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      ONE

      
      
      
      
      “IS that you with the broad, Detective?” the fire captain shouted at Mike Chapman in the darkness of a frigid March night. “Keep
         her back there, across the street.”
      

      
      “Got that, Coop? Stay put.” Mike left me in the middle of the double-wide roadway, wedged between unmarked police cars and
         bright red fire trucks as he charged in behind the huddle of uniformed cops on the sidewalk on the far side of the street.
      

      
      I took my own blue-and-gold badge out of my pocket—no one would stop to read that the small print beneath my name said Assistant
         District Attorney, not NYPD—and flapped it over the breast pocket of my ski jacket, slinking between rowdy onlookers to get
         within inches of Mike.
      

      
      “Alexandra Cooper. Special Victims,” I said to one of the firemen. His scowl softened and he nodded to let me pass.

      
      Chaos had enveloped the corner of 114th Street and Seventh Avenue. Flames still danced around something that lay on the portico
         of a stately old church, teasing the water that spouted from steady-stream nozzles the firemen aimed at it. Emergency Service Unit cops wielded axes to try to break open the locks on
         the wrought-iron gate that guarded the front steps, and a growing herd of neighborhood rubberneckers crowded the first responders
         who were trying to get the job done.
      

      
      I was on the tips of my toes, hoping to catch a glimpse of what was burning. Amidst blackened fragments of some kind of fabric
         and the occasional glitter of embers atop that, I could make out something white—almost flesh-colored. The shape of a human
         arm, maybe, but that thought was too awful to imagine.
      

      
      More firemen rushed past me to aid their brother officers, one of them knocking me back a step. There was no point in slowing
         anyone down to ask questions.
      

      
      I raised myself up again. It must have been sensory overload because I thought I could see a hand, but there weren’t really
         any fingers, and a terrible smell made me dizzier than the confusing sight.
      

      
      “Who on fire?” one tall kid yelled out at no one in particular, then started to pull on the sleeve of my jacket as I passed
         in front of him.
      

      
      “Don’t know,” I said, breaking loose from his grip and inching forward, but his choice of pronoun focused me.

      
      No question that within the fiery pile was a human being. The putrid odor of burning flesh—coppery and metallic—permeated
         the air. Holocaust survivors and soldiers who had liberated camps in World War II claimed it was a stench they would never
         forget.
      

      
      “Go!” It was one of the ESU cops who had pushed back the gate he’d hacked open, calling out to the firemen who’d been spraying
         hoses impatiently from the sidewalk.
      

      
      The pair took the church steps two at a time, rushing toward the smoking mound. While uniformed cops turned their attention
         to crowd control, Mike dashed in through the gate.
      

      
      “I’m his partner,” I lied to the startled cop at the foot of the steps, running up behind Mike. I could see feet—small, pale,
         and bare—protruding from the remains of what might have once been a blanket that had covered them. They didn’t move.
      

      
      
      The taller fireman dropped to his knees and did what he must have done thousands of times after dousing the flames at a scene,
         whether or not he believed the victim would be able to respond.
      

      
      He grabbed the ankles and pulled them toward him, then threw off the charred material that had concealed the corpse. He leaned
         over to begin an attempt at mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, but his back bucked and broke sideways as he braced himself against
         one of the massive columns and retched.
      

      
      I stepped forward to see what ended the fireman’s effort so abruptly, and a wave of nausea swept over me too.

      
      The body of the young woman had no head.

      

      
      TWO

      
      
      
      
      “DON’T you think the guys should move her inside?” I asked. The fire had been out for almost an hour and everyone on duty was growing
         restless.
      

      
      Mike Chapman didn’t look up at me when he answered. “She can’t feel the cold quite like you do, Coop.”

      
      My gloved hands were deep in the pockets of my ski jacket. “I’m not talking about the weather. I’m talking about the size
         of the crowd we’re attracting.”
      

      
      “Breaking into a church is against my religion. Besides, the arson investigators have to check her out before we can take
         down the scene.”
      

      
      I glanced at the pathologist who’d been dispatched from the medical examiner’s office. He was standing against another of
         the six columns at the far end of the portico, talking on his cell phone.
      

      
      “The ME’s word isn’t enough?”

      
      “Not when the perp was playing with matches. Got to make nice with the fire department,” Mike said, standing to turn and look down the steps at the growing number of passersby pressed against the wrought-iron fence.
      

      
      “What do you want us to do, Chapman?” asked one of the four uniformed cops guarding the gated sidewalk entrance. It always
         seemed harder to get things done on the midnight shift.
      

      
      Mike didn’t answer. He scanned the crowd of faces—all African American, mostly young-adult men with a handful of women among
         them. “It’s two o’clock in the morning. You mooks got nothing better to do with your time? Come back on Sunday for the full
         service. Be sure to bring something to throw into the plate.”
      

      
      “I know you—you a DT,” one tall kid yelled out, using the uptown street name for detectives. “I seen you lock up dudes in
         Taft Houses last year, after that pimp got whacked. Who dead?”
      

      
      Mike waved him off and speed-dialed the veteran lieutenant in charge of the Homicide Squad, Ray Peterson. “How about that
         backup you promised, Loo? Northeast corner of 114th Street and Powell Boulevard.”
      

      
      This stretch of Seventh Avenue that spiked into Harlem, north of Central Park, had been renamed Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard
         in honor of the pastor turned politician, the first black congressman from New York.
      

      
      “What did he say?” I asked Mike as he flipped his phone shut.

      
      “Should be lights and sirens any minute now.”

      
      “Who’s the shorty, man?” The kid with the big voice was pushing through the crowd, referring to me—despite my five-foot-ten-inch
         frame—with another street term used by many teens in Harlem to tag their women. When that question failed to get Mike’s attention,
         a string of curse words followed.
      

      
      “Yo, keep it sweet. This is sacred ground, don’t you know that?” Mike pointed over our heads to the large white wooden sign
         that appeared to have been added to the limestone façade of the old building more recently. I knew it read MOUNT NEBOH BAPTIST CHURCH, though I wasn’t sure how visible the lettering was in the early morning darkness. “And the shorty is my sister. So keep
         it sweet.”
      

      
      
      I suppressed a smile at Mike’s form of crowd control. It was less controversial to claim me as kin than announce to the agitated
         onlookers that I was the prosecutor in charge of the Sex Crimes Unit in the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office.
      

      
      “Chapman!” the uniformed cop shouted again. “I asked if you got a plan.”

      
      I could see the revolving red lights as a fleet of squad cars approached from both directions on the boulevard.

      
      “Here comes your mob management, guys,” Mike said. “They’ll help you clear the sidewalk.”

