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To be buried while alive is, beyond question, the most terrific of… extremes which has ever fallen to the lot of mere mortality… We know of nothing so agonizing upon Earth—we can dream of nothing half so hideous in the realms of the nethermost Hell.

—Edgar Allan Poe
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I looked at the pool of dried blood that covered the third-floor landing of a brownstone on one of the safest residential blocks in Manhattan and wondered how the young woman who’d been left here to die yesterday, her chest pierced by a steak knife, could still be alive this afternoon.

Mercer Wallace crouched beside the stained flooring, pointing out for me the smaller areas of discoloration. “These smudges, I figure, are partial imprints of the perp’s shoe. He must have lost his footing over there.”

The blood streaked away from the door of the victim’s apartment, as though her attacker had slid in the slippery fluid and stumbled to the top of the staircase.

“So there’s likely to be some of this on his clothing?”

“Pants leg and shoes for certain, until he cleans them. Look here,” he said, and my eyes followed the tip of the pen he was using as a pointer. Outlined on the light gray paint of the door to 3B was another bloody design. “That’s hers, Alex. She must have braced herself with one foot against that panel to push the guy off. She put up a fierce struggle.”

I could make out the V-shaped tip of a woman’s shoe sole, and inches lower the circular mark that confirmed it was a pump rather than a flat.

“High heels and all, she did pretty well for herself. Just lucky.” The uniformed cop who had been assigned to safeguard the crime scene for the past twenty-four hours spoke to Mercer as he straightened up.

“That’s what we’re calling it now when someone resists a rapist and ends up in the intensive care unit with a few holes in her chest and a collapsed lung?”

“Sorry, Ms. Cooper. I mean the girl is fortunate to be alive. You know she went DOA when they pulled up to the docking bay at the emergency room?”

Mercer had told me that. Annika Jelt had stopped breathing on the short ride to New York Hospital. The cops who were dispatched to a neighbor’s 911 call reporting screams in the stairwell knew there was no time to wait for an ambulance. The young officer who carried the victim down to the patrol car had served in the army reserves as a medic during the war in Iraq. Annika owed her life to the fact that he revived her in the backseat of the RMP, on the way to the ER, before she was rushed into surgery to inflate her lung and stanch the bleeding.

Mercer led the way down the staircase. The traces of black fingerprint dust on the banister and walls reminded me that the Crime Scene Unit had done a thorough workup of the building when they were summoned by Mercer, shortly after the 3 A.M. attack on a frigid morning in late January.

“He never got her inside the apartment?”

“Nope. She fought like hell to keep him out.”

“Did he take anything?” I asked.

“Keys. He took the ring with the keys to both the vestibule door and the apartment. The super’s changed both locks already.”

“But money? Jewelry?”

“Her pocketbook was lying on the ground next to her. Cash and credit cards were inside and she still had on her earrings and bracelet. He wasn’t there for the money.”

Mercer had double-parked outside the five-story walk-up on East Sixty-sixth Street. He had awakened me yesterday at six o’clock to tell me about the case. We had worked together for the better part of the decade that I had run the sex crimes prosecution unit of the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office, while he had been assigned to the police department’s Special Victims Squad. He knew I’d want the first heads-up about the crime, before it was reported on the local network news and before the DA, Paul Battaglia, hunted me down to get enough details so that he could answer the flood of calls from local politicians, concerned citizens, and the ever-curious media. Violent crime, especially sexual assault, was always fodder for headlines when it happened in the high-rent district of the Upper East Side.

I left my desk in the criminal courthouse this afternoon to join Mercer at the victim’s apartment. It always helped me begin to frame an investigation and prosecution if I could see exactly where the attack had occurred and what evidence there was of a struggle, or any clues to the perpetrator’s method of operation. What the lighting conditions were, the size of the area involved and distances between the beginning of the attack and its conclusion, as well as potential evidence that might be cleaned up or altered in the days to follow—I liked to see those things with my own eyes. The cops had still been too busy processing the scene themselves to allow me access when Mercer called me yesterday morning, but now they had given the green light to let him walk me through it.

In addition, my years of work on these cases often added another experienced perspective to that of the police team—and sometimes it resulted in recalling a distinctive detail or trait that would lead the investigators to a repeat offender in this category of crimes in which the recidivist rate was so extraordinarily high.

Mercer started the engine and turned up the heat in the old department Crown Vic that had responded to more sexual assaults than most officers ever would in a lifetime. “So, did anything there speak to you?” Mercer said, smiling at me.

I rubbed my gloved hands together against the harsh winter chill that had seeped through the cracks around the car windows. Lots of veteran cops got vibes at crime scenes, claiming to be able to figure out something about the assailant by being in the same space. I shook my head. “Nothing you don’t already know. Yet one more sick puppy who was somehow aroused by forcing a woman he’d never seen before to engage in a sexual act.”

“There are buildings with doormen on both corners of the block. This is a fully occupied brownstone on a well-lighted street. He’s a cool case, this guy. He got her at the front door on top of the stoop, as she was unlocking it—”

“She told you that?”

Mercer had been waiting at the hospital when the young woman emerged from the anesthetic late last evening. “Too many tubes coming out of the kid to speak, and the docs only gave me fifteen minutes with her. I asked some basics until she ran out of steam. She squeezed my hand like I told her for some yes-and-no kind of questions.”

We were driving to the hospital, just a few blocks away on York Avenue at Sixty-eighth Street. Mercer stopped in to check on his victim on the way to his office this morning, and insisted on seeing her again, as he would every day until she recovered. He wanted to tell the young exchange student that he had telephoned her parents, in Sweden, and that they were flying here tomorrow. Until they arrived, he would be the closest thing to family she would have at her side.

“Did Annika know he had the knife when he accosted her?”

“She never even heard him coming. I figure the first thing she felt was his arm yoking her neck and the blade of the knife scratching the side of her throat.”

“Not a particularly distinctive MO,” I said.

“You looking for creative, too, Alex?”

I shook my head.

“It’s all in the details, as you know. Exactly what words he said, how he touched her, what he smelled like. It may be a couple of days until we can get all that from her.”

“And hope in the meantime that he doesn’t feel it necessary to finish the job with another victim tonight or tomorrow.”

Mercer flashed his badge at the security guard in front of the hospital driveway, who motioned him to leave the car right at the curb.

Sophisticated monitors beeped their familiar noises as we pushed open the doors into the surgical ICU. Nurses were engaged in every one of the eight cubicles, tending to patients in the most critical phase of care.

Mercer walked to the glass-enclosed area where Annika Jelt lay in bed.

“She’s awake, Detective. You can come in,” the nurse said.

I remained in the doorway as Mercer took a step to the bedside. He reached out his large hand and placed it on Annika’s arm, above the intravenous needle that carried fluids back into her slim body. As she felt his touch, the young woman turned her head toward us and tried to smile, recognizing her new friend and protector.

