornings he could coax me off my treadmill and around the reservoir, and regularly critiqued my social companions.


“I must be losing my touch, Mike. Anyway, I’ll get the ice out. You call Steve’s Pizza—it’s auto dial number four.”


“Who are the first three?”


“My parents, and each of my brothers. And they should consider themselves very fortunate to be placed above Steve’s in my list of priority numbers. When I’m on trial, Steve’s is my lifeline.”


Most of my acquaintances were pretty quick to learn that one of the things I had never managed to take time to master was cooking. I had dinner out most evenings—it was usually when I spent time with friends—and when I was at home by myself, I could whip up a very tasty tuna salad by opening a can of Bumble Bee and adding a dollop of mayo. But I lived on a block surrounded by great take-out stores and delivery places: Steve’s for superb pizza, which always arrived hot; P. J. Bernstein’s, the best deli in town when I craved a turkey sandwich; Grace’s Marketplace for elegant dinners that simply needed a five-minute microwave zap; and David’s for a moist roast chicken when I felt like being virtuous.


“What do you like on it, Coop? I can never remember.”


“Extra-thin crust, well done, no anchovies, and any combination you want. I’m just going to change—help yourself to a drink. I’ll be out in a minute.”


I went into the bedroom and closed the door behind me. I walked over to the dressing table next to my bed and stared at the answering machine, flashing its red light in the dark. There was no one I wanted to hear from, not even my friends, because I couldn’t deal with calling anyone back right now and explaining the situation. Sitting at the table, I laid my head on my arms and let the tears slip out, debating whether to play the messages now or later.


Later. At least two Dewar’s later.


I rested a few minutes then picked my head up, turned on the lights, pulled off my panty hose, and draped my suit over the grip on the treadmill. My leggings and T-shirt felt much more comfortable, and I washed my face in the bathroom sink, spritzing on some Chanel 22, before going out to join my baby-sitter in the den. There was something about my favorite perfumes that always soothed me, and I was sorely overdue for soothing.


Mike muted the television as I walked into the room, handed me my drink, and let me settle into my chair before he asked me whether I still wanted to talk about the case.


“Is there anything else we have to talk about tonight?”


“No,” he responded. “It just bothers me. You know as well as I do that most homicides are completely random. I mean if they’re not domestic or drug-related, then the killer and victim have absolutely no connection. The best cop in the world can spend a lifetime on a case and never solve it unless somebody walks into the station house and confesses. An outdoor shooting like this, there’s no fingerprints, no DNA, no clue. Maybe it’s just a hunter who let off some shots and Isabella was in the wrong place at the wrong time. That’s how most victims get it. Bad timing.”


“It isn’t hunting season, Mike.”


“You know what I’m talking about. Let’s knock it off—you’re right. Dinner will be here in another fifteen minutes. Then I’ll get out of your hair till the morning.”


“I’ll drink to that. Cheers.”


 


We watched CNN until the pizza arrived—Third World civil wars were generally a diversion from a day at the criminal courthouse—and then moved to the dining room table to eat, working on our second drinks.


“You know what you said when we came in tonight, about your father thinking you’ve been at it too long? Were you kidding, Alex?”


“No, but that won’t change anything. You know how I feel about my job. It’s just that no one in my family—no one in my life—understands that attraction. It’s not quite what they envisioned for their kid.”


I had been raised in a comfortable suburban neighborhood north of Manhattan, the third child—only daughter—of parents who were old-fashioned and uncompromising in their devotion to each other and their families. My father’s parents were Russian Jews who emigrated to this country in the 1920s with his two older brothers, then he and his sister had been born in New York. My mother’s background was entirely different. Her ancestors had come from Finland at the turn of the century and settled on a farm in New England, re-creating the life they had known in Scandinavia, down to the primitive wooden outhouse and sauna on the edge of an icy cold lake.


She and my father met when he was an intern just out of medical school and she was a college student, both caught up one night in the same disaster. Manhattan’s most famous nightclub in the fifties—the Montparnasse—was a major attraction because of the combination of its glamorous crowds and its great jazz. My mother was there with a date one November evening, while my father was trying to get in the door with three of his pals who had just finished a tour on duty at the hospital. A raging fire broke out in the kitchen and spread quickly through the crowded club, igniting damask tablecloths and chiffon dresses and silk scarves. The four young doctors turned the Park Avenue sidewalk into a makeshift emergency room, triaging the fleeing patrons and performers, socialites and staff, as people trampled each other in an effort to escape the treacherous inferno.


My father spent the rest of the night riding the ambulances back and forth from nearby hospitals, unable to help the eighteen men and women who had perished inside the club, but saving scores of lives and calming dozens more who had been overcome by the combination of smoke and fear. The untrained volunteer who worked beside him for hours had been among the fortunate few to emerge unharmed from the Montparnasse. He learned only her first name that night—Maude—but was taken as much by her strength of spirit and gentle manner as by her perfect smile, green eyes, and wonderful long legs which she disappeared on when the ambulance delivered its final two patients to New York Hospital. When he told the story of that night he always used to say that the only way he could get the deadly images of the injured out of his mind’s eye was to conjure up the vision of my mother, sitting across from him in the ambulance all night, holding the hands of the patients he labored over, and then the nightmares subsided.


Two weeks later, when Life magazine printed the story of the fire and the rescue, my mother called to thank the young doctor whose name was printed beneath one of the photographs of the HEROES OF JINXED JAZZ CLUB: Benjamin Cooper. She had tried to find him before that, and knew only that his friends had called out to him as “Bones” the night of the fire. She assumed that was a med school nickname that had something to do with an orthopedic specialty and so had called that department at several hospitals with no success. When she finally reached him and he invited her to meet for dinner, she laughed to learn that the name had been given to him as a child by his grandmother, in Yiddish, because he was so thin—only skin and bones.


They married a year later and my father went on to do his residency in cardiology. I was twelve years old when he and his partner invented a half-inch piece of plastic tubing called the Cooper-Hoffman Valve, which changed our comfortable suburban lifestyle as much as it changed the face of cardiac bypass surgery. For the next decade, barely an operation of that nature in North America proceeded without the use of a Cooper-Hoffman, and although my father continued to do the lifesaving surgery that he found so rewarding, the income that he amassed from the distribution of the valve—and the trust funds it endowed for my brothers and myself—gave each of us the invaluable freedom to pursue our own dreams and our own careers. For me, that had developed into a devotion to public service, with the luxury of a personal lifestyle not possible for most of my colleagues, but which certainly helped to relieve the relentless intensity of my particular specialty.


Four years ago, my mother had convinced my father to retire from his surgical practice. They sold the house in Harrison, kept a condo in Aspen to be near their sons and grandchildren in the West, and moved to an exquisite Caribbean island called St. Barth’s. When they weren’t traveling so Ben could lecture at medical schools around the world, they were primarily working on nothing more arduous than improving their French, reading all the books that I never seemed to have time to get to, and worrying about why their daughter was still single and so content to be immersed in a steady diet of sexual violence.


Mike had met my parents many times and knew exactly what I was talking about. “Maybe they’re right, Alex. You can still be a prosecutor and do other things—frauds, organized crime, drug cartels.”


“Not for me. You know what I love about this? Most women who survive a sexual assault come to the criminal justice system not expecting that any kind of justice will be done. They doubt that the rapist will be caught, and both fiction and made-for-TV movies have taught them that even if he is, he’ll never be convicted. It’s great to be part of changing that, of making the system work in these cases, of putting these bastards away. And it’s so new. Twenty years ago we had laws in this country that literally said that the testimony of a woman in a rape case was not enough evidence to convict her attacker. It was the only crime on the books like that. Imagine, your guys could be found guilty just on circumstantial evidence, but a woman was not competent to be an eyewitness to her own rape. It’s very exhilarating to be a part of these victories.”


“Well, it’s obvious there’s something about it you love. But if you’re not serving dessert tonight, I’m outta here.”


I carried the dishes to the sink and walked Mike to the door. He’d be back at six-thirty to pick me up so we could make an early shuttle to Boston in the morning. “Lock up after I go, kid. The Nineteenth Precinct has a uniformed cop in the lobby all night—he was supposed to arrive at eight tonight and be on till I get here in the morning. I’ll check on the way out.”