      
      An unmarked car moved through the vehicular snarl with urgent repeats from its screaming whelper. When it braked to a stop
         across from the church, I could see Mercer Wallace, one of the city’s only African American detectives to make first grade,
         his six-foot-four inches towering over the noisy kids.
      

      
      Officers began to push back against the curious crowd as one of the sergeants from the local precinct came through the gates
         and up the steps, followed by Mercer.
      

      
      “Counselor.” Sergeant Grayson nodded at me as he shook Mike’s hand. “What’s going on here, Chapman? Why’d you pull Alexandra
         out of bed in the middle of the night?”
      

      
      “She got something better to do I don’t know about?”

      
      I walked behind Mike to try to get a closer look at the body, wrapping the end of my scarf around my mouth and nostrils, although
         it provided little protection from the powerful odor. We had all put on booties and been cautioned to minimize foot traffic
         close to the dead woman because of the need for the crime-scene team to collect debris that might also yield valuable clues.
      

      
      “You just can’t learn to stay back, can you, Coop?” Mike said as Mercer joined us at the top of the staircase, in front of
         three pairs of tall wooden doors that fronted the six columns of the old church.
      

      
      I stared at the parts of the young woman’s body that were visible. Her left thigh was bruised, her torso was badly burned,
         and mutilated fingers protruded from beneath the tattered blanket.
      

      
      
      “Who’s the ME?” Grayson asked, glancing over at Mike.

      
      “Rookie named Bixby, who’s about to die from a cell phone being forcibly impacted in his cochlea if he doesn’t hang it up
         and get back over here,” Mike said, whistling to get the doctor’s attention. “I take it you’ve met Ms. Cooper.”
      

      
      “About six rapes and thirty-seven domestic assaults ago,” Grayson said. “How you doing, Alex?”

      
      “Okay, Sarge.”

      
      “Coop’s been handling a bias crime from last summer,” Mike said. He walked away from the steps and led us behind another of
         the columns, farther away from the dead woman. Bixby sauntered toward us. “Gay guy whose body was mutilated.”
      

      
      “A barbecue, like this?” Grayson asked.

      
      I shook my head.

      
      “It’s pretty obvious the girl wasn’t burned alive,” Dr. Bixby said, squinting to read a message on his BlackBerry. “I want
         the arson team to have a look before I disturb the body, but I think the fire was set to cover up the manner of death.”
      

      
      “What kind of cover-up? She’s behind a locked fence, on the steps of one of the most prominent churches in Harlem, and she’s
         torched like a bonfire in the middle of a dark, cold night,” Grayson said. “That’s hardly hiding anything. It’s like inviting
         all the locals to stop by for a drink.”
      

      
      “I got a call at eleven. Pair of cops in the Charlie/David sector of the precinct,” Mike said, running his fingers through
         a shock of black hair against the direction that the wind was trying to take it. He was wearing his trademark navy blazer
         and chinos, and as always, no matter how bitter the weather, no overcoat. His explanation for why we were together, so close
         to the crime scene, was directed at Mercer. “They found fingertips—four of them—nicely manicured, most likely a woman. Garbage
         pail on Lenox near 120th Street.”
      

      
      “Like, six blocks from here,” Grayson said. “No head, huh?”

      
      Chapman grimaced.

      
      “I had a decapitation once. Guy carried the head all over town in a bowling bag. Left it on the six train going downtown in rush hour. Some jerk thought he scored himself a major steal.
         Opened the bag and the damn head rolled out. Cleared the whole freaking train in thirty seconds. Don’t worry—it’ll show up.”
      

      
      “I’m not worried, Sarge,” Mike said, turning back to Mercer. “I knew Coop had that other mutilation case, so I thought I’d
         pick her brain. Never even made it to Lenox Avenue to scope the fingers when this call came in.”
      

      
      “That victim last summer was a guy, right?” Mercer asked me.

      
      “Yes, but cross-dressing. Perp might have thought he was picking up a woman and gone berserk.”

      
      “Now I’ve got a naked cadaver dumped in a public place. Headless. I gotta think sexual assault, I gotta think torture, I gotta
         think mutilation again,” Mike said. “And I gotta think possible hate crime ’cause the perp picked a religious institution
         for the drop. Sex crimes, torture, hate—it’s got Alex Cooper written all over it.”
      

      
      I had run the Special Victims Unit in Paul Battaglia’s office for more than a decade and partnered often with Mercer, who
         worked in the counterpart NYPD bureau almost as long. Mike was assigned to the elite Manhattan North Homicide Squad—responsible
         for all of the murders above Fifty-Ninth Street—and knew that so many of the sadistic serial rapists Mercer and I investigated
         often escalated to killing their prey.
      

      
      Mercer walked over to the body and kneeled to pull back the sheet Dr. Bixby had placed over it so he could eyeball the woman.
         “And she’s white. Dead center of Harlem and you’ve got a white girl snuffed out on a big stage.”
      

      
      “We’ve been gentrified, Mercer,” Grayson said. “Don’t go playing the race card here.”

      
      “I’m betting you she’s not from the ’hood.”

      
      “When’s the last time you stopped into Sylvia’s for some ribs?” the sergeant asked, referring to the legendary soul food restaurant.
         “Looks like the limos full of ladies who lunch got lost on their way to tea at the Plaza.”
      

      
      
      Mercer’s jurisdiction was countywide, like mine. He knew about the cross-dressing victim who had been bludgeoned to death
         in the Ramble by a guy he’d picked up on the street. The gay man who got his signals mixed was black. His fingertips had been
         mutilated, probably in an attempt by his killer to slow down the identification process. His penis had also been cut. The
         NYPD had classified the unsolved murder as a hate crime, though it was safe to say that most assaults that occurred within
         the thirty-six-acre enclave of Central Park’s densely foliated Ramble were assumed to have an element of bias.
      

      
      “We’re on this, Sarge,” Mike said. “Thanks for your help.”

      
      “She staying?” he asked, pointing at me.

      
      “I am.”

      
      “Coop’s useful sometimes, Sarge. You ever give that a try?”

      
      It wasn’t unusual for a Manhattan prosecutor to come to a crime scene. Smart detectives called us into cases early on, to
         work as a team so that the most important evidence could be preserved and presented in the courtroom if the investigation
         was solved and the case went to trial. Matching seemingly unrelated crimes, overseeing forensic testing, and giving legal
         guidance for search warrants, lineups, and confessions had proved invaluable teamwork in seeking justice for those victimized.
      

      
      “I’ll hang around, too, then,” Grayson said.

      
      Mercer rose to survey the rest of the scene. “That gate was locked when you arrived?” he asked Mike.