“Hello,” she whispered, barely able to move her mouth because of the tubes coming out of her nostrils.

Mercer leaned his six-foot-six-inch frame over the bed railing and gently stroked Annika’s forehead. “Don’t try to talk. I just came back to check on you. Make sure they’re treating you right.”

The nurse walked to the far side of the bed and adjusted the pillows behind her head. “Detective Wallace told me he’d haul me off to the clink if we don’t get you up and out of here as soon as possible.”

She twisted her head back toward the nurse and forced another smile.

“I spoke with your mother, Annika. It’s okay. She and your dad will be here tomorrow.”

At the mention of her parents, the girl’s eyes filled with tears and a guttural cry escaped from her mouth. She wanted to speak but couldn’t find the strength, or the right words.

“They know you’re going to be fine. They want to come over here and be with you.”

I couldn’t understand what she was mumbling. Her head was moving back and forth, causing all the monitors to go into high gear. It was something about what she wanted.

“I know you want to go home,” Mercer said. Her hand was clasped in his and he continued to try to calm her by stroking her hair.

I bit my lip and thought of how isolated and frightened she must be. Alone in a foreign country, victim of a crime that almost took her life, and not even able to speak on the telephone to assure her family that she would survive.

“Remember the lady I told you about, my friend Alex? I’ve brought her here to meet you,” Mercer said, stepping back from the bed that was surrounded with medical equipment so that Annika could see me.

I came in closer and she dropped his hand, gesturing toward mine. I took his place by her side, covering her cold fingers with my own, and let Mercer finish speaking. “Alex and I are going to find this man, Annika. All you have to do is get strong again. That’s your only assignment.”

“Mercer’s right. You need to get all the rest you can. We’ll be back to see you every day. We’ll get you everything you need.”

“Home?” This time I could hear her clearly.

“Of course you can go home as soon as you’re well enough to travel,” I said.

“She’s almost due for her pain medication,” the nurse said. “She gets agitated whenever anyone mentions her family. She doesn’t want them to see her this way and she worries about how upset they must be. They never wanted her to come to New York for school.”

We waited until she had composed herself, and the MorphiDex that the nurse added to the drip began to take effect.

Annika’s watery brown eyes blinked repeatedly, like she was fighting sleep, determined to make sure that Mercer stayed by her side. She closed them at last, her small head barely making a dent in the firm pillows behind her, looking pale and sallow against the crisp white hospital linens. The lifesaving machinery that surrounded her outweighed her twofold. Its blinking lights and beeping noises wouldn’t disturb her medicated slumber, and I hoped as well that nightmare visions of her attacker couldn’t penetrate the veil drawn around her by the strong painkillers.

It was not even five o’clock when we got back into the car for the ride downtown to my office, but it was already pitch-black and the windchill factor had dropped several notches.

Mercer’s cell phone vibrated and he unhitched it from his belt to flip it open as he pulled out of the driveway onto York Avenue.

“Sure, Bob. I’ll take a preliminary,” he said, looking over at me.

It was Bob Thaler, the chief serologist at the medical examiner’s office, who had worked up a quick analysis, less than twenty-four hours after getting the evidence found at the scene of Annika’s assault. These tentative findings would later be validated with further testing. This first run wouldn’t hold up in court, but it would give us an immediate idea if there was evidence of value.

“Yeah, we picked up those four cigarette butts from the stoop in front of the building. You find something?”

Thaler gave him an answer, which caused Mercer to turn and wink at me. Good news, I assumed.

But their conversation went on, and as he listened, Mercer’s smile faded to a serious expression, almost an angry one. He hung up the phone, dropped it on the seat between us, and accelerated onto the FDR Drive.

“There’s that word ‘lucky’ again. I was afraid we were hopeless on the serology because there was no semen. Thaler’s got Annika’s blood on one of the cigarette stubs. That’s why he wanted to know where we found them. Looks like the guy stepped on it on his way out of the building, with wet fluid still in the creases of his shoes from where he dropped her on the landing.”

“You heard something else you didn’t like.”

“They were able to work up a profile from the saliva on the same butt, too. I’d say it’s our man, without a doubt.”

It would be a stretch for Mercer to get excited about a random item that wasn’t even found inside the apartment hallway, where the crime occurred. He knew better.

“Didn’t you just say there were four—”

“I’m not talking about a foreign profile, Alex. It’s a very familiar one. Three of the cigarettes are useless. The butt with both blood and saliva on it was dropped there—maybe on his way up the steps when he spotted his prey—by someone you and I haven’t seen in a very long time.”

“We know him?” Someone we sent away who got out of jail, I expected Mercer to tell me. Someone we’d put away who was back to haunt us. A paroled convict who would be easy to track down through new sex offender monitoring laws. The surprise chance of something breaking in our favor so early shot through me like a burst of adrenaline.

“If I knew who he was, if I could tell you his name, then I wouldn’t be cruising you downtown right now. I’d be knocking on his door and throwing the cuffs on him tonight,” he said. “The bastard beat us cold four years ago then disappeared long enough for me to begin to believe he’d come to his own violent end. Now here he is again, obviously more dangerous than before.”

“You think you know—?”

“I do know, Alex. Thaler just confirmed it for me. The Silk Stocking Rapist is back in business.”
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I looked at the grid of the Manhattan street map mounted on poster board behind my desk and pressed a red plastic pushpin into the location of Annika Jelt’s apartment. The distance between the building in which she had been attacked and the one in which I lived was less than the width of my fingernail, barely five blocks away.

I turned around to face the district attorney of New York County. “I’m ready to go to the grand jury tomorrow and start taking testimony.”

“You’ve got to catch the creep first, Alex. You have to know who committed the crimes before you indict anyone for them.”

“I do know who he is, boss.”

“You got a name? You come up with something I’m not aware of?”

“I’ve got a DNA profile. I have five women—”

“What, from four years ago?”

You can interrupt me but you can’t shut me down. “I said we’ve got five women whose cases were matched up to each other’s by the serology lab and four more victims of attempts that scream his MO loud and clear, even without a trace of physical evidence. Now we have a fresh hit.”

Paul Battaglia turned away from me and took a step toward the door. “So I’m supposed to tell the press that this maniac is back on the loose, and I’ve decided to indict some indecipherable genetic markers to make the public feel safe? Come back to me when Mercer has someone in handcuffs. Give me a name, a date of birth, and a mug shot I can plaster all over the newspapers. Am I right, Detective?”

The expression on Mercer’s face was obscured by Battaglia’s cigar smoke.

“I’d like your permission to indict him.”

“Indict who, Alex?”

“John Doe. I want to charge this rapist as John Doe. Would you just stay here long enough to listen to what we’ve put together?” What I really wanted to tell him was not to be so dismissive of me without letting me make my case, but even after running his sex crimes prosecution unit for almost ten years, there were some lines I couldn’t cross with Paul Battaglia.