“That’s ridiculous,” I murmured, although I was actually glad to think someone would be backing Victor up at the door.


“Don’t invite him up and distract him, blondie. If you get lonely, call for the doc next door. The cop they send for a job like this is likely to be too young for you, don’t you think?”


“Too tired to think, Mike. Good night.”


 


I took the copy of W that arrived in today’s mail into the bathroom, ran the water as hot as I could stand it, poured a few more drops of Chanel into the tub, and climbed in to decompress.


As hard as I tried to lose myself in the smashing outfits for spring and the gaunt models who obviously didn’t indulge in a lot of Steve’s pizza, my mind kept making its own connections. I thought back to what I had told the serial rape victim—Katherine Fryer—in my office earlier this morning: like it or not, try or not, you will have flashbacks; things you see and hear will trigger memories of events or conversations, and some of them will be significant to the investigation.


Now things were forcing themselves through my own head. Mike’s parting joke about calling the doc next door and the earlier coincidence of running into David Mitchell and the fact that David is a shrink and my skepticism about my own need for a shrink. It all connected back to where I did not want to go at that precise point in time: Isabella.


Why had I blown her off so abruptly when she talked about a second stalker? I knew I was feeling guilty for having done it, since he might have been her killer. Now my mind was racing as the chain of thoughts kept triggering portions of her phone calls to me. What had she said about a shrink? I know she had used that expression in one of our talks, but I couldn’t remember whether she said she was seeing one because of the stalker or that she was imagining that the stalker was a psychiatrist.


There would be more flashbacks to conversation, I knew, especially if I tried to ignore them. Tomorrow I could call Nina in L.A. and she would undoubtedly know more about it. She probably listened to Isabella more seriously than I did and would know the significance of the reference to the shrink. I took my own advice and got out of the bathtub, wrapped myself in a towel, and walked to the desk to write down my chain of thoughts, just as I told my victims to do. Then I started to dry myself off and set the alarm for 6 A.M. Before I could settle comfortably onto the bed, the telephone rang. I picked it up and said, “Hello,” only to be met by dead silence. I repeated my greeting and again got no response. I reached over to replace the receiver in its cradle, shivering from head to toe as I did so, and convincing myself that the chills were caused by my emergence from the late night bath, and not by the eerie stillness on the phone line. I pulled the covers up and concentrated on the hopeless task of falling asleep for a few hours, before setting off to see how my beloved Vineyard road had been turned into the scene of a murder.
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MIKE WAS IN FRONT OF THE BUILDING EXACTLY ON TIME, WITH A cup of black coffee for each of us. Neither he nor I function well in the early morning, so we were quiet on the short ride to La Guardia. He parked his car at the Port Authority Police Building and the cops dropped us off at the old deco Marine Air Terminal that services the Delta Shuttle.


My bodyguard happened to be terrified of flying, so he was also a bit subdued for that reason. It always amazed me that a guy who was so fearless in the face of homicidal maniacs and bloodthirsty drug lords was frightened of airplane travel, but we had been to Chicago and Miami together for extradition hearings, so I knew that Mike would be saying novenas until we were up and down safely on each leg of the trip. The odds of an NYPD detective being killed by crossfire on a street in Washington Heights were far greater than his dying in a plane crash, but we each have our own demons and I wasn’t about to mess with his.


The jet lifted quickly off runway three-three on the cloudless morning, and as the copilot suggested that the passengers on the left-hand side of the plane enjoy the sweeping view of the Manhattan skyline on a clear day, Mike’s gaze was fixed out the window on the sight of something below us to the left.


“There’s only one thing that takes the edge off a flight out of La Guardia for me,” he remarked. “If we go down around here, there’s a good shot that we wind up plastered all over Riker’s Island, and I get to take a few of those scumbags with me to their final resting place.”


“A generous thought.” Riker’s Island, four hundred acres of sanitary landfill sitting in the East River just opposite the extended airport runways, houses the main inmate population for the City of New York. It’s not quite Alcatraz, but the strong currents curtailed efforts at water escapes, and unlike the Tombs, it also holds sentenced prisoners.


As we headed out over Long Island Sound, I tried to distract Mike by telling him more about Martha’s Vineyard. “It’s not just the beauty of its beaches and the fact that it’s such a popular summer resort, but it’s a truly unusual place with a fascinating history.”


I had been going to the island for so many years that I had to think back about things that it had surprised me to learn on those first trips. “The Vineyard’s a bit longer than twenty-two miles and about ten miles wide at the deepest point—the largest island in New England—but the topography is incredibly varied, quite unlike Long Island or Nantucket. There are six separate towns, and each one is entirely different in character and appearance.”


“People live there all year?”


“Yeah, probably not more than fifteen thousand permanent residents. Then the population swells to close to eighty thousand when the ‘summer people’ and vacationers swarm on.”


I explained to Mike that it was settled by the English in 1642 and governed by the Duke of York, hence the fact that it is located in Dukes County. It was actually a part of the state of New York for its first half-century—like Kings, Queens, and Dutchess counties—then annexed to Massachusetts, which is only seven miles across Vineyard Sound.


“How can each of the towns be so different, all on the same island?”


“Two ways, actually,” I answered. “One is simply the variety of the land. There are great harbors that launched the whaling industry in America centuries ago, thousands of acres of protected forest in the middle of the island, rolling hills that supported sheep farming and an agricultural base farther west, and miles of the most glorious beaches you’d ever want to see that stretch from one tip of the island to the other.


“And the other is the way each of the towns has grown up around one way of life or another, as a result of the varied geography. Start with Edgartown at the eastern end of the Vineyard. It’s a classic New England village with rows of elegant white houses and churches and shops, quite formal in the Federal style, trimmed with fences and fabulous gardens which spill onto the brick sidewalks in summer. The large old homes are the legacy of the whaling captains who built them in the early nineteenth century, when the island was the center of that industry.”


I went on to describe each of the others. Oak Bluffs has an entirely different architecture and feel. Huge Victorian houses line the seaside area, adjacent to the Camp Meeting Grounds property which grew up around the enormous wrought-iron Tabernacle built by an evangelical association of followers of John Wesley in the late-1800s. In winter, Oak Bluffs is home to a lot of the workmen who are permanent islanders, while in summer its main street comes alive with almost a honky-tonk resort feel. It’s also got a summer population of black professionals from all over the Northeast—New York, Cambridge, Chicago, Washington—women and men who have vacationed on the Vineyard for generations.


Then there’s Vineyard Haven, the commercial center of the island and site of the main ferry terminal, which combine to make it the center of day-to-day island activities year-round, and home to almost one third of the island residents. Once you move away from those three towns, you get to the spectacular scenery of the middle and western parts of the Vineyard, where the open spaces are guarded zealously against development. West Tisbury has always been the agricultural capital, with a geographic range that includes working farms, acres of state forest, a wildlife sanctuary, and stunning homesites on rocky perches that look over Vineyard Sound to the Elizabeth Islands. There’s not much more in the way of commerce than a general store and some farm stands, a far cry from the three bustling “down-island” towns.


“Then we come to paradise,” I went on. “Chilmark.” The place on earth where I was most at peace, the place that I thought had more physical beauty than any place in the world I had ever visited. Its rolling hills and countryside are very evocative of the English countryside. The landscape is dotted with gray-shingled farmhouses, simple and functional in their beauty; and rambling throughout the houses and fields of sheep and horses are miles of ancient stone walls, built by the early settlers and farmers to mark the boundaries of their property. I like those walls best in winter and early spring when you can see the amazing combinations of rocks that have been fitted together to form their spines, before the wild roses and bittersweet of summer climb out and over to dress them in green and pink and scarlet.


And most of all what I love about Chilmark is that wherever you are in the midst of this glorious countryside, you are never very far from the sight and the sound of the water. Miles of perfectly white sand beaches on the south shore, rocky beaches both south and north, enormous ponds with clams and oysters you can dig out and take home for dinner, and ever-changing vistas of ocean currents from hilltops at every turn, of waves that could carry you anywhere you wanted to go—in a real or imaginary world.