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “So, you’re saying the murderer got over the gate carrying a dead body, Doc? You’re not thinking he killed her on this portico?”

      
      “Most likely the former,” Bixby said. “She’s rather petite, easy to move around. Lighter without, you know—”

      
      We all knew. Lighter without her head.

      
      “Or he had a key,” the sergeant said, trying to make himself relevant. “Or maybe he came out of the church with her. It’s
         possible he killed her inside there.”
      

      
      
      “A regular Quasimodo,” Mike said. “Hunchback of Mount Neboh. Why don’t you go check the bell tower, Sarge?”

      
      I had noticed two towers on the church as I approached it earlier. Its neo-Gothic design looked squarely out of a London landscape.
         The cops would obviously have to sweep the entire building before any determination could be made about whether this distinguished
         house of worship had harbored a killer.
      

      
      “Where’s the preacher man?” Grayson asked. “He’s a good guy. He’ll help.”

      
      “Lieutenant Peterson reached him on his cell. He’s in Atlanta, at a church retreat. The custodian is supposed to be coming
         over to let us in.”
      

      
      A red-and-white station wagon was guided around the parked vehicles by one of the cops. Two men got out and were admitted
         through the gates, quickly mounting the steps to introduce themselves as fire marshals, Dan Daniels and Frank Russo. Both
         of them knew Mike.
      

      
      “Who’s the deceased?” Russo asked.

      
      “Don’t know,” Mike said.

      
      “Any kind of ID?”

      
      Bixby tore his eyes away from his BlackBerry and introduced himself. “I didn’t do a full exam. Didn’t want to turn her over
         until you gentlemen arrived. Have you got a camera?”
      

      
      Daniels put his heavy case on the ground and opened it to get his equipment out. A camera and large flash attachment were
         on top. As he set up, I checked the progress of the uniformed cops, who were hanging yellow crime-scene tape to establish
         a wider perimeter on the sidewalk in front of the church, pushing back the ever-growing group of gawkers.
      

      
      “Looks like they used straight-stream to put out the fire,” Russo said.

      
      Mike had talked to the men on the truck that had first responded to the 911 calls of a blaze at Mount Neboh. “Said they had
         no choice. They didn’t know when they got here if whoever was under that blanket was dead or alive.”
      

      
      
      The straight-stream nozzle was effective in dousing the flames quickly, but more destructive in dispersing the evidence.

      
      “She must have been decapitated first, don’t you think?” I asked Bixby while Daniels finished dressing himself to move in
         and work on the body.
      

      
      “I assume so.”

      
      Something more interesting than my questions caught Bixby’s attention as his BlackBerry vibrated in his hand. His lack of
         focus was annoying.
      

      
      Mike caught it too. “Hey, Doc, you with us, or do you plan to tweet your way through the autopsy?”

      
      “Sorry. Trying to advise one of my colleagues.”

      
      “She appears to be badly burned,” I said. “Can you tell how long the fire was going?”

      
      “The body itself is part of the fuel load, Ms. Cooper. The clothing—or blanket, in this case—provides fuel; so does the body
         fat, and even the skin and muscle.”
      

      
      A lanky black man, dressed in a pea jacket and jeans, was escorted through the gate and up to where the group of us was standing.
         “One of you, Detective Chapman?”
      

      
      “You got me.”

      
      “Amos Audley. This here’s my church. I’m the caretaker.”

      
      He opened the jacket to reveal a large brass ring with more than a dozen keys on it. He sniffed at the strong odor while he
         sorted his stock to produce the two that would unlock the building.
      

      
      “Go ahead, please,” Mike said. “I’ll follow you in.”

      
      Audley turned the large dead bolt and unlocked the knob below it. “Not like the days you could leave a church open for the
         poor souls what needs it in the dead of night.”
      

      
      “You’re not old enough to know those days.”

      
      “I’ve been knowing this place since I was a boy, Detective. Be sixty-seven years come November. Used to be, whether the Lord’s
         lions or lambs came calling, doors was wide open and all was welcome twenty-four hours of the day.”
      

      
      
      “This was a lamb, all right. To the slaughter, Amos. We’re going to have to bring her in now, if you don’t mind,” Mike said.
         “C’mon, Coop. Step inside.”
      

      
      I paused at the entrance as Audley marched in the dark to the panel of light switches that illuminated the vestibule and this
         part of the church. When he came back to us to explain that he’d be going to the far end to turn on the rest of the lights,
         I extended my hand to introduce myself.
      

      
      “I’m Alexandra Cooper. I’m an assistant district attorney. Sorry to bring you here for such an unpleasant mission.”

      
      “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said, head down as he walked up the nave. “You need to set yourself down and have
         a little prayer, young lady. That’s what you all be needing.”
      

      
      “If you don’t mind, Mr. Audley,” Mike said, “I’ll have to ask you to stay close. We’ve got to look around the church before
         you touch anything, just in case the killer was in here.”
      

      
      Audley narrowed his eyes and stared at Mike as though he was crazy. “Not likely, Detective. I won’t cause you any grief, but
         not likely. Not a fit place for a killer.”
      

      
      From this point in the entryway, I could see enormous stained-glass windows in the ceiling of the sanctuary. It was streaks
         of moonlight from above that made me conscious of them, although it was still too dark for me to make out any of the images.
      

      
      “You heard Mr. Audley,” Mike said. “Take a seat.”

      
      “Well, since everybody’s here now, and both Bixby and Russo have done a visual and taken photos, why don’t you just take her
         straight to the ME’s office?” I asked.
      

      
      “No can do.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Her body’s going to be pretty brittle because of the fire.”

      
      A blast of cold air blew in the doors that Audley had opened. I looked over my shoulder at Russo and some of the cops who
         were spreading another clean white sheet on the ground beside the victim.
      

      
      
      “Brittle?” I said, shivering against the chill of the night and my thoughts of the deceased.

      
      “Just the ambulance ride downtown could jostle things. Change the way she presents at autopsy. That sheet will capture any
         trace evidence that falls off the body. Keep her as intact as possible.”
      

      
      Mike watched, too, and inched a few steps closer to the doors as the team took direction from Russo and moved in to lift the
         woman. I stood beside him. When he walked back out onto the portico to oversee the change in positioning to the sheet, I went
         along.
      

      
      “Jeez, Coop. In or out,” he said, stooping as Bixby raised the woman’s left arm several inches away from her body. “Something
         there, Doc.”
      

      
      I leaned over his shoulder as Mike used a pair of tweezers to lift what looked like a piece of blue silk fabric from the fold
         beneath the woman’s right arm. I gagged at the sight of her body and neck—closer up this time than I was before—and from the
         smell that intensified with the cold wind.
      