“You’ve done this before, haven’t you? Why do you need me—”

“I’m not wasting your time, Paul. We’ve only done it twice here, on cases that didn’t have any ink. No press coverage. Sort of slipped it under the radar screen.”

It had been a risky move the first time I decided to indict a rapist when all we knew about his identification was the unique combination of alleles that made up his DNA profile. No flesh-and-blood image to go with it, no clue what his name was or where to find him. I wasn’t even sure Battaglia had been aware that I’d tried the novel approach.

“Once the commissioner goes public tonight with the fact that the Silk Stocking Rapist is back, you’ll have the entire Upper East Side squeezing you for a solution.”

I had his attention now. Maybe Battaglia’s election campaign slogan assured Manhattan’s citizens that you can’t play politics with people’s lives, but he would again be on the ballot in November and vulnerable to concerns about every spike in violent crime statistics.

He leaned against the doorframe and talked out of the side of his mouth, his cigar wedged firmly in the center. “What advantage does it give me, this John Doe indictment?”

“Two things. This new case isn’t the issue. But the older attacks took place more than four years ago. If we don’t get the guy soon, the statute of limitations runs out on those and he can’t be charged for any of the cases.”

Unlike murder, which could be prosecuted whenever the killer was caught, sexual assault cases in New York had to be brought within five years of the occurrence of the crime, barring special circumstances that the courts had recently allowed.

“So by charging him now, this, uh, this—”

“This John Doe, whose genetic profile we literally spell out in place of the defendant’s name on the front of the indictment, has a combination of DNA alleles that the chief serologist is going to tell you is expected to be found in only one in a trillion African- American men. Once the squad puts a face and name to this evidence, I promise you we’ll get a conviction on all counts.”

Mercer’s back was against a row of file cabinets in my crowded office. His soft, deep voice added the latest news from the NYPD’s press office. “The commissioner’s called a conference for seven o’clock. He’s releasing the composite sketch from the last reign of terror. This new victim won’t be able to work with the artist for days, but we don’t have to worry about that with the match Thaler gave us. All of the women from four years ago signed off on the accuracy of the sketch back then. Same face as last time, same skills.”

“When we get him, we make sure he never sees daylight again,” I said. “He goes away for this case and anything else that he does from this point on. And trust me, Paul, he isn’t stopping with Annika Jelt.”

Mercer agreed with me. “He’s way too frenzied now. Coop’s plan gets him for every attack the first time he was in town. We beat the statute and ask for a sentence of life imprisonment—plus how’s another two hundred fifty years for good measure?”

“Annika’s mother and father are flying in from Sweden tomorrow. All she wants to do is go home, and all her parents want is to get her out of big, bad Gotham City. I’ve got to take her testimony as soon as she’s able to move from the hospital bed.”

“What else? You said there were two advantages to indicting Mr. Doe.”

“We enter the profile in the data bank. Upload it to CODIS.” The Combined DNA Index System collected results from both convicted offender databases and unsolved casework from every contributing lab in the country. Our evidence was routinely transmitted to Albany as well as to the federal system.

Battaglia shifted his position and chewed the cigar over to the corner of his mouth. “Why isn’t it already in CODIS from the time the old cases were tested?”

Mercer spoke. “We weren’t linked to the feds when the first cases occurred.”

“And the profile had to be reworked, Paul. Four years ago, DNA matches were declared with as few as eight loci in common. Now we can’t upload a sample unless we’ve got a thirteen-loci hit.”

The reason that DNA had become such a critical tool in identifying individuals is because no two people, with the exception of identical twins, have the same genetic fingerprint. Lab analysis doesn’t look at all of a person’s DNA, because more than 95 percent of it is exactly the same among every human on earth—two arms, two legs, one head, and so on. What makes us unique is the area of DNA within our chromosomes that is different, and that’s called a locus, or location. The more loci that are compared in the laboratory, the more valid the DNA match.

“I assume you hope to find something if you put this information in CODIS. What good is it if it doesn’t tell you who he is?”

“Maybe we learn where he’s been. I’d settle for that, for starters. Cold hits on serial rape patterns in other cities, a connection to a relative, or a jurisdiction he relocated to for a few years. Rapists this successful don’t go dormant, Paul. If he wasn’t in jail somewhere—which CODIS also finds out for us—then you can bet he was committing these crimes on somebody else’s watch. Maybe the national data bank will tell us where.”

I could see the frown lines setting in on Battaglia’s face. “So if I follow the commissioner’s press conference with one of my own next week—the day you get your first grand jury filing—telling them about my idea to indict the DNA of this monster, you’ll give me a briefing on all this, right? Loci and alleles and the rest of the scientific lingo. I’ll be able to handle questions on this, in English?”

He was a very quick study. Half an hour in his office before the press corps arrived and the district attorney would be explaining the process of polymerase chain reaction testing and short tandem repeats to them as well as the best serologists would do it on the witness stand at trial.

“This John Doe business stands up on appeal?” he asked.

It was still a controversial technique, used first on a serial pedophile case in Milwaukee and not yet litigated before our appellate jurists. “Our cases were both pleas. It hasn’t been tested yet in New York. But the higher courts in Wisconsin, California, and Texas have all upheld it.”

“Yeah, well, those judges won’t be close enough to this courthouse to see the egg on my face if there’s a screwup at 100 Centre Street, will they? You got law for me to read?”

It didn’t pay to try to put anything past Battaglia. “I’ll give you cases, but yes—there’s a slight distinction.”

He started to shake his head at me.

“We’re solid, Paul. Really. Those other states don’t have grand jury systems, so they don’t have to go forward by way of indictment. The prosecutors simply issued warrants with sworn affidavits from witnesses and lab techs. It’s not that the law is different, it’s just an easier way for their lawyers to proceed. Think of it like this, boss. You can announce that you’re the first district attorney in the country to do John Doe DNA indictments.”

He liked being first at everything. Creating specialized investigative units, taking down international banking firms that no other government agency dared touch, putting deadly drug cartels out of business—originality was a hallmark of his prosecutorial style.

“So it was a good idea, then, for me to think of doing this, wasn’t it?” Battaglia said, smiling at Mercer.

He was in a better mood for the second part of my request. “I’m going to need money, Paul. The ME’s office will have to retest all of the old samples to conform to the current standard number of loci. We may need to outsource some of them to private labs, which gets pretty expensive. And Mercer’s got some interesting approaches that are going to cost us a bit of—”

“Whatever happened to old-fashioned legwork, Detective? Pounding the pavement, spreading some five-dollar bills around town till somebody drops a dime on the perp?”

