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  Chapter 1


     
  




 


New York City, April 2015

 


The killer was obliterating the young woman’s body. Long, smooth strokes alternated with short, vicious ones, tearing apart the woman’s abdomen as she lay motionless before him. Reflections danced off the polished instrument in his hand as it sliced through the air. Blood dripped off the blade. Oh, how he reveled in it! His prize now in closer proximity, he slowed his work, delighting in the control and skill he had acquired from years of practice and careful study.

“What a shame it has taken me so long to find my true calling,” he said to himself, as he thrust fourteen feet of coiled, glistening intestines out of his way. “But this is it! This is my life’s work.”

A few key cuts, and he had what he had been searching for in the palm of his hand. He pulled it out and examined its symmetry, its beauty, its potential.

For some time now, he had decided who lived and who died—and who would be born again. He had built up this state-of-the-art lab from nothing over the last six and a half years. His clientele now included the wealthiest, most powerful people in the world. He produced high-priced miracles for them, and they, in turn, unwittingly funded all he had worked so hard to create. After years of toiling in secrecy, the time had come to reveal himself. The world would learn of his intelligence and power. The world would learn to fear and respect The Giver, the moniker he had chosen for himself.

He looked up from the mangled corpse that lay before him, and turned his attention to the flat-screen monitor a few feet away. It was an NBC special report that he didn’t want to miss. New York State Governor Gregory Spatick was answering questions from a well-dressed reporter who sat across from him.

“Governor, you’ve allocated a great deal of time, money, and manpower to your pet project, the Division of Medical Crimes. To date, they have not solved a single crime. Aren’t you concerned the federal government will withhold funding, shuttering the unit, if the DMC continues to fail?”

Spatick uncrossed his legs, shifted in his chair, and tentatively re-crossed his legs. “Janet, we have wonderful news to report for the DMC. Doctor Chris Ravello has just been appointed the lead detective for the Division of Medical Crimes. As you know, this division is our response to the explosive growth of medical associated crimes in recent years: illegal sales of drugs over the internet; synthetic street drugs; unusual murders where medical expertise is helpful; and crimes involving physicians, hospitals, pharmaceutical companies, or other areas of medicine. All such crimes in New York State now fall under the jurisdiction of the newly created Division of Medical Crimes. Detective Ravello is our new lead investigator, and the FBI will also offer assistance whenever we feel their expertise would aid in solving such crimes.”

“Governor, it’s unheard of for an NYPD officer to become a detective after only two months on the job. With such limited experience, what qualifies Detective Ravello to now become the DMC’s lead investigator?” the blond asked, with a furrowing of her brow.

“Chris Ravello is the only physician-detective in NYPD history. Doctor Ravello brings experience, knowledge, and a unique perspective to the fight against medical crimes in New York. I wholeheartedly believe the DMC will flourish under Detective Ravello.”

“Can you better define the FBI’s role in all of this? Up until now, they have only been involved in investigations where federal laws have been broken, or where crimes extend across state lines. How is the FBI to be involved in medical crimes that occur in the state of New York?”

“That’s an excellent question, Janet,” Spatick replied, leaning back in his chair. “Medical crimes in the US have nearly tripled in frequency in the last decade. As a result, Congress intervened, altering the FBI’s jurisdiction with regard to medical crimes. They also provided a great deal of funding for each state to create and maintain a Division of Medical Crimes. If a state doesn’t have a division, the FBI can take over such investigations as it sees fit―no questions asked. We have had a medical crimes division since the summer of 2014, so the FBI can only get involved in investigations when we ask them to be involved.”

“Who makes that decision? And once they’re involved, who is in charge?” Janet Glassman asked, as she leaned forward toward Spatick, revealing a bit of cleavage between her freshly pressed suit lapels.

“As governor, I alone make that decision,” Spatick said, with a smug look on his face. “Under some special circumstances, that we won’t get into now, other high-ranking state officials, such as the Lieutenant Governor or State Attorney General, can make the call. Once called in, the FBI is squarely in charge of the investigation from that point on.”

Hands still and folded in front of him, The Giver smiled to himself as the television droned on. The dead woman in front of him had given him exactly what he needed, and she would be his perfect calling card. Her appearance would jolt Ravello. Indeed, it would disturb him to his core.

“Ravello is doomed to failure, just like all those before him. They haven’t caught me yet, and bringing on that punk doctor won’t help,” The Giver said, with a laugh. “They don’t realize how powerful and dangerous I am, but Ravello will soon find out.”

The Giver closed the Styrofoam container labeled Organ Tissue Donor. This would hold his specimen, preserving and protecting the next link in what he saw as a brilliant plan. It would also deflect any prying questions from those who worked in the lab but were not yet privy to The Giver’s plans. He meticulously cleaned his instruments and put them away for later use. Next, he wrapped the body and cleaned every surface so that no one else would suspect where the tissue had come from. He then crammed the body into a large plastic container, dropped down the lid, placed it on a wheeled cart, and rolled it out the door. Soon, Ravello will find this body in one of New York City’s landmark locations, and that’s when the fun will begin.

Before he turned off the lights, he inspected the room one last time.