      
      “Man up, Coop,” Mike said. “This is as ugly as it gets.”

      
      He stood and offered the material around for the others to see.

      
      Mercer motioned to me but I wasn’t moving. “I’m okay.”

      
      “May be as close as we come to figuring what she was wearing before she was set on fire,” Mike said.

      
      Dr. Bixby talked to me as he explained. “Even on the most badly charred bodies, fragments are protected in the flexures of
         the armpits or groins. Might help you later on.”
      

      
      Russo asked everyone to step away from the sheet as he ran his flashlight across the section of the portico where the body
         had been. There was a glint of something sparkling on the ground.
      

      
      “Mike,” I said, “see that?”

      
      The men who were tending to the deceased looked around, too, as Russo’s beam fixed on the tiny object that caught the light.

      
      “Coop could find a freaking nugget in a pile of manure, as long as it’s gold,” Mike said to Russo. “Take a picture of that,
         will you?”
      

      
      “What is it?” I asked.

      
      
      The flash went off several times before Mike lifted the paper-thin object with the tips of his tweezers.

      
      “It’s a star. A six-pointed gold star. One of yours, Coop,” he said. “A Jewish star.”

      
      Bixby ordered the cops to hold up before folding the sheet over the deceased. He rolled her body gently to one side, examining
         the skin on her back.
      

      
      “You can see the form of it here, Detective. And even the suggestion of a chain extending up from the star. The heat almost
         embedded it in her back. It may prove to be a chain she was wearing when—uh, before she was killed.”
      

      
      When she had a neck, is what he started to say.

      
      Russo photographed the faint outline of the tiny symbol that was etched in the skin of our victim. Then she was finally ready
         to be wrapped in the sheet and lifted into the church vestibule so the rest of the scene could be examined for evidence.
      

      
      “Go ahead, Coop,” Mike said. “Wrong church, wrong pew. Got to be something in this. More than your average murder-and-dump
         job.”
      

      
      Sergeant Grayson didn’t agree. “Some local kills a girl. Maybe it’s a rape, maybe not. What else is he gonna do but toss the
         body? Maybe he’s a parishioner here. Could be he’s looking for salvation.”
      

      
      “Aren’t we all?” Mike said. “The star might have belonged to the killer.”

      
      “Too feminine a piece,” I said. “It’s tiny. And wafer-thin.”

      
      “You still can’t assume it was hers. She could have ripped it off the guy’s neck during a struggle.”

      
      I walked ahead of him, past Amos Audley, who was standing watch over the entrance to his beloved sanctuary. “I realize how
         unusual a decapitation is. What else did you mean about this not being an average murder, Mike?”
      

      
      “Somebody went to a lot of trouble to make a statement. Kill a woman, decapitate her, get up and over that tall fence or come
         from within this place. Could have dumped his prey somewhere a lot more remote and make a much easier escape than climb to
         the front steps of Mount Neboh, get away clean. If the murder happened inside the church—and I guess we’ll know that shortly—he
         could have just left the body here. And if she’s Jewish, then what’s the point of bringing her to a Baptist church?”
      

      
      Amos Audley mumbled something, but I couldn’t hear him.

      
      “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      
      “The dead girl, she a Jew?” he asked.

      
      “It’s possible. We don’t know who she is yet.”

      
      “Well, maybe the Lord just brought her on home,” Audley said.

      
      “Home?” I didn’t get where he was going.

      
      “Take a look, Ms. Cooper.” Audley favored his left leg as he limped out of the vestibule.

      
      I continued on after him, and saw that there must have been more than a thousand seats in the barrel-vaulted sanctuary of
         the church. A great organ with towering pipes filled most of the wall at the opposite end.
      

      
      “Overhead,” he said.

      
      I stretched my neck for a better view of the trio of splendid stained-glass windows that arched above me, forming a triptych
         of gigantic skylights.
      

      
      “You see that?” Audley asked. “Those letters in the glass?”

      
      “It—it looks like the writing is in Hebrew. Is that possible?”

      
      “Indeed it is.”

      
      I couldn’t read the ancient language, but the lettering was clear, as were the various symbols of the Jewish faith etched
         into the amber, emerald, and cobalt-blue glass. In the middle frame were the two tablets displaying the Ten Commandments,
         topped by a six-sided Star of David.
      

      
      “Mercer—Mike,” I called out to them, “you’ve got to see this.”

      
      “A hundred years ago, Ms. Cooper,” Audley said, proudly showing off the church he’d been associated with since his birth,
         “this here was built to be a synagogue.”
      

      
      Mike rested his hands on my shoulders as he leaned back to look up.

      
      
      “What kind of detective you be, Mr. Chapman?” Audley asked. “In that pediment up over the columns, above the front door, didn’t
         you see those tablets with the Ten Commandments?”
      

      
      Mike didn’t have a ready answer.

      
      “Didn’t you even notice those numbers carved in the cornerstone as you walked past? Big as you are? Says 5668. That’s the
         Hebrew calendar, year she was built. Sherlock Holmes wouldn’t miss no clue like that. Means 1908, when Harlem’s population
         was mostly Jewish. Rich and powerful ones, merchants and such. This girl just come home.”
      

      
      “That’s one view of it,” Mike said. “I’d like you to show us all these things in daylight. I’ll bring Dr. Watson along. Make
         sure we don’t miss anything.”
      

      
      “Just you come back with Ms. Cooper. I think she gets it.”

      
      Maybe it was a hate crime after all. If the Star of David was in fact the victim’s, maybe it was no coincidence that her body
         was deposited on the steps of this particular church.
      

      
      “The Lord moves in mysterious ways, Mr. Audley,” Mike said. “Strange and mysterious ways.”

      
      “Amen, Mr. Chapman. The Lord be making these mysteries, He can help you solve them too. Just you figure it out before anybody
         else get dead.”
      

      

      
      THREE

      
      
      
      
      “MY name is Wilbur Gaskin, Detective. I’m a member of this congregation. Our pastor is out of town and I’m hoping to be of some
         assistance to you in his place.”
      

      
      It was shortly after three a.m. The body had been bagged and removed from the church, and the remaining uniformed cops had
         ushered in this gentleman when he appeared at the gates in response to a call from Amos Audley.
      

      
      “Mr. Audley said you could help us with whatever we need.” Mike made the introductions, and Gaskin gave each of us his business
         card. I guessed him to be in his midfifties, and the title on the card identified him as an executive in private banking at
         Chase.
      