Last town beyond that is Gay Head, the westernmost tip of the island. Much smaller in territory than Chilmark, it is also flatter and rimmed with dunes around its shorelines. But it builds to a spectacular sight at its farthest point: dramatic cliffs of multicolored clay which plunge to the sea at the junction of Vineyard Sound and the Atlantic Ocean.


By the time we began our descent into the Boston area, Mike was up-to-speed on the island history and description, most intrigued by the fact that only two of the towns—Edgartown and Oak Bluffs—were wet, and that you couldn’t buy liquor in any of the stores or restaurants up-island.


“Sounds fuckin’ weird to me—can’t even have a beer with lunch.”


“Don’t worry, there’s a full supply at the house. You’ll make it.”


From the shuttle terminal we walked across the drop-off area to a small counter at the end of a row of commuter airline desks, none of which looked as if it had been in business for more than a week and each of which served two or three places you’d never heard of in New Hampshire and Maine.


“Good morning,” I said to the girl—she looked about eighteen—who was standing below the Cape Air logo. “We’ve got reservations on the nine forty-five to the Vineyard. Names are Cooper and Chapman.” I handed her my credit card and she pulled up the computer list for the flight.


“Okay. Got ’em—Alexandra and Michael, right? What are your weights, please?”


“Excuse me?” Michael asked.


“I’m one twenty-two and he’s…what are you these days? And please tell the truth, Mike, my life may depend on it.”


“What do you need my weight for?”


“Like it’s a Cessna 402. We’ve got a weight limit, so we have to know like what the passengers weigh, and the baggage, so we can like distribute it and stuff.”


“What are we flying in, Coop, a rowboat? I can’t do this.”


“You’ll be fine. It’s only half an hour—you’ll be up and down before you have time to think about it.”


“Two-ten,” he murmured, clearly miserable as he looked out the window and noticed the tiny nine—seater parked near the exit door.


Picking up on his discomfort, the counter girl chimed in, “Like you can sit up front next to me, in the copilot’s seat. I brought her in from Nantucket an hour ago and it’s a perfect day for flying. There’s no fog and like very little wind—it’s really awesome.”


The kid was playing with Mike and he didn’t get it yet. I watched the exchange, and could see she was attracted to him, which got me to thinking about him in a way I hadn’t done for years: as a guy, and not just a working partner. Today, even at moments like this when his wonderful smile wasn’t working for him, he was handsome and lean, and a standout in most crowds. Dressed in his navy blazer, striped shirt with white collar and cuffs, jeans and loafers, he looked like any other yuppie headed for a fall weekend at a country inn.


“Thanks, but the pilot might get jealous,” Mike responded to her.


“I know you’re a very good investigator, Chapman,” I said as I nudged him with my elbow, “but she is the pilot.”


“What? You gotta be kidding me. She’s an infant, she’s gotta be in junior high school, she’s…”


“Trust me. She’s ‘like’ the pilot, Mike.”


As soon as the three other reservations arrived, the counter girl announced the flight, helped an older man in overalls carry the luggage of the other passengers out to the tarmac, and then gave her clipboard to him and climbed up onto the wing of the plane and into the window-door of the pilot’s seat.


We started to board the Cessna, with Mike doing a soliloquy under his breath. “Women are terrific…they can do anything…I believe in feminism…equal work for equal pay. But this is bullshit…this is a little girl flying an airplane…they ought to call this thing Cape Fear, not Cape Air.”


“Calm down, buddy. Women fly combat missions now. Think of them, think of Meryl Streep—you know, Karen Blixen—in Out of Africa, think of Sally Ride, the astronaut, think…”


“The only one I can think of is Amelia Earhart, and the last I heard, blondie, she still hasn’t landed yet.”


I bent down to walk the short aisle of the plane and sit in the empty copilot’s seat, knowing how great the view would be as we soared over the island on a clear morning.


Mike was coming in next as the pilot reminded him that she needed his weight near the front, and he seated himself directly behind me.


We taxied out and took off, the light craft shaking mildly as she was steered to a smoother flying altitude of four thousand feet, above the low-lying winds. I could feel Mike’s hands clutched on my seat back, but there was too much noise from the busy propellers to say much along the way. About fifteen minutes out of Logan, the Massachusetts shoreline came into view, and the distinctive outline of Cape Cod spread out below. If you were familiar with the landscape, it was easy to pick out everything along the way, from New Bedford and Woods Hole, to Hyannis and Provincetown.


And then Martha’s Vineyard rose across the sound, still green in late fall, as we crossed over the whitecaps and watched the ferries plying their regular routes to and from, the mainland. I tried to turn my head and point out some of the landmarks to Mike—I always became so animated when we got close enough for me to recognize the places that were such an indelible part of my emotional life. The pilot banked and began her approach from the east, instead of from “my” end of the island, but she came in low over the shore with its exquisite stretch of white beaches and a seemingly endless array of ponds, which looked like fingers reaching out to the ocean to hold it in place and keep it lapping onto the sand.


Mike didn’t relax his grip until the plane had come to a complete stop next to the small wooden terminal and the propellers were shut down.


The pilot unlatched her window and started to climb back out onto the wing. “Thanks for flying with us…not that you have many choices,” she chuckled. “Going back with us tonight?”


“Yes, thanks. See you later.”


“You, too, Mr. Chapman. Wasn’t it like awesome?”


“Yeah, awesome,” Mike responded.


“Looks like we’ve got a greeting committee—the Homicide Welcome Wagon,” I noted as I looked out my window, waiting for the other passengers to deplane down the narrow steps. “That’s Wally Flanders and one of his guys on the right, looks like a state trooper in the uniform next to them but I don’t know him and…”


“Who’s the one in the three-piece suit and the shades, thinks he’s going formal?”


“Don’t know him either, but I assume he’s FBI, wouldn’t you?”


“Oh no, federal sissies? I forgot we’d have to deal with them, too. Only for you, blondie, a Cessna and a feebie in the same day. No wonder I feel so nauseous.”


 


“Hey, Alexandra, awful nice of you to come on up here, Wally greeted me as Mike and I rounded the side of the terminal building. “This here’s Eb Mayhew—I think you know him—works with me in the office.”


“Hi, Eb. I’m Alex Cooper, this is Mike Chapman. I’ve known your sister for years, Eb—used to baby-sit for my brothers’ kids when they vacationed here every summer. Detective Chapman’s with the Homicide Squad in New York—the D.A. has him with me on the case.”


“Finest kind,” said Wally, with a cheeriness in his voice at this reunion which made it hard to focus on the fact that we were all together because of a murder. “And this fella is Trooper Lumbert, he’s with the state police. Been real helpful up at your place. Keeps all them tourists away from Daggett’s Pond, all looking for souvenirs of Miss Lascar. Finest kind. Then we got Special Agent Luther Waldron, sent up here by the Federal Bureau. Real lucky to get him, never had a special agent on one of my cases before.”


I was too far away to kick Mike in the shins, but he was humming the theme song from that old TV show and being fairly obnoxious: “Secret a-gent man, secret a-gent man, they’ve given you a number and taken ’way your name.” Typical meeting between fed and NYPD cop, which was likely to take a bit of the joy out of Wally’s day.


We all shook hands and exchanged greetings while I asked Wally what he had planned for the day.


“Actually, ma’am,” interrupted Agent Waldron, “I’m in charge at this point, so we’ll be talking about my plans for the day, if you don’t mind. I thought we’d all go up to your place. Show you the crime scene, then have you take us through the house, tell us how you left it and whether there are any changes, anything you might notice about the deceased’s habits or belongings. Will that be all right with you?”


Mike had been trying to hold back but wasn’t good for much longer. “When are you going to bring us up-to-date on what you’ve got so far? Leads, clues, evidence, theories?”


“Well, Mr. Chapman, my understanding is that you’re here in an unofficial capacity, sort of a shall-we-say ‘hand-holding’ function, for Ms. Cooper. I don’t think there’s much I can tell you in the way of evidentiary information.”


“Hey, Luther, let me tell you something. I’m here as a…”


“Forget it, Mike. Give it a rest. I’ll call Battaglia and we’ll straighten this out. I’m sure Agent Waldron has his orders, just like we do.”