“Mr. Lincoln’s portrait? I haven’t broken a case using small change like that since I was in the Academy. This guy beat me first time around, Mr. Battaglia, and I’m damned if it will happen again. He’s escalated the violence already.”

“I thought this case wasn’t completed. He didn’t rape her, did he?”

“Only because she fought with every ounce of strength she had to stop him. That’s why she was almost killed,” I said. “Resisting him—probably because he tried to tie her up.”

This predator was fuel for a tabloid feeding frenzy. Not only did he target women in one of Manhattan’s toniest residential neighborhoods, long known as the Silk Stocking District because of the wealthy New Yorkers who built mansions there a century ago. He also used panty hose to bind his victims’ hands together after he had subdued the women at knifepoint. It didn’t matter to the New York Post that most hosiery hadn’t been made of silk since the Second World War. Nylon, Lycra, and spandex didn’t quite have the same ring on the front page of the morning papers.

The police commissioner’s press release tonight would be cause for flooding the area with additional street cops in a precinct already stretched thin by manning security posts on the consulates, diplomatic residences, and high-profile public buildings like art museums that sat within its borders.

“So, no stocking to tie her up this time, but you’re willing to go with some drool on the cigarette butt to confirm it’s the same man?”

“We don’t even know what he did to her, Mr. Battaglia. She hasn’t been able to talk yet. The docs have only let me in long enough to ask a handful of questions. I’m not sure how he tried to restrain her. She may have started to kick and fight because of the weapon alone, or because he actually brought out the stocking to tie her. Now that I have the hit from Thaler, I’ll go back up to the hospital and see if she’s ready to give me more.”

“Maybe I can put together an array of composite sketches,” I said, “to see whether she picks out our man from the old drawing.”

“When I interviewed her briefly, it was before I knew about the DNA match. This time, I can ask her if she saw any panty hose. With or without the hosiery, science will prove it to an absolute certainty.”

“Mercer wants me to hire a geographic profiler, Paul. There’s a guy in Vancouver who’s willing to fly in and—”

“I thought you didn’t believe in that profiling mumbo jumbo, Alex.”

“I don’t. Not the psychological crap. ‘You’re looking for a guy who had a bad experience with a woman when he was nine, Ms. Cooper. Your rapist probably has trouble expressing himself to women in a normal sexual setting.’ ‘No kidding, Doc. I’ll keep that in mind.’ We’re not talking about that nonsense, Paul.”

“This fellow I’ve introduced Alex to has solved pattern crimes all over the country. You bring him in and he studies each of the scenes, same time of night, same lighting conditions as when the crimes happened,” Mercer said. “Helps us figure out how our perp conceals himself from victims who never see him coming until they’ve got the key in the brownstone lock. And more important, gives us a clue how he gets away afterwards when we’ve had the area saturated with police.”

“Don’t you remember, Paul? Four years back the task force beefed up street patrol, anti-crime units, undercovers on foot and in unmarked cars. They had helicopters on standby, canine on the sidewalk within minutes of each attack. Cops were at subway entrances and cruising in medallion cabs. Even the tollbooths at the bridges and tunnels were doing car checks.”

I reached for the poster board, which had been wedged behind one of my file cabinets for the last four years until I pulled it out on our return from the hospital to add the new site to the old pattern. I lifted it onto my desk so Battaglia could see it better and circled the line of pushpins that ran from Annika’s building through the locations of the older cases. Every attack had occurred between Sixty-sixth and Eighty-fourth Streets, Second Avenue to the river, two long blocks east of the nearest subway line.

“The rapist likes it here, boss. He moves around easily, he’s confident that he can strike and get away without being caught. Every time he can score and make an escape, he’ll get more arrogant about his ability.”

“Which means?”

“He works right in here, maybe,” Mercer said. “Or he lives here. He’s back off the street too fast to be hoofing it over to Lexington Avenue to grab a subway. He’s got an anchor point somewhere right in this ’hood, even though it’s a lily-white part of town and his complexion is as dark as mine. It’s where he leaves from and it’s where he returns right after the attack. It’s his bat cave.”

“You think flying your expert in will make a difference?” Battaglia asked, looking at his watch. He ignored the racial observation, which raised the potential of an ugly campaign problem.

“We’ve got very little to lose,” Mercer said. “This is the first time the perp has drawn blood. If he liked it, if it didn’t bother him to leave his prey for dead, then we’re going to see him do that again.”

I fished in the old case folder and pulled out a yellowed piece of newspaper. Battaglia was turning to the door as he told us to go ahead with our plans, but I thought I saw him flinch as I opened the clipping to show him a headline he probably recalled from several years back, shortly before election day in his last race: snag in silk stocking—Prosecutor’s Promises to End Serial Attacks Gets Hosed.
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Mercer reached into my closet for his leather jacket and handed me my winter coat and scarf. “Are you serious about tomorrow? You want me to have one of my complainants down here to testify?”

“I already reserved an hour in an afternoon grand jury, just in case Battaglia saw the light,” I said. “They were impaneled on Monday so they’ll be sitting through the end of February. Do you think you can reach any of the old witnesses tonight?”

Mercer was religious about staying in contact with his victims. In the decade since we started using DNA to solve stranger-rape cases, even the civilians were aware that investigations that seemed to have gone cold could be revived instantly as the input from data banks all over America grew and became standardized.

He listed the names of the women he had to call this evening. Neither of us wanted them to hear from the media that the man who had attacked them was suddenly active again. Each of their lives had been traumatized by these events, and all had recovered to different degrees. I was a firm believer that a successful prosecution would further aid their recovery.

“I’d like to start with Darra Goldswit. She’s solid, she’s always been ready to do whatever you think is best, and she still lives in the tristate area.”

I flipped through her case file, which Mercer and I regularly updated with contact information as she and the other witnesses moved to new homes, graduated from schools, changed jobs, married, and generally got on with their lives. “Need the number? I’ll read over the police reports and be ready for her by the time you get here.”

He copied her home telephone number and cell from my folder.

“If you can have her here at one, we’ll be the first in the afternoon jury at two o’clock. I can put the medical evidence and lab report in after she finishes.” There were at least six grand juries that sat in Manhattan every weekday, three that convened in the morning and the others in the afternoon.

“I’m off to headquarters. The commissioner wants me right by his side when he makes the announcement.”

It was usually tough for the PC to decide when to publicly declare a crime series a pattern. Too early and it might create unnecessary panic within the community, while too late would lead to criticism about failure to keep those at risk from knowing the danger. This was an easy call because the cases had been such big news stories four years earlier, and now the reliability of DNA technology left no doubt that the new attack was the work of the same man.

The news reporters would want details of Annika Jelt’s assault and though they were few at this point, Mercer Wallace knew them better than anyone else. He and I were the only people who had interviewed every one of the women who had been brutalized in the older cases. He would stand on the podium behind the commissioner, alongside the very somber chief of detectives, and provide whatever information they deemed appropriate to release at this point.