      
      “Do you know the name of the deceased?” Gaskin asked. He was about Mike’s height, and lighter-skinned than Mercer, dressed
         in gray slacks and a crewneck sweater that he must have thrown on when Audley awakened him.
      

      
      “Not a clue.”

      
      “Do you think she worshipped here?”

      
      
      Audley bowed his head. I thought he wanted to speak, but he deferred to Wilbur Gaskin.

      
      “She’s Caucasian, Mr. Gaskin,” Mike said. “You tell me.”

      
      The banker bristled. “You may not be familiar with our church, Mr. Chapman. In addition to a long, fine reputation in the
         religious community, we’ve got one of the best gospel choirs in the world. You’d be surprised what a service looks like here.
         Perhaps you’ll come. You won’t be the only white man. And you certainly won’t be the only cop.”
      

      
      “I’ll do that,” Mike said. “And I apologize for my rudeness. Is there someplace we can go to talk?”

      
      Gaskin glanced around at the four detectives who were making their way through the sanctuary of the church, fanned out between
         the rows of seats as they looked for any evidence of an intrusion or violent crime. “Is all this necessary, Detective?”
      

      
      “It is, Mr. Gaskin. One way or another, a dead body wound up on your front steps.”

      
      “She could have come from anywhere,” he said, gesturing with both hands as if in protest to Mike’s suggestion.

      
      “I’d say her mobility was limited, sir. Just like her access. But we can rule out the inside of your church pretty quickly,
         if you’d let us.”
      

      
      “There’s a small office through that door to the left, behind the altar. Come with me, please.”

      
      Amos Audley limped ahead of us, keeping a keen eye on the detectives as they scoured the sanctuary. Mike suggested to Sergeant
         Grayson that he wait at the entrance to the building to direct the comings and goings of investigators, and to keep out the
         press.
      

      
      Mercer and I followed as Mike walked behind Wilbur Gaskin. The small room he led us to—bare except for a table and six wooden
         chairs—was cold and drafty. I seated myself away from the old lead-glass windows that rattled whenever the March wind kicked
         up.
      

      
      “Isn’t this about the point when I’m supposed to tell you to get a search warrant?” Gaskin scratched his head and phonied
         up a smile, though I didn’t think he was as unsophisticated as he tried to appear.
      

      
      
      “This church is a crime scene. Up to me, I think we’re entitled to scope it out. But my specialties are dead folk and the
         detritus of their late, lamented lives, Mr. Gaskin. Ms. Cooper’s your law jock. Ask her what you’d like and the decision’s
         up to you.” Mike started toward Audley, who moved out of the way of the door, as I leaned forward to express my opinion.
      

      
      “That’s all right, Detective. I don’t want to hold things up. Suit yourselves.”

      
      “How many people have keys to the church?” Mercer asked.

      
      Gaskin pointed a finger at Amos Audley, who answered, “Ain’t but a few that can unlock the front—”

      
      “How many, exactly?”

      
      “I said a few,” Audley snapped at Mercer Wallace. “I can’t give you a number. But there’s more than a dozen to the entrance
         on 114th Street, right by the pastor’s office.”
      

      
      “A dozen people with keys?” Mercer repeated the number.

      
      “Last I knew. The pastor hisself, his assistant, his secretary. Then there’s the choir director and his number two. A couple
         of parishioners who help with the finance business. Not sure who all else got them.”
      

      
      “There must be a list?” Mike asked.

      
      “Surely,” Gaskin said, “when the office opens in a few hours. We’ll get you that.”

      
      “Have you had any problems recently? Any feuds that were brought into the church?” Mercer asked.

      
      “Any psychos showing up to pray?” Mike added.

      
      Wilbur Gaskin shook his head. “Nothing I’m aware of. Amos?”

      
      “Not my business, Mr. Gaskin. Not none of my business who comes for the Lord’s word.”

      
      Every now and then I could hear the footsteps of the detectives, climbing stairs to the choir loft or opening doors that led
         from the chapel. Audley’s head turned at the same sounds. The mass of keys on his belt clanged against one another whenever
         he moved. “You mind if I step out, Mr. Gaskin?”
      

      
      
      “I’d prefer you stay close, Amos. You’ve got more answers than I do.”

      
      “I understand that this church was built to be a synagogue,” Mike said. “You know anything about that?”

      
      “You spend enough time here, it’s hard not to notice. It’s the story of most cities, Mr. Chapman, and of many houses of worship,”
         Gaskin said. “The population changes and the demographics shift. One ethnic group replaces another, one religious community
         takes over the temples the others left behind. It’s not so strange.”
      

      
      “What was the synagogue called then?” I asked.

      
      “In English, it was People of Mercy. I can’t properly pronounce the Hebrew,” Gaskin said, jotting the words “Ansche Chesed”
         on a piece of paper he withdrew from his pants pocket. “I don’t suppose any of you can read this or tell me if I’m right?”
      

      
      “Give it a whirl, kid,” Mike said to me, explaining in the next breath. “She was ‘Cooperized’ at Ellis Island. Some really
         complicated name was totally neutered.”
      

      
      “My father’s parents were Russian Jews,” I said. My mother’s Finnish roots revealed themselves in my blond hair and pale green
         eyes. She had converted to Judaism when she married my father, and although I was raised as a reformed Jew, I was embarrassed
         at how little of the Hebrew language—or religious tradition—I knew. “But I can’t help with this one.”
      

      
      “That’s all right. I came by Gaskin the hard way too. My great-granddaddy’s owner made sure all his slaves took his name.”
         He winked at me, and I noticed that his eyes were nearly as light in color as mine. “But our church isn’t unique around here.
         Mount Olivet Baptist, that was a synagogue too. So was Cross Church of Christ, on 118th. Look around here a little more carefully.”
      

      
      “I never imagined.”

      
      “A hundred years ago, when this place was built,” Gaskin said, “Harlem was the third largest Jewish settlement in the world—in
         the world—after the Lower East Side and Warsaw. It was a thriving community dominated by Jewish culture and heritage. There are remains of it in buildings all over the neighborhood.”
      

      
      The part of Manhattan known as Harlem ran east to west from river to river, and from 110th Street north to 155th.

      
      “In 1910, we were only ten percent of the population here, Ms. Cooper. Twenty years later, the great migration started from
         the South. By the fifties, Harlem was ninety-eight percent black.”
      

      
      “And the Jews?” Mike asked.

      
      Wilbur Gaskin shrugged. “The diaspora continued. They moved once more. This time because they wanted to, not because they
         had to. To Riverside Drive, to Park Avenue, to the Grand Concourse, and up to Westchester. These churches—these magnificent
         synagogues—are the silent vestiges of their years in Harlem.”
      