“They have no clue who, or what, they are dealing with. And they never will.”

 





  Chapter 2


     
  




 


Michelle and I were curled up on the couch sipping a sweet dessert wine, a 1989 Muscat Vin de Glaciére from Bonny Doon. Far too expensive for a cop’s salary, it was leftover from my days as a general surgeon, when money was plentiful; that was hardly the case now. Pulling out the bottle was my attempt at smoothing over a few of the rough edges that had recently developed between us. The kids had gone to sleep a half hour earlier. After a few minutes of light banter, we put our glasses down, and I leaned forward on the couch while Michelle massaged my neck and upper back, uncoiling the knots that built over the last week.

While Michelle massaged, we spoke of the past and the present, of good times and bad. About how lucky we were to have found each other, and how ten wonderful years of marriage had flown by. We thanked God for the daily blessing of our two beautiful, healthy young children.

Eventually we turned down the lights and our voices, and held each other in a warm and long embrace, our faces, legs, and arms intertwined. Michelle’s touch melted my remaining tension and worries away. Thoughts of depravity and murder receded from my mind, as did the constant worrying about what I was putting my family through these past few months, since I traded my scalpel for a gun.

Michelle was my rock and my sanctuary. Her kind words, her beautiful smile, and her infectious enthusiasm and optimism refreshed and renewed me. It sounds corny, but her love has always completed and sustained me, building a fortress that walled off the outside world’s destructiveness and divisiveness. Experience had taught me time and again that with Michelle’s support, I could face any adversity life thrust upon me—even the self-inflicted variety. Hopefully, the enormous stress I had placed us under wouldn’t do anything to harm our relationship.

Less than a year ago, life was perfect. I had just finished my residency at Washington General, a Level 1 trauma center located in Harlem, and I had accepted a well-paying general surgery appointment there. A month later Michelle and I closed on a beautiful Victorian home in Rye, New York. The home boasted a beautiful view of the Long Island Sound, was in one of the best school districts in the country, and provided a short commute to work for me. In late August, Michelle and I embarked on a vacation to Australia to celebrate our tenth wedding anniversary. The night and days that followed on our Australian adventure were the happiest in my life. But the trip was cut short by an unspeakable tragedy that altered our lives forever. My mother, Jacqueline, for whom our boy James was named, was viciously attacked near the Bronx Botanical Gardens. At the time, Mom was busy doing what she did best: helping people. The problem was, the stranded motorists she thought she was helping were, in fact, muggers. Over the next two weeks, Mom clung to life as we kept vigil at her bedside.

My mother regained consciousness just once during those two weeks, but it was long enough for me to tell her one last time how much I loved her. She responded in kind, expressing her joy and love for all of us, as well as filling us in on the attack. She died later that day.

The period following my mother’s death was a deep and dark abyss, one that seemed without end or escape. I struggled to get through my work at the hospital, as a longstanding illness of mine worsened under all the stress. Michelle’s love was the lifeline that tethered me to this world, and showed me the way back home.

Michelle, without reservations or second-guessing, supported the difficult decision that helped me begin to heal. I resigned from my position at Washington General, and entered the police academy, resolved to protect and serve by cleansing New York City’s streets of the kind of degenerates who killed my mother.

My longtime friend, Kevin Kennedy, a ten-year veteran of the NYPD, and a Detective First Grade, had helped broker a deal in which I would use my medical knowledge to run investigations for a new, poorly performing division of the NYPD that was desperate for a shake-up.

My career choice came with painful repercussions for my family. Gone were the beautiful home, and the upper class lifestyle in one of Westchester County’s most exclusive communities. Michelle, the kids, and I moved to a modest home we could afford in Peekskill. The neighborhood, one in which recent attempts at gentrification had failed miserably, left a lot to be desired, but it would afford us the fresh start I needed.

 


§

 


“Daddy, I’m scared,” my little girl said, as tears welled up in her eyes.

“What is it, kiddo?” I asked, tenderly. “We have to get you to school now.”

“There’s a mean girl. She made fun of me yesterday, and tried to punch me.”

Michelle and my eyes locked. This sort of issue would never have happened in Rye. The pain on my face said it all. Tension between Michelle and me, and problems for our children, were the norm since our move.

“Uh, you’ll be all right, sweetie.” I rubbed both of Christine’s arms. “I’ll talk to your teacher when I drop you off.”

“No, I want Mommy to do it. You don’t even know my teacher, Daddy.”

Oh boy. I looked at Michelle, this time with helpless eyes.

“It’ll be okay, Christine, Mommy will take―Oh, my God!” Michelle jumped back as a cockroach scurried past Christine’s feet. She screamed, picked up Christine, and ran to the corner farthest from the hard-shelled intruder. My cell phone rang. It was Kennedy.

“What’s up, Kev? I’m sort of in the middle of something now.” I lunged at the cockroach, but it squeezed under the cabinets.

“I thought you were coming in early, bud? Petersen is wondering where the hell you are.”

“Shit! I forgot that meeting was today. I’m on my way.”

“Sorry, hun, I forgot I had an early meeting I'm already late for.”

Michelle stared at me with exasperation. “Just go. I’ll take care of it...except the cockroach. You get to deal with that when you get home!”