“I’ll watch for you on the eleven o’clock news. Call me if anything interesting develops tonight, okay?”

“You going to be home, Alex?”

“Girls’ night out. But a very tame one. There’s a seminar at NYU Law School and Nan Toth is dragging four of us with her. We get our continuing legal education credit if we show up for the two-hour lecture, made painless by stopping at the alumni reception first with Nan. She promises enough wine and cheese to tolerate a panel of legal experts explaining the most significant Supreme Court decisions of the last year.”

We rode down in the elevator together and walked out onto Hogan Place, the narrow side street that housed both buildings of the DA’s office. The wind and biting cold embraced me.

“You meeting them here?” Mercer asked.

I looped the scarf around my neck and shook my head. “They gave up on me when they heard Battaglia was stopping by my office at six. I’ll grab a cab up to Washington Square.”

Mercer waved one down in front of the courthouse and tugged on the fringe of my scarf as he said good night. He was three short blocks from One Police Plaza.

The law school was on Fourth Street, the southern border of the square, and a very short ride from my office. I got out of the cab in front of the main building, careful to step around the icy patches of sidewalk left over from the weekend storm.

A security guard stopped me at the front door and asked where I was going. “The reception has already started, miss. It’s in the new building, not here.”

“But I thought—”

“Eighty-five West Third Street.”

My dismay was obvious. I had rushed Nan off the phone and never asked the exact address. Now I didn’t feature going back out into the cold.

“Just around the corner, miss,” the guard said. “Not very far. The block between Sullivan and Thompson Streets.”

It felt like it was twenty degrees or below outside. I put my head down and fought the wind as I made my way down the narrow street, so typical of Greenwich Village. I followed several men with litigation bags up the steps of the small brick building in the middle of the block, moving against the flow of other partygoers on their way out.

“Your coat, madam?” A young man standing beside a metal rack checked my things and I continued inside until I saw my friends from the office.

“I recommend the red,” Catherine Dashfer said, holding up her glass. “Enough of the wine and you won’t feel quite the urge to punch out Scalia when they discuss his opinions.”

“Sorry it took me so long. I went to the law school first. What’s this?” I looked around at the bare walls of this shell of a building, which looked more like a tenement than a major academic facility.

“They’re tearing this dump down and putting up an enormous new structure in its place,” Nan said. “Check it out downstairs.”

“Check what out?”

“The dean’s got a construction crew in the basement, using crowbars to break down pieces of the wall.”

“Seven o’clock at night? With that kind of overtime, no wonder the tuition here is so high.”

“It’s all part of the show for this evening’s alumni dedication ceremony for the new school building.”

The bartender handed me a glass of red wine. “Am I supposed to say that sounds like a riveting evening? Worth skipping the lecture to see?”

“Not exactly. But this brownstone is more than two hundred years old. The excavation has turned up all sorts of artifacts from colonial days. Teacups, silverware, pewter bowls. You’d love it.”

“Why now? Why tonight?”

“Give the big donors a show. How often do you get to see a bit of New York City history uncovered before your very eyes? C’mon.”

“I’ve seen enough. It’s claustrophobic down there,” Marisa Bourgis said to Sarah Brenner, the deputy of my unit, who was nodding in agreement.

“I’m game,” I said, and followed Nan and Catherine to the staircase that led down to the basement.

Two dozen men in a variety of pin-striped and chalk-striped suits mingled with a handful of lady lawyers, while three other guys in hard hats chipped away at discolored old bricks. A table in the corner held the assorted debris recovered from behind the eastern portion of the wall that had been revealed in the hours before I arrived. I sipped at my wine and examined a wooden implement— some kind of primitive kitchen tool, I assumed—while Nan stopped to speak with one of her former professors.

“What would you guess this is?” Catherine asked me, holding up a twisted piece of black metal. “A pair of spectacles or—”

The crowded space reverberated with the shrill screech of a woman who looked as though she had been one of the earliest female graduates of the distinguished law school. She was on the far side of the room and several of the men rushed to help her to a chair.

“Poor old dame probably got nailed by the backswing of a crowbar,” Catherine said. “Every ambulance chaser in the house will be looking for a piece of the action.”

We walked toward the site of the commotion. A couple of well dressed visitors had moved to the staircase to hold off onlookers from above, while others clustered in front of the fractured bricks, staring into a dark hole and murmuring their surprise. One man moved aside and I stepped into his place.

Perfectly smooth ivory-colored bones framed the empty orbital sockets that met my horrified stare. I was face-to-face with a human skull, buried behind the ancient wall.
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Mike Chapman stood in front of the skeletal head that had been exposed in the basement of the Third Street building. “The Thin Man, eh, Coop? What homicide dick wouldn’t give his left leg to come face-to-face with the Thin Man?”

The professor assigned by the law school dean to wait out the arrival of the police didn’t seem to appreciate Mike’s humor and had no reason to know that every unidentified corpse he encountered was given a nickname, some way for him to personalize the task at hand.

“Whaddaya expect me to do here?” Mike said, turning to Nan and me. “It’s not even my jurisdiction.”

“You think I’d call those guys at Manhattan South after the way they treated me on that last case?” I said.

“I’m not talking geography.” Mike was the very best detective assigned to Manhattan North Homicide, the elite squad responsible for all unnatural deaths from the farthest tip of the island down to Fifty-ninth Street, and we had worked scores of investigations together. “I’m talking centuries. I got people tripping over me and my partner to get to the morgue—they’re shooting and stabbing each other, sticking up bodegas for nickels and dimes, throwing babies out windows like there were trampolines on the sidewalk, filling hypodermics with poison and poppin’ ’em in their veins. Current events are overwhelming me and you broads call me down here ’cause some old colonial codger got buried in the basement two hundred years ago?”

The construction workers had started to pull the bricks away to about chest level. The figure seemed frozen in place, raised arms bent and fingers outstretched, as though they had been pressing against the wall that had entombed them.

But the workmen stopped at that point—at our urging—as the bones began to shift and several ribs dropped away to the floor of the dark hole in which the fully articulated skeleton stood.

“I called Hal Sherman at the Crime Scene Unit while Alex was looking for you,” Nan said to Mike. Every prosecutor had a favorite detective and we each hoped to get one of them to respond as quickly as possible this time. “I think I can still hear him laughing.”

“You picked the right night, bright eyes. CSU’s got a pile of body parts sticking out of a snow mound that was plowed off a street in TriBeCa last weekend and a domestic with five down, the perp still out looking for his wife’s goombah. You bet Sherman’s laughing at you. This antique bag of bones is not going to be a priority for him or anybody else in the department until the spring thaw. It’ll probably take the docs that long to figure out what they’ve got and how long it’s been here.”

Professor Walter Davis stepped away from the skeleton. “What do you propose to do about this, Mr. Chapman?”