      
      Footsteps again, like a couple of cops were running inside the church. Audley was in the doorway, checking out the activity.

      
      “Neboh,” Mike said. “What’s that?”

      
      “One of the four holy mounts, Mr. Chapman. The Bible says it’s the place from which Moses first saw the Promised Land.”

      
      “This girl wasn’t quite so lucky.”

      
      “One more thing about our church, Detective, to confuse you further. Before we Baptists took it over, it had a short incarnation
         as a Roman Catholic sanctuary. I think that trifecta is true of only two institutions in Manhattan.” Gaskin went on in Spanish,
         “Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de la Medalla Milagrosa.”
      

      
      “Our Lady of the Miraculous Medal,” Mike said.

      
      Now there were loud noises, like men arguing in the sanctuary.

      
      “Your Spanish isn’t bad,” Gaskin said, patting Mike on the shoulder.

      
      “Can’t do homicide in this city without a smattering of español.”

      
      I was ten years beyond cringing at Mike Chapman’s political incorrectness. But I wondered if the interim Catholic incarnation
         of the building did anything to influence Mike’s theory of why the body landed here.
      

      
      
      A sharp voice shouted a command as a heavy door slammed shut.

      
      “What’s the ruckus?” Mercer asked, following Amos Audley through the door.

      
      Now I could hear many more footsteps. It sounded like cops were running through the building, along the south wall. I recognized
         Scotty Jaffer’s voice calling out that he wanted help in the basement.
      

      
      Mercer broke past Audley, who was moving as fast as he seemed to be able to, and Mike sprinted after Mercer. I stood in the
         doorway with Wilbur Gaskin at my shoulder.
      

      
      “Let it be,” Amos Audley called out, obviously distressed by the massing of officers, two with their guns drawn. “No harm
         there.”
      

      
      “Bringing out four,” Jaffer called.

      
      I could see a large oak door, and from the echoing sound of the detective’s voice, I assumed he was still downstairs.

      
      Wilbur Gaskin panicked. He opened his cell phone and speed-dialed someone, starting to explain the situation in which he found
         himself at three twenty in the morning.
      

      
      “Nice and easy,” Mercer said, holding both arms in front of him and backing away from the basement door toward the main sanctuary.
         “Come forward one at a time. Slow. Hands over your heads.”
      

      
      The first to emerge was a young man in his early twenties. He was about my height, with a shaved and waxed head, dressed in
         a filthy sweatshirt, torn jeans, and unlaced high-tops.
      

      
      Mercer’s calm seemed to be controlling the unexpected encounter. “Sit right there,” he said, pointing to a seat in the front
         row of pews.
      

      
      “You know him?” I asked.

      
      He covered the mouthpiece of the phone. “I’ve never seen him.”

      
      “Put your guns down,” Mercer said quietly to the cops who flanked him. “Let’s get this done right.”

      
      “Send out the next one, Scotty,” Mike said. He was always edgier than Mercer, a bit frenetic and pacing now, to distance himself
         from Amos Audley, who was muttering something at Mike’s back.
      

      
      
      The second guy was heavier-set than the first, but just as unkempt and unhappy to be disturbed in the middle of the night.
         Mercer seated him a good distance away from his friend and directed two of the four cops to stand behind him.
      

      
      It sounded as though there was some scuffling—and some physical urging by Scotty Jaffer—before the next trespasser came up
         the steps, lifting his head as he entered the large barrel-vaulted space.
      

      
      “Dammit!” Gaskin said into the phone before he shut it. “It’s Luther again.”

      
      “What do you mean?” I asked as he strode forward.

      
      Wilbur Gaskin waved me off with his free hand.

      
      “You,” Mercer said, turning his head to look at us when he heard Gaskin’s outburst. “Back row.”

      
      “Let me speak to this,” Amos Audley said, grabbing Mike’s arm.

      
      “What?” Mike shook him off. He wanted his hands free.

      
      “He’s mine.”

      
      “Last man standing,” Jaffer said. “On the way out to you.”

      
      The fourth kid didn’t come easily. He was cursing at the detective and banging on the walls with his fists as he climbed up.

      
      “I thought Luther was still upstate, in prison,” Gaskin said. “Looks like he’s been living here, doesn’t it?”

      
      “Step back, Amos,” Mike said. “Out of the way.”

      
      “You don’t understand, Mr. Mike.”

      
      “You’ll explain later. Stay out of the way.”

      
      The fourth player showed himself. Dreads hanging out from under a do-rag, a long-sleeve T-shirt with a skull on the front,
         and tattered black pants made him look like he was wearing an unofficial gang uniform. The long scar across his nose and cheek
         was thick and dangerously close to his eye.
      

      
      “They’ve done nothing, Mr. Mike. These freezin’ cold nights, boys need a place to stay warm.”

      
      Then I could have sworn I heard Audley say the word “blood.”

      
      “I’m telling you to take it easy, Mr. Audley,” Mike said, swiveling to get the anxious custodian out of the path he intended to send the last kid.
      

      
      Audley took two steps to the side and the young man saw his opening. He bolted past Mike, clearly familiar with the interior
         of the old building, and around to the rear of the chancel. He was thin and wiry, and his head start made it impossible for
         any of the cops to catch him. I was simply grateful that none of them drew a gun.
      

      
      “What’s back there?” I asked.

      
      “A couple of doors, Ms. Cooper.” Before Audley could finish his sentence, I heard one slam shut.

      
      Mercer called out to Grayson, who sent men running through the church and, I’m sure, out on the street as well.

      
      Mike was furious. “These kids don’t move. Cuff ’em and let ’em sit till we sort this out.”

      
      Amos Audley hadn’t figured out how to keep out of Mike Chapman’s way. He pointed at Luther, his finger trembling with fear.
         “It’s the Lord’s house, Detective. No harm in them being in the Lord’s house. He’s my grandson, Mr. Mike. That boy’s my blood.”
      

   

      
      FOUR

      
      
      
      
      “NO harm in them being in the station house, either,” Mike said. “How old are you, Luther?”
      

      
      The young man neither looked up nor answered.

      
      “How old?”

      
      “He twenty-two,” Amos Audley said.

      
      “Luther. Look at me.” Mercer Wallace’s booming voice got the young man’s attention. “Don’t go dissing your grandfather, ’cause
         you do that and you’re taking on me and Chapman and a whole bunch of guys you don’t really want to butt heads with. Let’s
         go inside and talk.”
      

      
      Luther appeared to be more sullen for being singled out from his friends by a detective. He didn’t budge.

      
      “Get up on your feet,” Mercer said.

      
      He rose slowly, and his two companions hissed their disapproval.