 


§

 


“Ravello, this isn’t a country club. When I call a meeting, I expect everyone to be here,” Ray Petersen barked at me.

“Sorry Ray, er, Chief. Won’t happen again.”

“Better not. I don’t give a shit about your role at the Division of Medical Crimes. When there are no active cases with the DMC, your ass is mine. Now get the hell out of here. Kennedy will fill you in on what you missed.”

“Right.” I hightailed it out of his office, before Petersen, our chief of detectives, could think of anything else to ream me on.

 


§

 


“Well, no one can accuse you of being a kiss ass,” Kennedy said with a smirk, as he stuffed his face full of a Boston cream donut. The pastry looked like a crumb in his massive hand. A devout bodybuilder, whose physique resembled Arnold Schwarzenegger from his early Terminator days, Kennedy nonetheless had a glaring weakness for the sweet stuff. “Took me four years on the force before Petersen lit into me like that. You pulled it off inside of six weeks. I guess you doctor-types are quick studies.”

Kennedy had been my best friend since fourth grade, when we both moved to Ossining, New York, he from Queens, and me, from the Bronx. His gift for cutting through the niceties and just telling it like it is, was legendary.

“Been a hell of a morning, Kev. Found out Christine is being bullied at school, and we have cockroaches at the house…. Oh, and did I mention the hole in my head from Michelle's eyes, when I had to suddenly leave early this morning?”

“So, you could get here late and get your ass chewed out. Way to go, Doctor Ravello,” he said, with a booming laugh best measured with a Richter scale.

Kennedy, best man at my wedding, ten-year veteran of the NYPD, and a direct descendant of Paul Bunyan, was reveling in my misery; yet somehow, that made it all the more bearable.

“Well, things have got to get better from here on out,” I said, with a grin. “Can’t get much fucking worse.”

“Ravello! Kennedy! Boys at the 2–2 just pulled a mutilated body out of the reservoir in Central Park.” Petersen’s voice boomed. “And for some friggin’ reason, McGowan wants the DMC on it.”

 


 





  Chapter 3


     
  




 


The Giver’s Laboratory

 


April Cassidy lay unconscious, her hands and feet strapped down on the gurney as a long, thin needle pierced the skin just below her navel. With one hand The Giver drove the 18-gauge needle deep into her, as his other hand manipulated the ultrasound probe to guide his efforts. Everything was progressing as planned. The Giver applied negative pressure to the syringe attached to the end of the needle. Fluid and cells poured into it from April’s still body, taking what he needed from the young woman.

In 1968 a Scandinavian named Mohr first described the technique The Giver was using―chorionic villus sampling or CVS. The medical community, including Smidt-Jensen and Hahnermann in the 1980s, refined the technique many times over. But it was The Giver who perfected it, utilizing amniocentesis and CVS in ways Smidt-Jensen and Hahnermann never could have imagined.

Without warning, April lurched forward. She shook her head from side to side, and yanked at the restraints around her hands and feet. The Giver struck her hard across the face with his fist. Her head snapped back from the impact, and she again lay motionless on the gurney. He went back to his work, taking his time filling the syringe. Eventually he pulled the needle out.

April came to again. “What the hell are you doing? Where am, aaargghh!—” April’s voice was cut short as The Giver grabbed the hair on the back of her head with one hand, and yanked down. Her mouth flew open even more, and The Giver used his other hand to pour a purplish-red syrup down her throat. April tried spitting it up, but it was too late; she had swallowed enough for it to have its effect. She kicked and screamed, striking him with glancing blows that did nothing to stop him.

April fought the lightheadedness and disorientation that washed over her. Despite her best efforts, she felt herself slipping away, and before she knew it, blackness overcame her.

 


§

 


April felt nausea rippling through her as she bounced from side to side in the backseat of The Giver’s black Lincoln Town Car. Ropes tore into her arms and legs. Terror raced up and down her spine, consuming her. She tried to scream, but no words came forth. A tight gag made it impossible to utter a sound, and difficult to even breathe, and a blindfold made it impossible for her to see where she was, or what was going on.

The car broke hard, and April’s momentum slammed her into the back of the seat in front of her. The door next to her flew open, and The Giver’s powerful hands dragged her out. April flailed at him, scratching his hooded face, as he struck her already-bruised cheek.

April landed in an irregular pile of softness as she started to come to. She heard the car race off, and struggled to free herself as she slid down between slick bags. Her mind raced, and her senses strained to determine where she was. The stench of the garbage eventually reached her nose as she heard high-pitched squeals, and felt rats scurry across her body. Just then, she heard voices as the sweet smell of marijuana broke through the odor of the garbage.

“Hey man, check it out! Some bitch was dumped in the garbage!” said a man in a dirty, black hoodie as he looked down at the nicely wrapped package in front of him.

“Yeah. White trash makes good pussy! Let’s take a piece,” his friend responded, and he pulled out a blade, and cut through the ropes holding April’s legs together.

Fear shot through April as her entire body tensed. She knew if she didn’t break free, she would be raped, and perhaps even killed.

The first man tore at her pants as she kicked blindly at them. She smelled her  sweat, and that of her attackers, when a knife pressed against her throat.