“I’ve got a call into the medical examiner’s office. They’ll send a death investigator over to figure out how to dismantle this character properly and give him a place to lay down for a while. Long time to be on your feet.”

“Who’s coming?” I asked.

Mike shrugged. “I asked for Dorfman. Andy Dorfman.”

The office had only one forensic anthropologist. The overwhelming number of old bones that people came across in an urban setting belonged to animals that had once roamed the place more freely, and sometimes to humans who had died of natural causes. Every now and then, the remains could be linked to a homicidal death.

“That’s why you stopped the digging?”

“You got it. Andy doesn’t like anybody touching his bones until he’s eyeballed the setup for himself. I’m just waiting to see if he’s available so I can help him get started.”

Dorfman was a perfectionist, a brilliant detail man who at thirty-eight had been a leader in this specialty long before recent television shows and popular media made his work seem chic. We had recently consulted him to determine the identity of a body that had been reduced to charred pieces of bone and left in the furnace of an abandoned building in Harlem. The ex-lover who killed his pregnant girlfriend was convicted on the basis of the forensic work, and as a result of Dorfman’s success, the chief medical examiner hired him away from his academic position at a Texas university.

“Look, Mr. Chapman. Can we just lock up the basement and get about our business? Surely this… this”—Professor Davis waved his hand at the silent skeleton—“this can wait until tomorrow.”

“You got somebody’s briefs you got to get into? We can handle this without you.”

Davis fidgeted and kept looking to the staircase. It was not unusual for people to be uncomfortable in the presence of death, but these remains looked more like an exhibit in a museum or medical school display case than those of someone who had recently shuffled off his mortal coil.

“The dean asked me to wait with you. Of course I’ll stay.”

“How old’s this tenement?” Mike asked.

Nan had gone upstairs to refresh our glasses of wine and bring one for Mike. The dean had swept everyone else out of the building, including the bartenders, who had abandoned their station but left their cargo behind.

“It was built more than two hundred years ago,” Davis said. “That’s what all the community fuss was about when the law school trustees bought the place. Neighborhood people wanting to declare it a historic landmark, even though it wasn’t architecturally significant. I handled the lawsuit for the university.”

Mike lifted his glass to the Thin Man. “Cheers, buddy. We’ll have you out of that wall in no time.”

“Can these scientists actually tell, Detective, how long this body has been here?”

“It’s a little bit of modern forensics and a lot of circumstantial evidence. Me, I like when you find one of these guys clutching an old newspaper with the date on it. The 1805 town crier, with the latest reports on Napoléon’s victory over the Austrians at Austerlitz. Short of that, I turn it all over to the medical examiner,” Mike said.

“Strange way for someone to go to his eternal rest, isn’t it?” I asked. “Standing up inside a brick coffin.”

“And naked. Unless his drawers fell down to his kneecaps and I just can’t see them in there, he’s stark naked. Somebody could have had the decency to spring for a black suit, don’t you think?” Mike said, turning back to the professor. “Were there people living here when the university bought the building?”

Davis nodded. “Yes, it was completely occupied until a couple of years ago. This basement was the original kitchen of the house, which explains some of the pottery and cooking tools that have been dug up. Then in the 1940s it was a restaurant called Bertololloti’s, refitted for apartments in the sixties. In fact, it’s generally been students and faculty who’ve lived in here going back decades. The way the campus has grown, it’s conveniently in the middle of things.”

“I know a few guys who are gonna hate you for this, Coop. Some poor slob over at the cold case squad will be digging through occupancy records and census data till his pension vests, trying to figure out whether any tenants disappeared or people were reported missing over the past few centuries.”

Professor Davis had seated himself on the edge of the table in the far corner, where the recently dug artifacts were displayed. “You don’t hear a heartbeat, do you?”

Mike smiled at him. “I didn’t see you drinking, Mr. Davis. These bones have been picked clean.”

“The floorboards, Detective. I’m not talking about the chest cavity.”

Mike looked at me quizzically but I was just as puzzled as he.

“No telltale heart, Mr. Chapman? I’ll give your colleagues a head start. This building was once the home of Edgar Allan Poe. This grim little structure was known to the neighbors as Poe House.”
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Mike Chapman ushered Andy Dorfman down the narrow staircase shortly after 9 P.M. “The last place that Poe lived in Manhattan, that’s what the professor was telling us. Eighteen forty-five, right?”

“Eighteen forty-five, forty-six. It was called Amity Street then. Number Eighty-five Amity Street. Greenwich Village,” Davis said.

Dorfman was as excited by the find as I was. The literature major in me thought it extraordinary to be in these haunting surroundings that Poe had actually inhabited. The literary provenance seemed to matter not at all to the forensic anthropologist. He made straight for the skeleton and spent several minutes just staring at it, his two technicians over his shoulder, before he set his large metal case on the floor and opened it to remove some of his tools and a camera.

Mike leaned in to talk to Andy. “What can I do to be useful? Imagine you’ve got the greatest American writer of his time, the man who created the first fictional detective—damn, I bet Coop can recite his poetry, can’t you?—and all the while he’s living next door to a corpse.”

Andy waved him off. “Back off, Mike. Let me get some shots before we open this up. Any bets that Poe himself was the perp?”

I thought of all the stories I had read from adolescence on by the master who created the genre that had become modern crime writing, including everything from mystery and detection to horror.

“That’s like suggesting someone in my own family’s a murderer,” Nan said. “Don’t break my heart.”

“You have to admit,” I said, as Andy’s flash went off repeatedly and his assistant loaded film into a second camera, “he was fascinated with premature burial and entombing people in odd ways.”

“These bones are gonna talk to Andy. They’re gonna tell him everything,” Mike said. “Seven hundred homicides a year citywide. How many are like this—skeletal remains?”

“Only one for the last twelve months,” Andy answered.

“No wonder you’re so frisky. You might earn your keep, starting out the new year with something to dig your teeth into.”

Pathologists worked with soft tissue—flesh, brains, organs. Anthroplogists worked with bone, and rarely in New York City did Andy get the chance to do only that.

“Here’s what we’re going to do. The three of us will try to take another section of brickwork down. You got gloves, Mike? I may need you to hold on to your friend here as we remove the support in front of him. Then we’ll see whether there’s anything inside with him, on the ground, to give us a sense of date.”

Mike pulled a pair of rubber gloves out of his rear pants pocket and started to put them on, while Andy’s assistant tossed some to Nan and to me.

“So, where’s his fingers?” Mike asked, stepping toward the wall.

“The phalanges probably dropped off. Small bones do that,” Andy said, shining his flashlight over the side of the brick column and looking down. “The spinal ligament’s still in place. That’s what connects the bones to each other, so it keeps the body and head together—for the moment. But your friend’s never going to come out of here in one piece. This will be a long night.”