Waldron turned to the three local investigators and suggested they go back into the terminal office with him to call their respective bases and inform the higher-ups of their next destination. I tried to smooth Mike over, but he and the fed were clearly off on the wrong foot. ‘Isn’t Wally perfect?” I asked. “You’d expect to see him working with Angela Lansbury in Cabot Cove, wouldn’t you?”


“How come he says ‘finest kind’ after everything?”


“I don’t know—it’s some kind of old New England expression—Wally uses it all the time.”


“What do you guess Eb is short for?”


“Old Mayhew name, Mike. It’s Ebenezer.”


“Jeez, I feel like I’m in a time warp—expect to see the Mayflower pull up any minute.”


“The Mayhews were the original island settlers. My house is part of one of the old Mayhew farms, built almost two hundred years ago. They’ve got classic names, wonderful old names: Zachariah, Zephaniah, Experience, Caleb, Patience, Ransford…”


“What’s the matter? Didn’t they ever hear of John and Mary…?”


“And Michael and Kathleen and Joseph? They got a little farther than your people on the names, Mikey. Much more interesting.”


Over Mike’s shoulder I could see Special Agent Waldron emerging to rejoin us. I was determined to make the day as pleasant as it could be under the circumstances, and so I smiled and asked how long he had been on the island.


“Just twenty-four hours this trip, ma’am. But I was here a few years ago doing advance for the President on one of his vacations. Beautiful spot. First time for you, Chapman?”


I wasn’t at all surprised to hear Mike respond the way he often did when he felt insulted and wanted to get back into the game. “No, Luther, actually not. It’s been a while, but I used to sail up here a lot—Edgartown regatta—spent some weekends with a girl whose old man kept a boat here. Think he used to be in the Bureau. Found out the whole squad had been doing her—decided to call it quits.” He could bullshit with the best.


Luther ignored Mike and went right on talking to me. “I understand sex crimes is your specialty, Alex. At least that’s what Wally tells me. Why would a girl like you want to spend all her time thinking about things like that? Beats me.”


It looked like I might have to admit Mike was right. The guy was on his way to proving what a schmuck he was.


“Did you hear the one about the woman who was raped by a man with a very little penis?” Luther went on, clearly thinking he was on a roll and would win me over with this one.


Before I could decide whether to say “no” or a more strongly worded “I’m not interested,” Luther announced that the woman said to her assailant, “‘Did anyone ever tell you what a small organ you have?’ And the rapist looked back at her and answered, ‘Lady, I never knew I’d have to play it in such a large cathedral.’”


I was silent. I had heard lousy, tasteless attempts at humor about rape before, but this was at a time and place to hit a new low. “Mike, want to go over with me to the Hertz office?”


“We’ve checked that out already,” Luther broke in. “It’s not the one Isabella used. She picked up the Mustang at the rental office in town, near the ferry terminal.”


“Thanks. But it’s not that. We’re clearly going to need our own car today, okay?”


“We’ll take you anywhere you need to go, Ms. Cooper. I’ve got a government car…you can ride with me.”


“Not possible, Luther,” Mike said as he steered my elbow across the grass to the rental car area. “She’s allergic to polyester. Five minutes in the car with you and she’s likely to lose it all over your best suit. Trust me, she’s hell on synthetics.”


 


We were fortunate to get one of the rental cars, since the annual Bluefish Derby, which attracted devotees from all over the Northeast, was in its last days and fishermen were everywhere. I pulled out of the parking lot and yelled to Wally that we would meet them all up on Daggett’s Pond Way. The airport is in the middle of the island, so we turned west and began the ride to my house, twenty minutes up-island, taking the South Road so I could point out my favorite sights along the way.


“We’ve got to get some information about Isabella and the investigation. You think Wally will give it to you?” Mike queried.


“That’s our best shot. We should be able to pick up a bit when they walk the crime scene with us. But at some point, back at the house, let’s make sure that one of us has a few moments alone with Wally. I don’t have to invite the trooper and Luther in for tea once they’re through with me as a witness. But we’ll ask Wally to stay, and you can suggest to Eb that he take you around the property and catch you up on some Mayhew history. Wally’s a softie—I’m sure he’ll give us some direction, once we get Luther out of the picture.”


“Luther—is he sent from central casting, or what? He’s probably dynamite on a forged check case but your mother could solve a murder faster than he could.”


“I can’t wait to tell Sarah Brenner about him. She’s working on a ‘Top Ten’ list for sex crimes prosecutors, you know, like Letterman does every night? The Top Ten assumptions people make about district attorneys who handle sex crimes…Number 3—People assume that you want to hear every joke that has the words penis or vagina in it, or has remotely to do with any kind of sexual act between humans, animals, or extraterrestrials…Number 2—People assume that you are interested in any social or sexual problem that they or anyone they have ever talked to has mentioned to them…and Number 1—People always assume that you must be incapable of a ‘normal’ social life—whatever that is—after listening to daily tales of deviancy and dysfunction. She’d just love Luther and his little organ.”


We were well into Chilmark now, beginning the gradual climb up the road at Abel’s Hill. Off to the right was the quiet local cemetery, scene of many stoned pilgrimages to Belushi’s grave, and then farther down around the curve was Clarissa Alien’s farm, with its stunning view of the Atlantic beyond the grazing herd of black and white sheep. At the intersection of Beetlebung Corner and the Menemsha Crossroad, I turned left. “This is the center of Chilmark, Mike,” with its town hall, library, post office, schoolhouse, and the general store run by my friends Primo and Mary. “We’re almost there.”


I envisioned Isabella getting her coffee and supplies from Primo every day, as I had suggested, or maybe going next door to The Feast for dinner. Had Wally checked those places, to see who was with her or whether she had signaled a sense of danger to anyone? If he hadn’t, Mike and I could do it this afternoon.


“If she didn’t hang out here, she might have gone up to Gay Head. We can check that out, too.”


“What’s there?”


“Indians.”


“Dot-and-a-knot?” asked Mike.


I bit my lip, trying not to give him the satisfaction of a smile. One of the truly refreshing things about the Homicide Squad was that political correctness had never had an impact there—it simply didn’t make a difference. “Dot-and-a-knot” was squad jargon for East Indians—the twisted headgear and the red forehead dot of the Hindu religion.


“No, stupid. Feathers. This island was inhabited by Indians—Wampanoags—until the English came. The history was like everyplace else in America—and the Indians were pushed off their land, up to the very tip of the island. Now the tribal lands are protected and the tribe has won official recognition from the government.”


I slowed down as the road dipped at the Gosnold bridge and nodded off to the right, telling Mike to look. Beyond the town boat landing and across the wide expanse of Menemsha Pond was my cherished hilltop. As soon as I hit this point in the drive my pulse always quickened and my spirits elevated: I was home. I hit the accelerator and raced up the winding hill toward the granite markers and row of six mailboxes which stood at the mouth of Daggett’s Pond Way. But as I made the last turn onto the unpaved path and saw the access interrupted by the neon yellow color of the crime scene tape, I braked to a halt and pulled the rented car into a clearing beside a faded bush of lacy blue hydrangeas, as I wondered what Isabella Lascar’s last moments had been like.
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WE SAT QUIETLY IN OUR CAR FOR FIVE OR SIX MINUTES UNTIL. Wally’s cruiser and Luther’s black sedan pulled in behind us. When they motioned to us to get out, Mike and I opened our doors and joined them on the strip of tall grass next to the roadway. It was only thirty yards back to State Road, but that was entirely out of view because of the sharp bend in the old path. And although my house and the homes of my neighbors were straight ahead, they were shielded from sight by the dense growth of pines and cedars that crowded both sides of the hilltop that crested before us.


“Not a bad place for a murder,” I remarked to Mike. “This one piece of the drive is completely secluded. It never seemed sinister to me until this moment, but it obviously presented a great opportunity for a killer to go unnoticed.”


“Now, Alex,” Luther said as he approached us, “there’s not much left here to point out to you, but I just want you to get an idea of what we think happened.”