“Don’t fuckin’ move, bitch, or I’ll slice you up.”

“Yeah, bitch, just hold still and enjoy it. You might learn something ʼbout how a real Latin lover takes care of his woman,” the other teased, as he caressed her crotch with his hand.

Blindfolded, bound, and gagged, April knew she had few options, but she wasn’t going to make it easy for them. She crossed her ankles, and squeezed her legs together as tightly as she could. Her head was swimming from her struggle, and from whatever she was doped with earlier. She pressed her eyes closed, praying for the strength to resist their attack.



 





  Chapter 4


     
  




 


Traffic was crawling as Kennedy and I worked our way north on Madison Avenue toward the 97th Street and 5th Avenue entrance to Central Park. “Is Petersen always such an asshole to deal with, Kev?”

“You get used to him. Hell, ten years on the force, you get used to a lot of shit, Chris,” Kennedy said, with intensity. “At least this case is going through the DMC. It must piss Petersen off to no end that a cop, with just six weeks on the job, has made detective third grade and is already running one of the department’s major divisions,” Kennedy said, as a grin engulfed his face. “It took Petersen twenty-two years to make chief of detectives.”

“He’s not the only one pissed off. I get the feeling most of the guys on the force resent the hell out of me, and wanna see me fail. I can’t blame them. If I was in their place, I’d be pissed too, if some guy made a deal with the governor and commissioner, getting to skip over years of hard work and be anointed their new golden boy.”

“Yeah, makes you wish life was simpler, like back in the old days when we were playing ball, chasing girls, and trying to keep one step ahead of the cops. We had some good times growing up, huh, Chris?” Kennedy’s voice was tinged with nostalgia as he weaved around an SUV, and cut off a cabbie just outside the entrance to the park.

“I guess when you’re both branded outsiders by your classmates, you either stick together and become best friends, or you beat the shit out of each other,” I said, with a laugh. “We managed to do both.”

 


§

 


Our Jane Doe was lying in the grass, a few feet from the Jacqueline Onassis Reservoir, where she had been pulled from two hours earlier. Officers from the 2-2 were milling about the area, keeping the crime scene secure until we arrived. We ducked under the familiar black on yellow crime-scene tape, and took a look at the body.

“Aw, shit. What a fucking mess,” Kennedy said, as the color drained from his face, and he grabbed his nose.

A strong stench, like a closet filled with rotten eggs, emanated from the body, which was badly mutilated in the abdominal and genital regions. Anaerobic organisms, those requiring little to no oxygen to survive, had eaten through our corpse’s gastrointestinal and respiratory tissue, creating the foul-smelling hydrogen sulfide. It was my first clue as to how long ago Jane Doe had died.

“Kev, you spoke to Doctor McGowan earlier, right? Any idea why she called us in on this one?”

Kennedy was still trying to shake off the smell. I’m sure he had never seen a body this badly decomposed. “She said something about the vic maybe missing some organ, that’s all I remember.”

I put on two layers of latex gloves, and knelt beside the body. “The body has turned red, indicating blood decomposition. And the nails on our vic’s right pinkie and ring fingers have already fallen out, along with several of her teeth.”

Kennedy nodded, his face still ashen.

“Decomposition has already obliterated about 25 percent of her body’s mass, courtesy of the maggots that have been feeding on her. I’m going in.”

Kennedy cringed as I immersed my hands in what remained of her abdominal cavity. My fingers sloshed around her intestines, and what remained of her vital organs. Her pancreas was long gone, obliterated by the very digestive enzymes it held during life. Much of her liver had suffered the same fate.

One structure was completely unaccounted for.

“Kev, she’s got no uterus.”

“What does that tell us, Chris?” Kennedy asked, the color returning to his cheeks.

“I’m not sure yet. The body is so badly decomposed I can’t tell how old our vic is, if she had it surgically removed while she was alive, or if it was taken around the time she died.”

I stood and pulled off my gloves, slipping one inside the other to keep the decomp on the gloves off of my hands. “If there’s any blood left to analyze, we’ll need McGowan to run a β HCG―a pregnancy test―and also check on levels of progesterone and estrogen. The progesterone and estrogen levels could tell us how many weeks pregnant she was, or if she was peri or post-menopausal.”

Kevin opened his notepad, and started taking notes. “Any idea what might have killed her?”

“Afraid not. Her abdomen and vaginal areas are pretty torn up. The killer may have done this to allow the methane, hydrogen sulfide, and carbon dioxide to escape from her body, so she didn’t float to the surface while she decomposed.”

“Or he might just have gotten off on mutilating her,” Kennedy said, with a nod.

“Either way, running creatine kinase levels, specifically the MM isoenzyme, found in skeletal muscle, may help us determine if the mutilation occurred before or after death, but I don’t know if we have enough blood for that.

“One thing I can tell you, based on the color of the body, extent of decomposition, and the loss of two of her fingernails and some teeth, our vic has been dead a couple of weeks.”

Kennedy nodded, as he continued to write down my observations.