      
      “Mr. Audley,” Mike said to Amos, trying to distract him from his grandson’s predicament, “I think the sergeant could really
         use your help. Don’t get yourself in knots over these kids.”
      

      
      
      Mercer frisked Luther from top to bottom and then led him back to the small room in which our conversation with Wilbur Gaskin
         had started. Luther’s jeans hung so low on his body that Mercer grabbed the waistband and hoisted them, startling the vacant-looking
         young man and probably pinching one of his testicles, from the sound of his squeal.
      

      
      “Wassup with that?” Luther asked, trying to wrest himself away from Mercer.

      
      “R-e-s-p-e-c-t. If the lady really wanted to see your ass, Luther, she’d probably invite you to drop your pants all the way.”

      
      Mike was giving Grayson orders to search and cuff the two others and separate them for some initial questioning before taking
         them off to the 28th Precinct station house.
      

      
      “What does your gut say, Detective?” Gaskin asked.

      
      I had almost caught up to Mercer, but I paused to listen to Mike’s answer.

      
      “Unlikely they’re involved. I haven’t been this lucky—or fast—catching a perp since my first domestic when the guy stabbed
         his wife to death with a carving knife in their bed then fell asleep next to her, waiting for a response to his 911 call so
         he could tell me she must have forgotten it was there and fell on it. They’ll be more valuable for anything they saw or heard.
         You know them?”
      

      
      “Just Luther. The kid’s done everything possible to break his grandfather’s heart.”

      
      Amos Audley’s limp was more pronounced as he struggled to follow Grayson while keeping an eye on Mercer’s charge.

      
      “Banger?”

      
      “Sorry?”

      
      “Is he in a gang? A gangbanger?”

      
      “Yeah. Something to do with that dead rap gangster they all idolize,” Gaskin said.

      
      “Tupac Shakur,” Mike said, shaking his head. “Rapist and rapper. One of Coop’s best teammates prosecuted him for molesting
         a teenage fan, which only helped confer sainthood on him.”
      

      
      
      “’Course they idolize him. He was a total thug.”

      
      “PacMen’s Luther’s gang, then. A most unsuccessful group of losers.”

      
      Mike’s stage whisper was intended to irk the two young men now handcuffed to the armrests at the end of the row in the handsome
         church.
      

      
      “We’ve got a program here,” Gaskin said. “An initiative working with kids at risk, kids who’ve been in the system. Called
         something like Fair Chance.”
      

      
      “Should have called it Fat Chance,” Mike said. “Fat chance anything but the max and a little attitude adjustment works on
         these bastards.”
      

      
      Mike left Gaskin in the sanctuary and by the time we opened the door to the small office, Mercer was sitting on the edge of
         the long table, forcing his attention on Luther Audley.
      

      
      “Twice, juvenile. Three more since I turned sixteen.” Mercer’s first question had obviously been about the number of Luther’s
         arrests.
      

      
      “How much time have you done?”

      
      “Two years. Got out in December.”

      
      “You like it upstate?”

      
      Luther Audley tilted his head and screwed up his mouth, looking at Mercer like he was crazy.

      
      “You like it enough to go back?”

      
      “I ain’t never going back.”

      
      “Then who are your friends? These other three guys?”

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      “You stupid, Luther, or you just look like you’re stupid?” Mike asked, pulling up a chair to sit opposite Mercer.

      
      Mercer held out his arm to tell Mike to back away. “The two guys inside, who are they?”

      
      “I only know their faces. Not their names.”

      
      “How about the dude that ran off?”

      
      Luther just stared at the tabletop. “Don’t know him.”

      
      
      “Shit. So when you want to hang out with him,” Mike said, “you just ask around for the ugly mother with the big scar across
         his cheek? That how you find him?”
      

      
      “What’s he running from?” Mercer asked.

      
      “Just running, I guess.”

      
      Mike slammed the table and Luther sat up. “Olympic trials, don’t you think, Detective Wallace? Fastest ex-con with his butt
         crack showing, sprinting away from a murder rap.”
      

      
      “What you mean, murder?” Luther swallowed hard and looked to Mike, who stood up and turned his back.

      
      “Scotty?” Mike called out into the sanctuary. “Any blood downstairs? Body parts?”

      
      “Not so far. A crack pipe and a dusting of white powder. Smoke and coke.”

      
      “Your buddies are giving you up, Luther. They’re sitting inside the church, telling the other cops why they’re here,” Mercer
         said. “And they’re here because of you. Because your grandfather was kind enough to let you crash inside this church. Risk
         his job and everything he cares about. So who are they?”
      

      
      “They just guys. We hang out sometimes.”

      
      “PacMen,” Mike said. “Gangsta-wannabe assholes. What’d you do time for?”

      
      Luther licked his lips.

      
      “Let me guess. At least once for drugs. Then, two years? Armed robbery, I’m figuring. Botched job at best. Nobody got hurt,
         you weren’t the one carrying heat. You were too dumb to get away clean. Copped to the attempt and got a deuce up the river.
         Am I warm?”
      

      
      “My lawyer made me take that plea.” Luther Audley rolled his head around and looked up at the ceiling.

      
      “Always the damn suits that make you do things you don’t wanna do, isn’t it?” Mike asked. “Ms. Cooper here, she’s a mouthpiece
         too. She finds out you know something about this murder and she’ll have your parole revoked, then ship you right back up to
         the yard. She actually enjoys doing that.”
      

      
      
      Luther’s head dropped and he fixed his vacant gaze on me. “What you keep talking about murder?”

      
      “There was a body found on the steps of the church tonight,” I said, trying to edge Mike farther away from the young man.
         “A woman was killed and—”
      

      
      “We didn’t kill nobody.”

      
      “I’m going to start easy, back it up a few hours, and find out what brought you here,” I said, pulling my chair closer to
         the slow-to-anger interloper.
      

      
      “Whoa, Ms. Cooper.” Wilbur Gaskin had appeared in the doorway. “How about Miranda? How about the right to—”

      
      Mike interrupted him and rose to back him away from the room. “Nobody’s in custody, Mr. Gaskin. Let’s not put a plug in the
         works yet.”
      

      
      “Not in custody? You’ve got the kid closeted in back here, while his God-fearing grandfather is going to pieces right outside,”
         Gaskin said. “You hear that, Luther? Get your tail out of this place.”
      

      
      The young man’s mouth was open but he didn’t move fast.

      
      “I’d sooner lock up Grandpa for aiding and abetting,” Mike said. “I’d get my answers damn fast, and they wouldn’t be full
         of lies and laced with crack.”
      