Andy and his team were suited for work in white lab coats and boots, and they laid out a sheet on the floor in front of the skeleton’s vertical coffin. Professor Davis watched us from his remote corner of the room.

With construction tools that they had brought with them, Andy’s assistants began to chip carefully away at the layer of bricks. The first four came out easily, and still the upper torso remained in place.

“Mind if I try something?” Mike said, lifting one of the stones and carrying it over to the table. He compared it with several others that had been mounted there and labeled as objects from the original foundation. “Looks like it could be as old as the ones removed from another part of the wall earlier today.”

“This building has been restored and rehabilitated so many times over the years that it’s entirely possible there were piles of the old materials just stored down here in the basement, maybe used and reused,” Professor Davis said.

Andy was bagging a couple of the bricks, and into another envelope he was scraping the substance that had bonded each of them to the others. “Whatever this cementlike compound is might give us a clue about age.”

He laid the bags carefully on the floor, to be tagged and numbered, just as each piece of stone had come down from the wall.

I picked one up and ran my gloved finger over the surface, smoothing out the plastic so I could examine the stone. It was the color of a burnt sienna Crayola, faded from its once red glaze. It was pocked and pitted on the exterior surface, smooth on the sides where it had been resting against one of its mates. The taupe colored sealant was clumped on the top and bottom, some substance that had fixed it in place for all the years it had been here.

“You and Alex mind holding hands with him for a minute?” Andy asked. “Gently, Mike. Not like he’s a suspect in a homicide.”

We stood on either side of the Thin Man, an arm under each elbow, as Andy directed us while he worked below us to free the last foot of space to ease the rest of the removal. I had handled bones before at the morgue, and I had seen my share of human skeletons on late-night visits to the medical school at the University of Virginia when I was engaged to a student there. This was eerily different and discomforting, as I wondered what brought our unfortunate soul to such a macabre resting place, naturally or unnaturally.

“You see anything down there?” Mike asked.

“Nothing from this angle, but it’s too dark to tell.” He picked up his camera and took more photographs, including close-ups from head to legs. “Okay, guys, let’s go.”

The technicians who were assisting Andy moved in next to him. They replaced Mike and me, one of them taking hold of the arms and the other of the skull, while Andy secured the lower torso. Together they moved the skeleton slowly and painstakingly out of the brick niche and swiveled it onto the sheet, laying it out flat. Leg bones fell away and clattered to the bottom of the brick shaft, and Andy returned to reach in to retrieve them. One by one, he kneeled and laid them out to complete his human jigsaw puzzle, gently and deliberately.

“First thing we’re going to do, Mike, is give your pal a new name,” Andy said, leaning back on his heels.

“Because?”

“Because I think he’s a she.”

“Ah-hah! Once some more of the bricks came down I was beginning to wonder. But then I’ve been told you need a magnifying glass to see my private parts, too.”

“The hips on this one give her away.”

“Why’s that?”

“See where this flares out over here?” Andy said, pointing his finger to the large bones coming out of the lower vertebrae. “Nature’s way of accommodating childbirth. The sciatic notch spreads as a young woman matures, and the pelvis gets wider to be able to hold a fetus. Look at the forehead, too.”

“What?”

“Vertical. Straight up and down. Men’s foreheads tend to slope more, form a brow ridge above the eye sockets, while women’s generally are like this.” He turned to one of the techs. “Want to pass the big torch?”

“What are you looking for?” Mike asked.

“You want to know who this is, right? We’ve got a start on gender. We need to figure out her age, race, height—anything that will direct the scope of your investigation.”

“How about when she went missing behind the wall?”

“That’s what I’m about to dig for.” Andy turned on the light and moved it slowly over the surface of the crude wooden floor behind the remaining few inches of bricks.

He lifted out some tiny sepia-colored chips, pieces of bone that seemed to have absorbed color from the brown earth on which they had rested. He turned them over and examined them, placing them next to the digitless hands. “Fingers, probably. Toes are down there, too. Camera, please.”

The tech passed the equipment back to Andy, who took the shots himself. When he finished that task, he bent down close to the wall and reached in again, sifting through some of the remains and scooping a small sampling into a glassine envelope, which he studied before passing it on to Mike.

“See those little fragments?” Andy asked. “Like small caramelized bits?”

“Yeah.”

“Good chance they’re her fingernails, broken off when the bones dropped to the ground years ago. Submit them to the lab along with one of the older bricks. Betcha fifty bucks you’ll find some of that sealant stuck to them.”

Mike looked up at Andy. “You’re telling me this lady was clawing at a brick wall to try to get out from behind it?”

Andy nodded.

“So this isn’t just a coffin, right? You’re saying she was probably still breathing when she went in here, just from what you think is underneath her nail bed?”

Buried alive. I shuddered at the terrifying thought of such a ghoulish demise, at the hopelessness of her delicate fingernails scraping against the stones that had been cemented in place. Nan and I exchanged glances.

Mike was pumping Andy for his techniques, unfamiliar as we both were with skeletal remains.

“Last year’s case in midtown, some hard hats found the bones in a concrete slab when they were digging a storage room for an Eighth Avenue pizza shop,” Andy said. “The girl still had the hair on her head and some ligature around her wrists. Hey, can you get a shot of this?”

One of the techs moved closer and focused his camera on an object on the ground.

“What do you see in there?” Mike asked.

“Looks like a sock. Like a man’s sock. I was hoping it would be something of hers.”

Clothing would be a big help in the identification process, Andy explained. If it had great age or distinctive markings, it might lead the detectives to a specific period in time. Modern pieces with logos, labels, and trademarks could pinpoint a year and guide them directly to the place of purchase.

“Big enough to be a restraint?”

“I’ll let you see it in a few minutes. Maybe a gag, stuffed in the mouth, but nothing long enough to tie her up, I don’t think,” Andy said, as he painstakingly covered every crevice of the small space with his light.

Mike was readying a brown paper bag. “That’d be good. Get some saliva off it for DNA evaluation.”

“Don’t be too excited about that until we know how long she was in here. There are some holes in the back wall of the building. Professor, you still here?” Andy called over his shoulder.

“Yes.”

“What abuts this basement on the outside?”

“A small yard, actually.”

“That’s why she’s picked clean, Mike. May not mean she’s been here two hundred years.”

“Maggots?”

“More likely mice have gotten in and out. Field mice, squirrels, some kind of vermin could have squeezed through these crevices. Picked the flesh clean, but the ligaments would have been left just like they are. Kind of dried out, almost mummified.”

“How’d you date the bones you found uptown?”

“One shiny dime,” Andy said. “A 1966 ten-cent piece in the cement coffin. We knew that wasn’t necessarily the year she was killed, but it couldn’t have been any earlier than that.”

He lifted the dark sock with a pair of tweezers and passed it out to be bagged.