I turned back to the corpse, studying it, when I was hit with a flashback of my battered and bruised mother laying in the ICU, just hours after being attacked. A wave of fear and anxiety swept through me as dangerous levels of epinephrine, better known as adrenaline, surged through my body. My illness was rearing its ugly head. My chest tightened up. Breathing became difficult. Christ, I couldn’t afford an attack here, in front of all these other officers, running my first investigation for the DMC. I became a detective, uprooted my family, tearing them away from a life of privilege, to stop violent criminals like the ones who killed my mother. I had no other way to support myself if I failed at this. Spatick and Commissioner Kelly had made it clear; they were sticking their necks out for me. The DMC would be dismantled, and I’d be out of a job, if I didn’t turn things around for them, and quickly. I stared at the reservoir, my gaze on its still waters. Deep breaths filled my lungs as I purged the anxiety and fear that clawed at me from within.

 


§

 


Kennedy and I stood in an autopsy room at 520 1st Avenue in Manhattan with Doctor Audrey McGowan. McGowan was the Chief Medical Examiner, or ME, for New York County.

Our Jane Doe’s remains lay before us on the autopsy table. “As I told Detective Kennedy earlier, I thought you might help me to understand why our victim’s uterus was removed, as well as offer some theories on her cause of death. That’s why I recommended Commissioner Kelly bring the DMC onto the case.”

Kennedy and I looked at each other, then back at McGowan. “No theories yet on cause of death, Doc. Were you able to run the blood tests I requested?”

“The blood serum and cerebrospinal fluid were too badly decomposed, so analysis was impossible. I did, however, sample one of the vitreous cavities. Using a quantitative electrochemiluminescence immunoassay, I was able to determine the test was positive for β HCG, but I could not determine gestational age.”

Kennedy was dumbfounded. “How about in English, doc?”

“Doctor McGowan took a sample from the back of our vic’s eye, and it confirmed she was pregnant, but we don’t know how old the baby was,” I said.

“Correct, Detective Ravello,” McGowan said, with a hint of a smile. “We’re currently testing the vitreous for progesterone, estrogen, and creatine kinase, as well. We hope to have those results soon.”

“What’s your gut feeling, doc, on whether the cuts were made in our vic before or after she died?” Kennedy asked.

McGowan smiled. “I don’t entertain gut feelings, Detective Kennedy. But I will share my scientific conclusions about the abdominal and genital lacerations, once I have the test results back. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some additional work to complete. ”

 





  Chapter 5


     
  




 


A siren wailed as red and blue lights shot across the scene. Officer John Fitzpatrick was the first out of the car, racing after two men running away from a girl. He thought he recognized the men as local drug dealers, but he wasn’t sure. His partner, Rory Marone, scanned the street, one hand on the gun in its holster, while he approached the girl.

“Are you all right?” Marone said, with a noticeable Italian accent as he dropped his defensive posture. He removed the girl’s blindfold, and loosened her gag, and the ropes that bound her arms.

“I don’t know. Where am I?” April cried.

“Yer at a 185th Street and 3rd Avenue in the Bronx, honey. Let me help you out of this crap, and let’s take a look at you.”

Holding onto the officer, April rose to her full five feet nine inches. Her long, wavy brown hair was matted together in sweat-filled clumps. Her brown eyes were red-rimmed and her eyelids swollen. The black sweater that concealed her large, firm breasts was torn at the bottom.

April leaned on Marone for support. She felt lightheaded and unsteady on her feet. April trembled, still very much shaken up by the attack. Her panties were torn off to one side. A few scratches ran between her hips and upper thighs. Her torn jeans lay wrapped around her ankles.

“Let’s get these back up if we can,” said Marone, as he helped April pull her jeans into place, stopping whenever she winced from the pain.

“What hap—” Marone’s question was cut off by a voice coming over his radio.

“Ror, no luck. The attackers got away. I’m on my way back. How’s the girl?” said Fitzpatrick.

“She’s pretty shaken up, but in one piece. Just starting to question her.”

Marone, a pot-bellied veteran of seventeen years, tilted his head to the left and in a quiet voice asked, “So what happened, young lady? Anything I should know about?”

April let out a short laugh at the cop’s joke. It felt good to release some of the tension and pain that filled her.

“I don’t know how I got here. I was…oh, I don’t feel so great,” April said, as she collapsed, unconscious, into Marone’s arms. Fitzpatrick came around the corner.

“Rory, you old fuck, that’s about the only way a young lass will ever fall for you.”

“Piss off, Fitz. At least I ain’t still living with my mother.”

“You can’t beat three square meals a day and laundry services, in exchange for flowers a couple of times a month and a peck on the cheek every evenin’.”

“What do you say we get this one over to St. Barnabas,” Marone said, as he flicked his head toward April, who was still passed out. “She don’t look too good.”

With some effort, Marone picked April up in his arms, and started walking toward the squad car.

“I’d say that’s the first bright idea you’ve had all day, old man. I’ll drive.”

 


§

 


St. Barnabas Hospital ER was a cacophony of sounds and motion. Gunshot wounds and stabbing victims came pouring through the ER doors every day. Patients cried for help, competing for attention with overhead requests for STAT X-rays, blood work, and surgical consults. Doctors, nurses, and technicians scrambled from one crisis to the next.