The neon tape stretched from one of the evergreens on the east side of the path across to the old stone wall that bordered the property on the west. It ran north on the top of the wall for about five car lengths, then squared off by wrapping around a sturdy scrub oak that stood like a sentinel at the crown of the ridge.


“We figure Miss Lascar was driving back in toward the house sometime in the late afternoon. Still have no idea where she was coming from or exactly what time it was. The rental car was a white Mustang convertible, top down when she was hit. She couldn’t have been going more than ten or fifteen miles an hour on this part of the roadway.”


He was right about that. The dirt path was so deeply rutted and uneven that most cars bottomed out on it and you had to slow down to a crawl to maneuver the craters.


“We had a field team down from Boston yesterday,” Agent Waldron droned on, “but they didn’t come up with very much out here.”


“Outdoor crime scenes are the worst,” Mike commiserated. “Very hard to define.”


We had worked a few together in Central Park and in Morningside Park, so I knew exactly what he meant. Without an eyewitness and with no clear boundaries—like the four walls of a room in an apartment or the limited confines of a rooftop—it was a tough job for cops to know how far to extend the search for clues. Close it off five feet too soon and you’re likely to overlook an essential piece of evidence, but fail to limit it reasonably at some point and you’re pulling in all kinds of extraneous crap that leads your investigators off course.


“Our best guess at this point is that the killer was concealed on the far side of the stone wall. It provides a natural cover, better than a duck blind, as well as a perfect brace to steady the gun. The target drove in, moving, but nice and slow. Whoever did this was a good shot. Probably wasn’t much more than ten or twelve feet from Miss Lascar. She took two, maybe three shots to the head and neck. Not much left to help us there.”


“What kind of gun are we talking about?” Mike asked.


Waldron hesitated. I knew he wanted to be a hard-ass and not tell us anything, but his instincts seemed to be fighting that. It looked as if he actually knew he might get more feedback from a genuine Homicide detective like Mike than from Wally.


“We don’t have a coroner’s report yet. My guess is a high-powered rifle. Lots of internal destruction is what I heard from the guys at the scene. Skull was shattered.”


I winced at that description, although I had seen its image flashing in my mind’s eye thousands of times in the past thirty-six hours.


Waldron continued. “She must have been killed instantly. When her body was jolted by the shots we figure the car lurched and went smack into that big tree. That’s just where it was when she was found.”


Wally took over the narrative now, eager to give his men the credit for discovering Isabella’s body.


“Yeah, I went home to dinner ’bout six. Call came in from your neighbor, Mr. Patterson. He said his dog—you know that collie he’s got, Alex?—well, he said his dog came home, feet all covered with blood. Wasn’t cut nowhere, much as he whimpered, but he was bloodier than hell. Mr. Patterson said there must have been a big animal killed up there, makin’ so much blood. He was mad—can’t stand it when hunters start up your way before the season—and asked my boys to go on up to look.”


The secondhand description of the car, and of what remained of Isabella, was gruesome.


“Damn dog was too nosy. Got his front paw prints all over the side of the passenger door where the blood was drippin’ down, that’s how he got so full of it. The poor young lady’s head—or whatever you can call it—was resting on the top of that door. She was blown clear out of her seat—lucky there wasn’t no roof on that car or she would’ve split that in half. The blood was everywhere.”


Waldron interrupted to tell us that Wally’s crew had done a good job. “They didn’t touch anything. Just cordoned it off and called for the state police. The troopers brought us in on it because they had assumed you were the victim, Alex. Thought if you were in Massachusetts for business on any part of your trip, it might be federal jurisdiction. Someone in Wally’s office knew you’d been cross-designated a few months back to work on some interstate child pornography case. Anyway, Wally says you’ve always got work with you when you’re up here—can’t leave what you do behind you at the end of the week.”


I nodded my understanding.


“Are there photographs of the body in the car?” Mike asked.


“Of course. The scene was thoroughly processed by the team of agents.”


“Anybody hear shots?”


We were still in Wally’s territory. “Not so’s we know, Mike. This is a pretty lonely hilltop, and nobody’s let us know they heard anything at all. You got some summer people like Alex whose houses are sittin’ empty this time of year, and some old-timers like Patterson who’s so deaf I could blast my siren in the middle of his living room and he wouldn’t look up from his jigsaw puzzle. Finest kind.”


Mike had already walked over to the wall and was examining the large rocks carefully for traces of the gun or its residue. It was obvious that he would have loved to come up with a significant piece of evidence that the feds had overlooked, and equally obvious that Luther Waldron, who eyed him closely, wouldn’t give him that chance.


“Let’s go on up to your house, Alex. That’s where we hope you can be helpful. You’ll know what belongs to Miss Lascar and whether anything is seriously out of place or missing.”


“Sure.” My eyes swept the area once more as we headed for our cars. No body, no blood, no Mustang, no gun, no killer—just yellow tape strung out in an enormous square to bring home the reality that a murder had been committed on that isolated piece of road, less than five hundred yards from my house.


 


I led the way as I steered our rental car around the taped area through the tall weeds, behind the tree into which Isabella’s car had crashed, and back onto the uneven dirt path that climbed to its peak and then rolled over and started downhill toward the clearing beyond the thick cluster of evergreens. In less than a quarter of a mile we emerged from the shadows of the trees and Mike was able to see, for the first time, the incredible vista at the end of Daggett’s Pond Way.


“Spectacular!” he gasped, as I paused at the divide in the roadway where my drive split off from the others and the granite gatepost to my house defined the beginning of my paradise.


“There are lots of great views on this island, Mike, but not one of them is any better than this.”


The old farmhouse is a very simple building, gray-shingled and unpretentious, sitting on a green rise that flows down to the water, at the point where Daggett’s and Nashaquitsa ponds meet. Over the years I had added border gardens along the stone walls, filled with daylilies and nicotiana, astilbe and asters, and had replaced an acre of untamed weed with a wildflower field that threw up a colorful sea of poppies, loosestrife, and cosmos. Indestructible lilacs rooted beside my front door as they had for more than a century, and impatiens—a flower perfectly suited to my temperament—lined the sides of the original foundation and bloomed till the first fall frost.


But it was the view beyond that took my breath away every time I came back to it, so I watched with delight as Mike tried to take it all in. “What direction are we facing? What body of water is that?”


“You’re looking north over the pond. There’s a tiny fishing village there called Menemsha, then beyond that is Vineyard Sound. Another strip of land—the Elizabeth Islands—and off in the distance is America. Cape Cod.” The combination of dozens of subtle shadings of blue and green was endless today, as the sun danced on the water and the sweeping scope of almost three hundred degrees gave us the illusion of being, literally, on top of the world.


Wally and Luther pulled in behind us and drew me back to the real purpose of our visit. It was a strange and uncomfortable feeling to see Luther walk to the front door of the house and hold it open for me. I had never met him until one hour ago and yet he had already been inside and knew his way around my home, without ever having had an invitation.


“Why don’t you walk us through, Alex, from room to room. Perhaps your eye will catch some detail we’ve overlooked. And if you recognize any objects that belong to Miss Lascar, or that don’t belong to you, point them out for us, will you?”


“Of course.” I hadn’t been to the house since Labor Day, not quite a month earlier, but no one else had been there since, except my caretaker, and then Isabella. “Does it matter if we touch things now, Luther?”


“Well, I’m afraid you’re going to see that my team has, uh, dusted quite a few items for prints already. Obvious things. Drinking glasses in the kitchen and bathroom, mirrors and metal surfaces…”


My stomach churned. Another thing I hadn’t focused on, despite all my professional experience. The police and agents would have been looking for clues inside the house, especially if they thought Isabella had been killed or set up by her traveling companion. Hundreds of victims in cases I’d worked on had described to me the painful intrusion caused by their well-intentioned investigators, rifling through drawers and brushing black powder on possessions to see whether the oils from someone’s fingers had left latent prints—prints not visible to the naked eye—that could link an assailant to a crime scene.


Waldron continued, “We got some lifts, Alex, so we’ll have to do a set of eliminations before you leave. I directed the coroner to get Miss Lascar’s prints, too. Sorry about the mess—that black powder is terrible. You’ll need someone to clean it up after we’re out of here.”