“Any pocket change?” Mike asked.

“Nope. But there’s something cylindrical standing on its edge.” He reached in again and removed what appeared to be a small ring. An assistant sealed and labeled the package before passing it to me.

The gold-toned band was now tarnished and caked on its surface with some sort of debris. At its widest place, I could make out an engraving in cursive black lines. “Could be initials. Maybe an A and a T.”

There was no date, no hallmark. It looked like an inexpensive ring that a young woman would wear.

“Come in close on this, will you?” Andy said, lying prone and making room on the basement floor for Mike as he passed the flashlight to him. “There’s some writing.”

“Where?”

“It looks like a piece of canvas that got caught in the cement on one of the bricks over to the left. See it?”

Mike focused the beam into the recessed brickwork and read aloud: “‘Cappozelli’s Rat Poison. Manufactured in’—first three letters are all I can get—probably going to be Detroit. I’m making out the d-e-t.”

“Does it show a date?”

“Patience is a virtue, blondie.” Mike had his nose pressed against the bottom edge of the wall. “It’s got one of those drawings of a skull and crossbones. ‘Keep out of reach of children.’ Looks like Poe is exonerated. The poison was packaged in 1978.”
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Dorfman’s team continued to work at dismantling the bricks above the scrap of canvas so that it could be inventoried with the other items. “So I’m thinking this lady went behind the wall no earlier than 1978.”

“Gagged and naked?”

“Probably. Although that kind of poison is so caustic it could have eaten away clothing or paper, anything that might have been in there with her.”

“You’re convinced she was alive when she was bricked in?” I asked. I couldn’t shake the image of this woman’s final torture, a premature burial evoking a very primal fear.

Mike and Andy looked at each other before answering me. “Doesn’t seem any point in gagging someone already dead, does there, Mike?”

“Depends what kind of games they were playing. What’s next?”

“We close up shop for the night,” Andy said. “You get the PD to secure the building. I come back tomorrow and start a head-to-toe workup on the skeleton. I don’t even want to turn her over now.”

“Looking for what?”

“Signs of blunt force trauma. Broken bones from old injuries. Anything that might help determine cause of death, in the unlikely event it wasn’t a shortage of oxygen. The kinds of fractures or dental work that can be compared against existing medical records for identification purposes.”

“So sometime about twenty-five, twenty-six years ago, MissA.T. disappeared, and all we have to do is figure out who she is and why somebody put her here,” Mike said.

Now I was looking for the identities of both Jane Doe and the rapist we were calling John Doe, even though they bore no relation to each other. I’d like to be able to put names and faces to both of them.

“The working conditions are far from ideal here,” Andy said. “We’ll get a team in and then transfer her back to the morgue in the morning.”

Mike called his lieutenant to get the local precinct commander to send patrol cops to safeguard the site. Waiting for them, we walked outside to put Nan Toth in a taxi for the ride home to her husband and kids.

“You got your car?” Mike asked.

I shook my head.

“Put your mittens on. I’m parked around the corner. Aren’t you hungry?”

It was after eleven and the audible rumbling from my stomach reminded me that the dinner hour had long since passed.

“Borborygmi.”

“What’s that, the Jeopardy! final question?” I asked. “I’ll give you twenty bucks without even guessing. Just feed me as fast as you can.”

For as long as I could remember, Mike and Mercer had bet against me on Jeopardy!’s final question every evening that we were together. Whether in a bar or at a crime scene, Mike found a way to interrupt the proceedings to step to the television. He had studied military history in college and could detail more battles, biographies of generals, and the colors of the horses they rode in on than anyone I had ever met.

“Double or nothing. Borborygmi.”

He had seated himself in the driver’s seat and wasn’t about to let me in from the cold unless I gave in to him.

I banged on the car window. “I’ll buy dinner. I don’t have a clue. Open up, okay?”

He unlocked the door and tossed several case folders onto the backseat. The half-eaten bologna sandwich at my feet had some other cop’s boot marks all over it.

“The muscular contractions and expansions of peristalsis that move the contents of your intestines up and down.”

“That was tonight’s question?”

“Nope. That’s what my doctor told me that rumbling noise is I can hear your flat little belly making. When your stomach’s full of food, it mutes the noise. But that disgusting sound you’re making now? It’s deafening. Can you hold out until we get to Primola?”

“Sure. And there I was, ready to concede that the Battle of Borborygmi was the turning point in the Crimean War.”

Mike drove east and headed uptown to my favorite Italian restaurant, on Second Avenue at Sixty-fourth Street. The sidewalks were empty as predictions for frigid temperatures the next few nights seemed to have driven people inside earlier than usual.

“Ciao, Signorina Cooper.” The owner, Giuliano, called to Adolfo, the headwaiter, “Set up that table in the corner for Mr. Chapman. Subito. I’ll have Fenton send your drinks right over.”

The restaurant had long been my favorite, not just for the good food, but because we were treated like family. It was always pleasant, at the end of a long day, to be greeted warmly by Giuliano, whose hard work and great kitchen made his restaurant a well-known watering hole for New Yorkers with fussy palates.

“Kitchen still open?”

“For you, Mr. Mike? Even if I had to boil the water myself.”

“Skip the usual cocktail, Giuliano. I don’t want anything with ice cubes in it. Give us a nice bottle of red wine,” Mike said.

No matter how cold the weather, Mike never wore an overcoat. His navy blazer was a trademark, along with his thick head of dark hair and an infectious grin that only the most depraved crime scenes could suppress.

“You know what you’d like to eat or you want to see a menu?” Adolfo asked.

“Anything but ribs,” Mike said. “I’ve had enough of them tonight.”

“I’ll take the hottest bowl of soup you can cook up. Stracciatelle? And then some risotto with sausage and mushrooms.”

“A veal chop for me. Biggest one you’ve got back there. String beans, potatoes, throw everything in the kitchen on the side, okay? And tell Giuliano to come back and join us.”

The owner was as tall as Mercer—six feet six—with an expansive personality, at once charming and tough. He had come to the States from a small town in northern Italy and worked his way up from a position as a waiter in a well-known restaurant to running his own chic eatery.

Adolfo poured the wine for us and went off to place the order. I told Mike about the new case with my old sick stocking nemesis and explained how Mercer and I had convinced Battaglia to let us go ahead with our idea to indict his genetic profile to allow us to connect the newest cases to the older ones.

The soup arrived and I began to eat while Mike chewed on bread sticks. “Tell me how Val is,” I said. “I thought she looked fantastic last week.”

Mike had fallen in love with an architect he met almost two years ago, while she was recovering from surgery for breast cancer. It was the first serious relationship he had been involved in since we started working together ten years earlier.

“Yeah, she’s in great shape. That was my best Christmas present, after the scare we had last fall. She got a clean bill of health in December.”
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