Located on triangular-shaped grounds, the hospital is situated in the southwestern part of the Belmont section of the Bronx. The Lorillard Family, rich tobacco producers who owned much of this area of the Bronx in the 1800s, lived in a mansion where Barnabas now stands. They called this area “beautiful mountain,” which in Latin is belle mont. Barnabas Hospital was anything but a beautiful mountain to April Cassidy that night.

Doctor Singh pulled the latex glove two-thirds of the way off his long, spindly hand, and shot it like a rubber band into the wastebasket in the corner of the exam room.

“Officers, she is going to be fine. A bit bumped and bruised, but nothing too serious.”

“Doc, was she raped?” asked Marone, quietly.

“No, I do not believe so. We are waiting for vaginal swabs for semen to come back, but I suspect those will be negative. But even if the swabs show semen, there were no signs on the examination of forced intercourse.”

April, still woozy from the day’s events, lay on a stretcher on the side of the room opposite where Marone, Fitzpatrick, and Doctor Singh stood. Her IV ran D5W, glorified sugar water, into her left arm at a steady rate. A nasal cannula did the same with oxygen. She looked decidedly uncomfortable on the stretcher in her standard-issue blue and white hospital gown, as she eyed her clothes, piled in a bag on the floor next to her. April found the room’s green walls and white ceiling depressing and cold, as she strained to overhear the conversation.

“What else can you tell us about her condition, doc?” asked Fitzpatrick.

“Well, her blood work should be back soon. I expect it to be normal. After her pregnancy test results, she will go to X-ray and then we would like—”

“No way! I am not staying around for anymore poking or prodding, or X-rays or anything!” April said, in a loud, high-pitched voice. “I want to get out of here.”

Doctor Singh walked over to the stretcher. “April, I do not think that is wise. While your injuries seem superficial, you are dehydrated, and should stay overnight for some more tests and observation. It is in your best interests to follow my orders.”

“Thank you very much for your concern, Doctor, uh, Singh,” April said, as she squinted to read his name tag. “I appreciate it, I really do,” she said, with greater composure than moments earlier. “But I’ve had enough for one day. I just want to go home and rest.” April sighed.

“Hon, why don’t you do like the Doctor says, okay? You want us to call someone for you? Will that make you feel better?” asked Marone, concern evident in his tone.

“No. I just need to get out of here, now.” April slid off the stretcher, losing her balance, and almost falling as she bent down to get her bag of clothes. “May I have some privacy, please? I need to get changed.”

The three men looked at each other. They were puzzled by April’s sudden insistence on leaving, but they were resigned to the fact that she would. They filed out one by one, April closing the door behind them.

April sobbed as she sorted through her clothes and got dressed. She shuddered as she saw her image reflected off the EKG monitor. In her tattered and torn clothes, she looked like a streetwalker after a bad run-in with her pimp. Still, it could have been much, much worse. She was relieved and grateful to just be going home. With time, hopefully, she could forget about today’s events. For now, she would file them away, to keep company with the rest of her secrets.

Signing out against medical advice might raise some suspicion with the police, but in the end, it should help more than hurt, she thought.

“All ready,” April said, in an upbeat voice as she called out to Doctor Singh and the officers, her head peeking out the examination room door. Singh was long gone, but as the officers filed in she asked, “What do I need to sign to be released?”

Marone showed April the form Singh had left for her. She signed it and asked, “Where is the best place to catch a cab around here?”

“Not so fast,” said Marone. “We still have some ground to cover. We’re all going to the station so we can talk.”

“Yeah, the bad news is you’re stuck with us a few more hours, April,” interjected Fitzpatrick, with a sly smile.

“Fitz, why don’t you show Miss Cassidy to the squad car. I need to tie up a few loose ends here with the doc.”

“Ten-four, Rory.”

“What about my rights? I want to go home,” April pleaded.

“In due time, young lady, in due time,” said Marone, as Fitzpatrick lead her away.

Marone approached Singh. “Tell me, doc, what do you make of this? She sure wanted to get out of here in a hurry, huh?”

“Well, hospitals do tend to arouse fear and anxiety in patients. There is no harm if she follows up with her internist in the morning. Beyond that, due to patient confidentiality issues, I do not feel comfortable commenting.”

“Her secrets are safe with me. If you don’t believe me, maybe talking about it at the precinct would be more persuasive? Otherwise, let’s hear what you’ve got,” Marone said forcefully.

“Very well,” Singh said, with a sigh and a dismissive wave of his hand. “As I said, her injuries are superficial, perhaps a small non-displaced fracture at the most. Nothing more than that. One thing is curious though…”

“Let’s hear it.”

“She had a very small circular wound on her abdomen, and a bruise on the left side of her face. Both were fresh, but a few hours older than the rest of her injuries. It appears she was assaulted earlier today, as well. If she is a call girl, that is not so unusual, otherwise, I think it is rather strange.”

“When’s the last time you saw a hooker turning tricks blindfolded, gagged, bound, and laying in a pile of garbage? Naw, I don’t buy that. She doesn’t talk or act like a hooker, either. But something ain’t right here, and I think April knows what it is.”