It was routine for the cops to take prints of anyone who had legitimate access to the location, to eliminate them from the latent prints found. It would be expected to encounter my fingerprints as well as Isabella’s on some of the surfaces. And once we were eliminated, the inquiry would tighten to find the source of the unidentified whorls and ridges that might be hiding on glassware, porcelain fixtures, and cabinet doors throughout the rooms.


I stepped through the front door into the tiny hallway central to most colonial farmhouses, with its staircase leading up to the guest bedrooms. I led the solemn troupe past that to the left, into the living room, its crisp Pierre Deux upholstery and clean lace curtains looking just as I had left them.


“She must have used the fireplace,” I observed aloud, assuming that was the kind of detail Luther might want to know. “Those cinders weren’t there after my trip. It wasn’t cold enough to want a fire.” And I had been alone Labor Day weekend, conscious of how romantic the setting becomes with a fire lighting that cozy room.


“That candle is Isabella’s, too,” I added. “I’m sure there’s one in the bedroom just like it.”


“You’re right about that,” Luther said.


“She always travels with them. Rigaud. Takes her own scent wherever she goes to create the feeling of being at home.” I had seen those tiny green votives—cyprès was the one she favored—in every hotel suite or guest room Isabella had ever planned to stay in for more than an hour.


Mike rolled his eyes in mock disbelief. The habits of the rich—whether movie stars, yupsters, or cocaine addicts—they were all grist for his mental mill, to be worked into the routines he schemed up to delight the guys back at the Homicide Squad as they waited out the night watch for news of another corpse.


I doubled back, seeing nothing else out of the ordinary in that room, and passed my three escorts as I crossed the hallway and peered into the dining room. The table was empty, eight chairs drawn close around it, and as I leaned to look at its surface I could see the thin film of dust that usually collected within a week’s time of non-use.


“It doesn’t look like she ate in here,” I said, which did not surprise me, since the kitchen was twice the size of the dining room and had a sturdy oak table where I usually took my meals, except when I was entertaining, with the help of a local catering service.


We walked single file into the kitchen, and my jaw dropped at the sight of the black fingerprint powder coating the cupboard handles, refrigerator door, coffee mugs in the sink, the wineglasses still in the Rubbermaid drain, and the receiver of the telephone.


“Sorry, Alex, but we…”


I interrupted Luther briskly. “I understand what you had to do. It’s just unpleasant to see it in my own home.”


“Would you check the food supply, please? Anything different or unusual?”


Luther held his handkerchief around the handle of the refrigerator as he pulled open the door. “There was nothing in it when I left except diet Coke and beer, so all of this is Isabella’s,” I told him.


There was milk and juice, English muffins and butter, yogurt and half a package of hot dogs.


“Was she a vegetarian?” Wally asked.


“Yes, Wally. But I guess her boyfriend went both ways.”


I looked in the pantry and cupboards, which were pretty bare. Just as I left them.


“Must have cleaned out your shelves so the mice don’t get nothing over the winter, Alex,” noted Wally.


“Wally, she’s got the skinniest roaches in all of New York City. If they wait around for Alex to serve ’em food, they’ll die of starvation,” joked Mike, knowing that my dislike of cooking meant that the cabinets were usually empty.


Luther moved to the old Welsh cupboard which held my collection of antique pitchers and opened the doors below, where the liquor was stored.


“Anything missing?”


“I don’t measure the bottles, Luther. I wouldn’t have a clue what was here last month or whether something’s an inch lower than it was before. I told Isabella to help herself to whatever she wanted, of course.” I thought of my aunt Gert, who used to swear that her housekeeper sipped gin every Wednesday morning when she came in to clean her apartment. Gert took to using the tape measure from her sewing kit to check the level in the bottle, but could never remember where she hid the slip of paper with the number on it from week to week. The housekeeper long outlasted Aunt Gert, but the old girl would have been right up Luther’s alley.


He was about to close the door when Mike asked if the cops had dusted the bottles.


“Obviously not. There’s no powder on them, is there?”


“Well, take those three in. The front ones. I’d be willing to bet you’ll find prints—maybe Isabella’s, maybe someone else’s—but they’ve been moved since Labor Day.”


Even I looked puzzled.


Mike went on. “See how the Stoli and Jack Daniel’s are in front? If Alex was the last to use them, the Dewar’s would be the closest to the door. But the scotch is a step back and the other two are in front.”


Luther was frowning as he looked from Mike’s triumphant expression to my grin. I guessed that he was more upset by the suggested intimacy of our friendship than the thought he had missed a point he had no reason to know about. But I had missed it, too.


“He’s right, Luther. And Isabella usually drank vodka, so…”


“I thought she was a vegetarian,” mused Wally, puzzled by the significance of any of this. “Do they drink?”


“She was a man-eating vegetarian, Wally,” Mike said, deadpan, “and a heavy-drinking one at that. Alex used to tell us she liked vodka, wine, and lighter fluid best, didn’t you? That’s what kept her so arrogant and frisky.”


Luther had his notepad out and was starting his list of additional things to do. There was nothing else of significance in the kitchen and we paraded out the far door ahead of him, through the room I had converted into a small office—which seemed untouched—and into the master bedroom.


While I stopped to take in the tableau of Isabella’s interrupted retreat, Mike walked across the large room to stare out the glass doors, which made up the entire wall, at the stunning view down the grassy slope to the blue tints of the pond and sound. This room was my favorite, sunny and cheerful all day, and so private that not a curtain or shade covered an inch of the opening. My only encroachers were the deer who ventured out at night and the osprey I had built a nest for at the edge of the property. Over my bed was a whimsical trompe l’oeil painting of my wildflower field done by a local artist who liked to come to my hilltop to paint, and who gifted me with it years ago.


Now there was the clutter of Isabella’s belongings. I recognized the monogrammed luggage from T. Anthony: two duffels and a train case. A few of the silk lounging outfits she collected had been hung in the closet—much too formal for the Vineyard—but most of the sweaters and leggings were still sitting in the open cases, and underwear—all La Perla—was draped on my chaise and lying twisted on top of the coverlet on the unmade bed.


Luther caught up with us and the three men watched as I circled the room to distinguish between my possessions and those that would be neatly repacked and sent out to Isabella’s cousin, her only living relative. Next to my clock radio was the other Rigaud candle and a script of a screenplay for a movie entitled A Dangerous Duchess—the Story of Lucrezia Borgia. Isabella had longed to do a period piece about a complicated character, but despite the eagerness she had expressed, it appeared from the placemark—still near the front of the manuscript—that her plans to slip away to read were put on hold by the pleasurable companionship of a playmate.


My eyes moved to the table on the other side of the queen-sized bed. The books and tea caddy that sat there had been in the same positions all summer and seemed unmoved. I tossed through her bags and folded up some of the items I knew were Isabella’s, and explained to Luther that nothing I could see gave me any leads. The bathroom was full of her lotions and potions, all from Kiehl’s, and more makeup than most women would use in a lifetime.


“We, uh, recovered some used condoms from the bathroom wastebasket and sent them down to the lab,” Luther said.


“No, Luther, they weren’t here from my last trip,” I offered, since he seemed uncomfortable about suggesting that. “I’m afraid there’s not much more I can show you here. Are you thinking that the guy who was here with her killed her, or that the shooter came in after the killing and took anything?”


“I wish we could answer that one, Alex. Right now we just don’t know. Miss Lascar’s purse was right there in the car with her, with plenty of cash and traveler’s checks in it. So if you’re not missing anything from the house, it doesn’t seem like anything of hers is gone either.”


“Luther, was her Filofax in the pocketbook?”


“Her what?”


“Her datebook. It’s a red leather booklet, about this size,” I said, outlining its dimensions with my hands. “That’s her bible, she never let go of it. It has every name and phone number she’s ever known in it, every appointment, every assignation, every lover. Did you find anything like that?”


Wally answered first. “Was my boys that found the stuff, Alex, and there wasn’t any ‘finderfacts’ that I know of. Not in the house either. We went through everything pretty good.”