      
      Luther lit up like he’d had a snake bite. He stood and shouted at Mike, his finger jabbing at the air. “You can’t be all gettin’
         on Amos. You can’t be all—”
      

      
      Mike was walking out the door and directing Gaskin to come with him as he looked back for a last comment. “You’d be surprised
         at the things I can do, Luther. Hold tight and tell Ms. Cooper what she wants to know. Who comes and goes is up to me.”
      

      
      Luther Audley stared at me and laughed.

      
      “Talk to her,” Mercer said.

      
      Mike’s bluff had worked. If the kid was agitated about nothing else, he still wanted to protect his grandfather. He snarled
         at me but took his seat.
      

      
      “Tell me why you’re here tonight,” I said.

      
      
      “I’m here every night. My mother won’t let me be at her house. She got a boyfriend who don’t want me there.”

      
      “And Amos?”

      
      “He don’t have space for me. Him and my grandmother live in a studio. Ain’t no room.”

      
      “How do you get in here?”

      
      Luther fidgeted with the belt loops on his pants. “Amos. He the last one to leave every night, first one to come in the morning.”

      
      “Your friends, he lets them crib here too?” Mercer asked.

      
      “Not exactly. He don’t like most of them. Used to be you could sleep on the steps of almost any church. Even get food and
         all. Now every one got bars on them.”
      

      
      The city’s religious institutions had long been havens for the homeless. That situation, neither safe nor sanitary, had ended
         with the gating of most of them when a homeless man who had lived outside a church on the Upper West Side for three years
         froze to death just feet from the entrance.
      

      
      Luther described the habit that had developed because of his grandfather’s affection for him. Those nights that were too cold
         and raw, he called Amos and asked for shelter. His crew knew he would let them in later, when alone, and they’d leave at daybreak,
         before Amos arrived. In exchange for a warm place to crash, they would bring drugs to feed Luther’s habit.
      

      
      “What time did you get here last night?” I asked.

      
      “I don’t remember.”

      
      “Don’t mess with her, Luther,” Mercer said. “She’s got more juice than I do.”

      
      Luther closed one eye and studied me with the other.

      
      “What time did your grandfather let you in?”

      
      He didn’t like it when we brought Amos into the mix. “It was, like, midnight. A little earlier than that.”

      
      There was no watch on either of his skinny wrists. “How do you know?”

      
      
      “’Cause of the bells. I was in here when they rang, when they done twelve times.”

      
      “And the others?”

      
      “I texted them when he left. Maybe fifteen minutes later.”

      
      “Give me your cell phone,” Mercer said, holding out his hand.

      
      Luther frowned.

      
      “Give it up.”

      
      The messages he sent to his friends, and their responses, would be captured in the memory of his phone. He drew the razor-thin
         machine out of his pocket and placed it in the large palm of Mercer’s hand.
      

      
      “What did you do?” I asked.

      
      “Nuthin’.” He was watching Mercer scroll through the messages.

      
      “What did you do, Luther?” I asked again.

      
      “Me and them, we always hang in the basement. They brung me some food, is all.”

      
      “And crack?”

      
      He blew me off. “I don’t do that shit.”

      
      “Coke?”

      
      “L’il bit.”

      
      “So these guys you don’t know,” Mercer said, reading the name off the cell history, “which one is Shaquille?”

      
      Luther bit his tongue.

      
      “Shaquille, the one you texted.” Mercer leaned in closer. “He one of the dudes inside, or is he the one who skipped out on
         you?”
      

      
      The answer was slow and deliberate. “Inside.”

      
      “Which one deals?”

      
      No answer this time.

      
      “Must be Shaquille or you wouldn’t have been so anxious to invite him to join you.”

      
      Luther had nowhere else in the room left to look but at Mercer.

      
      “Go talk to him, Alex. I’ll get Luther here up to speed.” Mercer handed me the phone. “What else did you hear besides church bells last night?”
      

      
      “She gonna ask Shaquille. I don’t know nuthin’ else.”

      
      As I turned the corner into the sanctuary, I noticed another kid was gone. The remaining one was still cuffed to the end seat
         of a pew. His knee was bouncing up and down, nervously, at a furious pace, and when Mike stepped away from him, I could see
         that tears were streaming down his cheeks.
      

      
      “What happened?” I asked. “Where’s—”

      
      “Scotty took the tall one back down to the basement for a once-over.”

      
      “What’d you do to make this guy cry?”

      
      “He’s fifteen, Coop. Wants his mama, I think.”

      
      “Which one’s Shaquille?” I asked.

      
      The knee jerked and the kid shook his head.

      
      I held up Luther’s cell and texted a few words. I could hear the noise of the vibrating phone in his pocket over the insistent
         tapping of his foot.
      

      
      “I guess you’re Shaquille,” Mike said. “That solves that piece of the puzzle. Now, why don’t you tell Ms. Cooper what you
         saw last night? And remember, she doesn’t believe in ghosts.”
      

      
      “I was waiting for Luther to call me.” The kid wiped his eyes with the filthy sleeve of his sweatshirt. “I was around the
         corner, on 114th.”
      

      
      “You know what time it was?” Mike asked.

      
      Shaquille shook his head.

      
      I looked at Luther’s outgoing messages. “A little bit before twelve forty-five.”

      
      “All three of you there?”

      
      “Nope. I was alone.”

      
      The bounce in his leg was like a lie detector. It sped up whenever the topic got more sensitive. He didn’t seem to care about
         the time of night, or his companions.
      

      
      “What’d you see?” Mike asked.

      
      
      The knee was rocking now. “I told you, I don’t know. It was like a man, but then it didn’t move like any man I ever seen.”

      
      “How’s that, Shaquille?”

      
      “It was almost like he could fly. Like a cartoon character, you know?”

      
      “I don’t know. You tell us,” Mike said. “What’d he look like?”

      
      “Too dark to tell,” the kid said, sniffling back his tears.

      
      “Black? White? Big? Small?”

      
      “He was a big guy, that’s the thing. Big but he moved real quick and light. Couldn’t see his skin ’cause he had a hoodie on.
         Black hoodie and sweatpants. Just figured he black ’cause—I don’t know—’cause it’s, ’cause …”
      

      
      “’Cause it’s the middle of Harlem in the middle of the night?”

      
      “Why some white guy be breaking into Mount Neboh?” Shaquille asked.

      
      “Breaking in?” I said. “Is that what he tried to do?”

      
      “I didn’t stay to see that. I just know if he was any friend of Luther’s, he’d be goin’ by the back door.”

      
      “Tell her what you saw. Tell her where he came from.”

      
      “Don’t know where he came from. He was already near the gate when I got to the corner. He had a sack with him. Big sack, like
         a duffel. I mean
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