 





  Chapter 6


     
  




 


The young woman laughed freely as she played with the children, and tried in vain to keep her long, blond hair from blowing into her eyes. Bruce Park in Greenwich, Connecticut was a great place to spend a sunny weekday afternoon. It was sixty acres of pure bliss. Picnic areas, a playground, and a fitness trail intermingled and merged with well-manicured softball fields, tennis courts, and a beautiful little pond. Jessie, Michael, and the young blond were totally making a day of it. And why not? Chores around the house had all been done in record time, so she and the kids deserved a little reward, a little fun in the sun!

Her impish smile, her silky smooth, well-defined and full cheeks made her irresistible—and she knew it. He knew it, too. The Giver had been watching this one for quite some time.

She was a classic example of the kind of patient The Giver selected for his work. On the surface, she was a sweet, young, Icelandic girl who came to the US with the noble desire to work as an au pair. Dig a little deeper, and the real Erika became apparent. On the weekends, she partied non-stop in NYC with her friends, displaying an almost unrivaled promiscuity that culminated in her becoming pregnant by Jessie and Michael’s dad, Brad Kimball.

At this stage in his work, The Giver needed stem cells. These young, promiscuous women were an excellent source of those cells. They also reminded him of his mother, as physically beautiful and morally corrupt a woman as ever walked this earth. When he inflicted pain on women like his mother, it made his work all the more enjoyable.

He knew everything there was to know about Erika and her schedule. Monday was art class for Jessie, and swimming lessons for Michael. Tuesday through Thursday, they both attended preschool at the local country day school, and had play dates with friends. And Friday, she shuttled the girl to ballet, and the snot-nosed little punk to piano lessons. In between, the darling little au pair, with the perky tits and an ass so beautifully sculpted that Michelangelo himself would weep, tended to all the little brats’ needs—when she wasn’t out having some fun herself, that is.

Erika had obviously learned how to have a good time. How fitting that her hedonistic tendencies were what first brought her to his attention, first stimulated, dare he say aroused, his interest in her.

She could chomp on all the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches she liked. She could feed the ducks, play on the monkey bars and the slides, to her heart’s content. He wasn’t buying it. None of it fooled him. No, he knew what she was really like, knew the unspeakable things she did when there were no little children around to see her. And he would make her pay for it.

For The Giver, there was no greater pleasure in life than to deliver pain upon one so deserving as she.
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The frustration was mounting for Kev and I, as we tried to identify our vic’s badly decomposed body. We had consulted with the Missing Person squad earlier in the day. Most of their cases dated back years, but three of them were recent enough for us to look at. Our vic could be a Mexican girl from Oklahoma, who visited last fall, and has been missing ever since, an illegal immigrant cleaning lady from Central America, who might have been pregnant, and who stopped showing up for her jobs on the Upper East Side back in February, or an Asian woman from Scarsdale, who emigrated from Taiwan two months ago, and disappeared last month. Or Jane could be any number of hookers, runaways, or other illegals that had been spotted in the city within the last three years before they disappeared.

Kev and I decided to work through the first three missing persons. The timelines fit on our case better, and the leads would be easier to track. Also, the brutality of the crime suggested there was an urgency to the murder, which seemed to rule out killing someone who had been missing for years. My gut had me leaning toward the Asian woman, Tracey Lin, since her timeline synced best with our case.

Our precinct, the 1-7, was a cauldron of activity, perps were strewn throughout. I looked over at Kev, envious of how oblivious he was to it all, as he worked through some leads on the computer. I dialed Doctor McGowan, hoping she would have good news for me.

“I’m as frustrated as you are, Detective. Our analysis of the victim’s vitreous cavities came up negative for progesterone and estrogen, and the only creatine kinase we isolated was the BB variety‒”

“Which is only found in the brain, and doesn’t help us determine if the lacerations occurred prior to death. We’d need to isolate the CK-MM isoenzyme. If there are large quantities of that, then we know she was beaten up before she was killed.”

“Correct, Detective Ravello.”

“In five years at Washington General, I saw a ton of trauma, doc.”

“I’m sure you did, Detective; it’s one of the country’s busiest hospitals for trauma.”

I pressed on. “We already know from the β HCG result that our victim was pregnant, so her circulating levels of estrogen and progesterone would be significant. Do you think the blood-retinal barrier was responsible for our failure to detect any?” During my ophtho rotation in med school, I learned how isolated the eyes were from the rest of the body; the blood-retinal barrier kept many substances out of the eye, that otherwise flowed freely through the bloodstream.

“I’m afraid so, Detective. As you know, our understanding of the blood-retinal barrier is still evolving, so I was hopeful we would find what we were looking for, but in this case, it has clearly inhibited our investigation. Any leads in determining our victim’s identity?”

“Nothing solid. I do have a hunch that she may be a Taiwanese woman who settled in Scarsdale about two months ago, before disappearing last month. Are there any genetic markers we can use to establish our vic was Taiwanese, doc?”

“I can run an analysis of her human leukocyte antigens and mitochondrial DNA, but I’m not optimistic. To my knowledge, there are no markers that indisputably identify someone as Taiwanese.”

“Thanks for your efforts, Doctor McGowan. I’ll let you know if we come up with anything.”