“There’s two things that Isabella wouldn’t part with very easily. One was her ring.” She and I shared a passion for Schlumberger jewelry—I coveted it, she bought it. She had a fabulous sapphire mounted in a setting called Two Bees—the most exquisitely delicate gossamer wings supporting the deep blue stone. “And her book. That book was the key to her entire life, professional and social. Find the book—you’ll find the phone number and other vitals for Mr. Safe Sex and most of the rest of the people you’ll want to interview.”


“Well, I can account for the ring all right. They had to saw it in half down at the morgue to get it off her hand Wednesday night.”


Mike saw me grimace. “That’s okay, blondie. Keep this up and I’ll have enough overtime next year to get you one of your own.” He only said it to rattle Luther a bit more, but it didn’t help me either, underscoring the additional brutality of an autopsy to the already ugly fact of Isabella’s murder.


“No book, though,” Wally added.


Luther’s pad was out again as he wrote my description of Isabella’s Filofax.


“It was always in her pocketbook or tote. If that’s gone, I’d suggest that your killer had enough fortitude to reach into the bloody car and remove it. That’s my guess.”


When he finished writing, Luther asked me to join him in the kitchen to answer a few questions about Isabella.


“Wally, why don’t you take Mike out and show him around while we’re talking here,” I suggested.


“Finest kind, Alex. Love to do it. Let’s go, Kojak,” Wally chuckled, as he led Mike out the side door and Luther and I sat down at the kitchen table to dissect what I knew of Isabella’s life.
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SPECIAL AGENT LUTHER WALDRON WAS OUT TO SHOW ME JUST how thorough a federal investigation could be, even though it was pretty clear to the rest of us that he didn’t actually have jurisdiction over the murder of Isabella Lascar. He wanted to know the entire history of our relationship and all of the details of our recent conversations, despite the fact that I had gone over that with Mike Chapman the day before. Had I been anything less than cooperative, Waldron’s boss would have been on the phone to the District Attorney and I would be forced to waste the rest of my weekend doing this again.


“I don’t mean to suggest anything negative by my question, Alex, but why do you supervise the stalking cases that come into the office? They’re not really sex offenses.”


“No, Luther, they’re not. Back when Battaglia asked me to take over the Sex Crimes Unit, he used to joke that my professional territory was everything between the knees and the neck. That covered most of what I did. But with the increase in stalking cases and harassment that all of us in law enforcement began to see in the late eighties—by phone, by mail, by computer, and by physical menacing—we didn’t know what to do with them. Once the psychiatric experts started to work with us it was obvious that a lot of the cases involved domestic relationships that had broken up and lovers who had been jilted, so the D.A. thought our unit was a natural home for many of them. They’re usually crimes with complex motivations and victims who need especially sensitive treatment. In that sense, they’re very much like sex offenses.”


Stalking cases are really an odd variety of criminal behavior, which Waldron knew every bit as well as I did. Most states, like New York, don’t even have a law that proscribes the conduct—there is no penal code provision that specifically outlaws what most of us think of as stalking, no crime on the books with that name. We struggle to prosecute under a broad range of petty violations when the bad guy makes harassing phone calls or mails threatening letters. But the risks are enormous between that sort of action—when not punished—and the enraged lover who tires of his calls and entreaties being ignored by his subject, and waits nearby her office building with a gun in his hand. Not a week goes by when I don’t have several of these pending, with women desperately fearful as they tell me about their estranged husbands standing outside their offices or apartments every day, watching their movements. They plead with me, each of them wanting to know the same thing: if that conduct is a violation of their orders of protection. Can’t he be rearrested?


No, I respond, it rarely is legal cause for rearrest, no matter how sympathetic the prosecutor or cop. Lurking and watching and following seem to have no sanction in the courts, and yet the stalker’s next move often escalates to a deadly one. You can keep the harasser a certain number of feet away from the victim’s front door, order him not to enter her workplace, and demand that his calls and letters cease, but once she’s an open target walking in a public space or street or subway, the thin sheet of paper handed to her by a judge as an order of the court is as worthless as Confederate currency. The criminal justice system is far more capable of dealing with murder than with harassment, though the line that divides them is often deceptively slim.


“Tell me what you know about Miss Lascar’s latest threats.”


“Well, that’s just it, Luther,” I said sheepishly. “I’m afraid I didn’t press her much about them—I thought they were mostly an excuse to ask me to use the house and to come up here for some privacy.”


He frowned and I knew he was telling himself how unprofessional of me that had been. He was right.


“She told me that she had gotten some messages at the hotel and even some callers who got through the operator, but then hung up on her. She didn’t save any of the slips of paper. Isabella attracted attention wherever she went, Luther, and she was used to dealing with it. She did tell me she was annoyed about a shrink—her words—and some letters she had gotten. I don’t know if it was her psychiatrist or just someone she met who happened to be a shrink.”


“Yeah, we had that information yesterday. Her agent’s getting the information on all her doctors for us. She’s been through six or seven therapists in the last few years. And we’ve got the agent and the cousin taking the LAPD through her house on Sunday—the funeral’s tomorrow…”


“Yes, I know.”


“They’ll be looking for that correspondence—plus notes, love letters, business deals. Perhaps we’ll fax you copies of any papers that might be connected to things she talked to you about—you can tell us if they relate to the problems she discussed with you.”


“Of course, anything I can do.”


“Have you ever met her ex-husband, Richard Burrell?”


“No, no, I never met him. She had told me a lot about him, and Nina Baum—our mutual friend—knew him quite well.” I waited to see where Luther was going with this before I offered the information that Isabella and Nina had gossiped about so freely when we first met.


“They’d been divorced for some time, I understand.”


“Yeah.”


“Well, we’re giving him a close look, Alex. The reason she went to Boston was to meet with him last Saturday.”


“What?” That information really came as a surprise to me. Richard Burrell had produced a few of Isabella’s first movie projects and she had eloped with him one weekend when she was still an unknown. He had been a big deal in the business once, but just as she started to emerge, his cocaine problem engulfed him and cost him most of his money as well as his short-lived marriage. She dropped him instantly, accepting the advice that she would be poison in Hollywood if anyone suspected that she was as deeply into the white powder as Burrell was.


“I’d keep it under your hat, Alex, but it’s a fact. They were both at the Ritz-Carlton last weekend. Separate rooms, arrived and departed at different times—but it was a planned meeting. Her agent thinks he’s been trying to reconcile—wanted to meet with her to show her he—s off the coke, clean. He’s been living on one of those small islands off the coast of Maine for the past year, trying to write.”


“You ought to talk to my friend Nina about Richard Burrell. I’ll give you her number. I think Isabella always had a soft spot for him, but reconciliation was out of the question.”


“Did she ever tell you he was violent to her, or abusive? You know, confide in you because of what you do, what your job is?”


“With a couple of drinks she’d have confided in anyone, Luther. Isabella was quite open about her personal life. Much too open. No, she had a lot of complaints about Richard, and how much it cost her to keep him out of trouble, but he never hurt or threatened her. He was wild when he was coked up—vulgar and coarse and unfaithful—but he didn’t direct it at her.”


“How about guns? Did she ever mention he had guns?”


“No, not specifically. But when I listened to Isabella and Nina, I used to think that everybody in L.A. had guns. It always seemed so different than New York. Everyone in the Hollywood Hills, in the Valley, in town—they all seem to have guns. Not necessarily to carry, but at home or to keep in their cars. Weird. The more upscale they are, the more guns, the more automatics. You know, Luther, when the revolution comes…they’ll be ready.” I don’t think Luther followed me, but he was probably a gun freak, too.


“Do you have a gun? I mean, a handgun, for protection?”


“Luther, with my temper that would be a real mistake. No, I hate guns.”


“Oh. Well, that’s about all I can think of for now. We’ll be able to pick up some speed on this investigation next week. A lot of the West Coast friends and business associates will be more available to us once the funeral is over.”


We got up from the table and I glanced at the clock on the wall to see that it was almost two in the afternoon. Mike and Wally were sitting in the sunshine on the deck off the kitchen, feet up on the railing, keeping themselves out of our way. Wally probably hadn’t had a fresh, captive audience like Mike in years and was undoubtedly telling him all the local news and island crime stories.


Luther and Wally thanked us for our help and we made arrangements to be in contact during the week. I saw them to the front door and waved good-bye as each car headed out the gate.


“Don’t tell me you’re leaving me for Luther,” Mike said as I headed back out onto the deck. “That is one huge blast of hot air.”


“How come you didn’t ask me if I did him? You left me alone in there with him for almost two hours.”


“Nah. I figure Wally’s more your type. You got a real thing for those sweet old guys. I can see you living up here, married to Wally, running the local jailhouse, or maybe a saloon—like Miss Kitty—while he rids the island of all the vermin who sail in from the mainland.”


“You guessed it, Chapman. C’mon, I’ve got to call the office and check my messages. I’m sure you do, too.”


“Then you have to buy me some lunch—I’m starving. I’m dying to hear what you got from J. Edgar Waldron—Wally was easy as pie.”


Laura answered my phone on the first ring. She expressed her usual concern for me and told me that it had been a relatively quiet Friday. All calls from police officers and witnesses had been transferred to Sarah Brenner. My mother had phoned to get Laura’s opinion about how I was holding up—(just fine)—and whether I was really in any danger—(of course not). Nina wanted me to call her when I got back to the city. Dinner invitations from Joan Stafford and another friend, Ann Moore (tell them thanks but I’ll be exhausted. Rain checks). And Jed called from Paris—see you tomorrow.


Mike checked in with his office and then turned back to me.


“Okay, Coop, I’m ready. Who’s got the best fried clams on the island? I’ve got a craving.”


“That’s simple—the Bite. Grab a couple of cold beers and let’s go.”


 


A seven-minute car ride from my door was the best joint for fried clams in the world. It’s a tiny wooden shack on the side of the road in Menemsha—a stone’s throw from the commercial fishing dock—with only two picnic tables next to it. But Karen and Jackie Quinn turned out thousands of the most lightly fried clams from late morning through late night in season, which was only from the Memorial Day weekend through the end of October.


I turned the ignition key on in our rented car as Mike asked, “Who’s Luther wound up about?”


“He’s so rigid, he didn’t give a lot away. He’s got Richard Burrell, the ex-husband, in his sights.”


“Sound right to you?”


“Not really, especially if he’s off the coke. But there’s no question she was with him in Boston last weekend, so who knows if he followed her here. And Wally?”


“Wally says they’re trying to find an old boyfriend who was sort of a loose cannon. An actor or stunt guy named Johnny Garelli. Ever hear of him?”


“Shit, I should have thought of him, too. Isabella used to call him Johnny Gorilla. Remember when she did one of those Tom Clancy movies, about gun runners and dope dealers in some Central American country? Johnny was a great-looking, brain-dead ex-Marine who had a bit part in the movie, and they had an affair during the filming. Hit all the tabloids and supermarket magazines.”


“I must have missed it.”


“It worked fine for three weeks in the jungles of Guatemala, but once she got him back to Bel Air, he had trouble holding up his end of the conversation.


“Anyway, she came to New York for a shopping trip—without the gorilla—and we met for brunch at Mortimer’s on Sunday morning. The place was packed, everyone there knew who she was, and in the door comes this wild-eyed, oversized madman—who’d gone straight from the red-eye to her hotel, where the concierge who had put Isabella in a cab directed him to the restaurant.”


“What did he want?” Mike asked.


“He just raged at her for leaving him behind. The usual stuff of a B-movie—she thought she was too good for him, she thought she could buy him off, comments about her sexual interests. I was halfway under the table and he wasn’t talking about me—but she just took it in great style, put down her bloody mary, rose to her full height, told me she’d be right back, and walked him out to the sidewalk. The people in the front half of the restaurant—the ones who count—watched as she hailed a Yellow Cab and put him inside, then left the taxi door open as she came back in to whisper an apology to me. As she started for the door again, she turned and smiled at ten or twelve of us within hearing range and announced, ‘Let this be a lesson to you, girls—always fuck your own rank.’ I sat there dumbfounded until my friends Joan and Louise, who were at the next table, stopped laughing long enough to invite me to finish my salad with them.”


“And the gorilla?” Mike asked.


“He hung on for a while. Could still be an occasional one-nighter for all I know. I don’t think she’d brag about it to me after the episode I witnessed. She’s made a lot of mistakes like that with her personal life. While they’re looking for Johnny they’ll find ten more just like him. Isabella desperately wanted respectability—a man who was solid, not showbiz, not drug-involved—there just weren’t a lot of them in her orbit. She never stopped searching for one, though.”


I nosed the car onto the dirt shoulder of the road just before we reached the Bite. Karen saw me first and practically squealed with excitement.


“Alex, what are you doing here? You told us you wouldn’t be back till the weekend we close.” She realized as soon as the words were out that she knew the connection. “Oh, I’m sorry. Isabella Lascar was staying at your place. I’m so sorry.”


“Thanks, Karen. We’re up here trying to help Wally. This is my friend Mike Chapman.”


“She was here, Alex. She was here on Wednesday.”


“Isabella?” I should have known I could get a pretty good scouting report from the Quinn sisters. They were enthusiastic, hardworking young women who loved celebrities, and if they trusted you with the information, they could tell you when Vernon Jordan or Billy Joel or Mike Nichols or Princess Di had his or her last order of clams and oysters.


“Yeah, did you send her to us?”


“Well, of course, you’re on the top of my list, Karen, and I would have sent her here, but I actually never got to speak with her on Wednesday.”


Mike casually began to ask for more details. “Do you remember what time she was here?” was how he started, and when he found out it was between two and three in the afternoon, he moved on to whether or not she was alone.


Jackie had joined in the conversation, too, and both were quick to respond that Isabella had been with a man. No, he didn’t seem at all familiar to them, and yes, they had both checked him out, simply because they assumed he might also be a movie star.


“He was a looker,” Jackie offered. Taller than Mike, also with dark hair, and probably in his forties. “They had a medium order of clams with some fries, and both of them had bottled water.”


“Did you happen to hear anything about where they were coming from or what they were up to?” I knew from lots of experience here that the deep-fryers were against the windows, right over the picnic table. My father once came close to bringing the girls to tears, unintentionally, by sitting below that window and grousing that there were too many potatoes and too few clams in the chowder. So I tried to make it easier for them to admit an overheard by urging, “It’s really important, girls. It could really help us a lot.”


Karen was eager to be useful. “It sounded to me like they were on their way to the ferry. He had to be somewhere else and she was going to stay on the island. I’m telling you, she was all over him. I’m pretty sure she was driving him to the ferry, or maybe it was the airport. But they were in a hurry and they ate pretty fast.”


“Thanks, Karen. I’m going to ask Wally to come up and take some more details from you, okay?”


“Sure.”


“Meanwhile,” Mike smiled at the sisters, “let’s have a large order of clams, some Bite fries, and two cups of chowder.”


While the order was cooking I walked Mike around the bend to show him the fishing dock and the remains of the ever-shrinking fleet of commercial boats that worked off the coastline. The Quitsa Strider and the Unicorn were both moored in the picturesque harbor, but no sign of their two island captains, brothers who are descendants of original Vineyard settlers, who still caught their swordfish by harpooning them rather than dragging a gill net at sea for days.


We came back, picked up our food, and sat at one of the tables, barely talking as we devoured our late lunch. Mike inhaled the soup and ate two thirds of the clams before he came up for air.


“You’re right, Coop, this is great stuff.”


“We may have stumbled on an important bit of evidence. Was Isabella killed before her lover left the island…or just after? Thank goodness you wanted fried clams.”


“As Mae West would say, ‘Goodness had nothing to do with it,’” Mike responded.


I reached for another clam belly as I asked Mike what he meant.


“I was all set to eat your friend Primo’s pizza for lunch. Then Wally told me about the autopsy report. Looks like Isabella got knocked off within an hour or so of her last meal…”


I gagged on the delicious morsel as Mike finished his sentence. “Fried clams—undigested, sitting in her stomach—big, juicy ones, with a little batter on them. I knew I could count on you to tell me who served the best ones on the island.”


He grinned as he raised his beer can to click mine: “Here’s looking at you, Coop. Hope you’re not still hungry—that fried food is lousy for your diet.”
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