“I’ll do the same, Detective.”

I hung up, and turned to my partner. “Kev, anything on the Mexican girl, or Central American cleaning lady?”

“Nah. I’m with you. I think Tracey Lin is most likely our vic. McGowan have anything to say?”

“Nothing helpful.” My phone vibrated in my pocket. “Shit, who’s calling me now?”

“Ravello here.”

“Ravello here too.”

“Oh, hey Dad. Everything okay? I’m sorta crazed right now.” A retired NYPD detective himself, Dad knew how stressful and thankless the job could be―it was one of the reasons he vehemently opposed my recent career change.

“Everything’s fine, Chris. A buddy canceled on me for tonight’s Mets game. Can you make it?”

I had my father to thank for my love of the game, but the timing couldn’t have been worse.

“I’d love to, Dad, but I’m neck-deep in a case right now, and we’ve got some issues on the home front. I think Michelle would kill me if I went to a game right now.”

“It’s a tough transition, going from Rye to Peekskill, even with your old man giving you a house to stay in.” Dad chuckled before turning serious. “I just worry about the neighborhood, Chris. It’s not the safest, especially with a young family.”

“We’re fine, Dad, don’t worry, just some minor adjustments.”

“Say, I’ll get tickets soon for the whole family. Michelle can’t complain if you’re all going, and it’ll be a welcome break for everyone. Good luck with the case, son.”

“Thanks, Dad. Catch up with you soon.”
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Cars sped behind, and above them, as Marone, Fitzpatrick, and April walked up the stairs leading into the 48th precinct. The police station was a large, tan structure occupying the area between Washington and Park Avenues, next to, and beneath, the noisy Cross Bronx Expressway. Though just a dozen blocks from St. Barnabas and quaint Little Italy, the area was rough and tumble, infiltrated by druggies, prostitutes, and the like. April was wide-eyed as she walked past the usual cast of rough characters inhabiting the station. She sidestepped to her left, just in time to avoid a collision with a large, black woman in red fishnet stockings, a black miniskirt, and orange hair.

“Watch where the hell you going!” the woman said, as she looked April up and down. “You sellin’ girl-scout cookies, bitch, or you got something else you’re peddlin’?” she said, with a hearty laugh.

“That’ll be enough from you, Betty, mind your own business,” replied Fitzpatrick. “Just keep to ya’ self, April, and you’ll be fine,” Marone said.

April wasn’t sure she believed him, but she followed Marone’s advice anyway, as she stepped over a foul-smelling wino, and around two Hispanic men adorned in gold chains, gold rings, and sleeveless undershirts.

“Fitzy, why don’t you lead the way for the young lady? Might be faster,” Marone said, “Let’s go to conference room A, get some privacy.” Fitzpatrick complied, taking April by the hand, and pulling her forward through the crowd. They waded past one degenerate criminal after another, until they reached the conference room. Fitzpatrick pushed the door open, and waved his arm inwards. “Here we are, Lassy.”

April poked her head through the door, and looked around. Drab, gray cinder-block walls surrounded a small window, looking out to the precinct.

“Want any coffee, dear?” Marone asked, as he came up behind her, and pointed April to one of four metal chairs surrounding a wooden desk in the cramped room.

“No thanks, I’m okay,” April responded.

Fitzpatrick left, headed for the coffee and vending machines.

“All right, why don’t we start at the beginning, April?” Marone said, as April sat down. He adjusted the blinds, cutting off April’s view through the small window.

The sound of officers yelling at a criminal who struggled to break free from their grasp, permeated the room. Marone, unfazed by the disturbance, closed the door behind him, but April could still hear yelling, and what sounded like chairs being knocked around. She squirmed in her chair. “So April, how did you end up over on 185th and 3rd?”

April hesitated, uneasy with how closed in she felt in the small room, and the commotion just beyond it. “Well, um, I’m sort of hazy on the details, if you want to know the truth. I remember waking up in a car just before I was thrown out. Then, I had no idea where I was, but I knew it wasn’t a nice place—I felt some rats crawling over me, then a couple of scary guys showed up and started attacking me,” April said, with a shudder.

The yelling and scuffling grew louder. April stared intently at the conference room door. A struggle ensued, bodies bouncing off the conference room door before the commotion was brought under control. April jumped out of her chair.

“It’s all right, April, you’re safe in here. Er, what happened then?”

April slowly sat down, her gaze once again transfixed on the door. Eyebrows knitted toward each other, as if in deep thought, April considered her words, and then replied, “I was trying really hard to get myself free. I knew those guys wanted me, maybe wanted to kill me. But it was no use. Before I could do anything, they had my legs cut free, and had my pants down. One of them tore my panties, while the other…the other held me down.” April sniffled, as her shoulders shook. She wiped her nose with a tissue, and took a deep breath and exhaled before continuing, “I, I didn’t have a choice. I was scared, and didn’t know what to do,” April said, as her face took on a look of pain, fear, and torment. She tried hard to keep her composure, succeeding, just barely.

“I had given up hope. But thank God, that’s when I saw you and Officer Fitzpatrick. I mean, I couldn’t see you, but, uh
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