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Every man’s life ends the same way. It is only the details of how he lived and how he died that distinguish one man from another.

Ernest Hemingway
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ONE

I had stared at death before. I was way too familiar with the vagaries of murder.

I had seen it flex its muscles on the cracked pavement of New York City sidewalks and behind grimy stairwells in housing projects. I knew that doormen in the most expensive properties lining Central Park were often as powerless to stop it from entering the dwellings they guarded as the less fortunate who encountered it in random exchanges with strangers on the street.

I had comforted many of the shattered lives that murder left in its wake, and tried to do justice for them in a court of law for more than a dozen years.

But I had never held death in my arms until tonight. I had never cradled a killer’s prey against my body—a life extinguished in an instant—while the blood dripped out onto my chest and pooled in my lap until the police arrived to release me from death’s grip.

“You don’t have to stay in here, Ms. Cooper,” the older of the two uniformed cops said to me. “The medical examiner says you can wait in her office.”

“I’m good for now,” I said. “Thank you.”

“It’s not healthy,” he said. “What you’re doing, that is. Staring at a dead man.”

I was standing in the autopsy room at the morgue, about ten feet away from the body of the district attorney, less than an hour after he had taken two bullets to the head.

“I’m just—I’m just thinking, Officer. This is where I need to be at the moment.”

The younger cop was at the far end of the metal gurney, facing me, as expressionless and erect as a soldier of the Queen’s Guard at Buckingham Palace.

“Dr. Palmer’s got a change of clothes for you, ma’am. She thought you’d be more comfortable if you got out of those bloody things, after the Crime Scene guys take pictures of you.”

There wasn’t much left of Paul Battaglia’s skull. I didn’t have the best angle of vision to see it, leaning against the counter where some of the tools were laid out, but that fact was pretty clear to me.

I lifted the glass of Scotch to my face and ran it back and forth under my nose. Jeremy Mayers, counsel to the chief medical examiner, was a snob about his single malts. That trait, at a bar after hours, usually irked me. I was fine with a few shots of Dewar’s on the rocks. But in this cheerless space, reeking of formalin, the stronger concentration of my favorite amber liquid—without ice—helped me deal with the pervasive odor of death. Jeremy had poured me a snootful from his private stash.

“Did you hear me, Ms. Cooper?” the older cop said. “We can go down the hall and wait for the homicide team there.”

“Sorry,” I said, inhaling the peat-soaked flavor of Jeremy’s Lagavulin before I lowered the glass to my mouth and took a sip. “I did hear you. I’m not ready to go.”

“Just so you know we can, soon as you’re ready.”

“We? Aren’t you here to stand watch over the DA’s body?”

Paul Battaglia wasn’t a candidate to lie in state anywhere, but it would be tradition for an NYPD honor guard to be with the body until his burial.

“No, ma’am,” the officer said, pointing to his silent young comrade. “The kid’s got Battaglia tonight. I’ve got you.”

“Me?” That line got my attention. “What are you talking about?”

“I’ve got orders to stay with you, Ms. Cooper.”

I bridled at the suggestion. “I’m in the morgue. I’m a prosecutor who works with these docs and technicians every day. The dead man is my boss. I’ve got Detective Chapman here and a posse of detectives on the way,” I said. “I’m not in any danger.”

“Nobody said you were.”

“Then what did they tell you, Officer? Why have they got you glued to me? I’m not the suspect in this tragedy either.”

He shrugged off my comment and looked away from me.

“The district attorney fell into my arms when he was shot, do you understand that?” I had started to gesture with my hands, quickly catching myself so no Scotch would slosh over the rim of the drinking glass and be lost to me. “I didn’t kill him. I caught him.”

“Whatever you say, ma’am. Orders is orders.”

“Look, can you please go find Chapman and ask him to come here?” I said.

“Manhattan North Homicide? That Chapman?” the officer asked.

“Yeah. Mike. Tell Mike I need him, please.”

The officer looked at the rookie, who made eye contact with him and nodded.

“Don’t worry about leaving us,” I said to my anxious captor. “If I run, just send an APB to the nearest Laundromat. That’s about as far as I can get without being collared.”

The older man turned and left the room.

I took another sip to steel my nerves and walked closer to the gurney.

Paul Battaglia had hired me out of law school at the University of Virginia. He was a legendary figure in national prosecutorial circles, Manhattan’s elected district attorney for more than three decades. As one of the kids on his great legal staff—five hundred lawyers in all—I had idolized him.

Paul had been good to me from the outset, and I had risen quickly when he tapped me to lead the country’s pioneering Special Victims Unit at an unusually early stage in my career. With his complete backing, the lawyers in my unit had created innovative techniques to get more victims access to the courtroom and had fought vigorously for legislative reform.

When I reached the side of the district attorney, I put my hand on his outstretched palm. It was cold now, of course, and it didn’t respond to my touch, as I knew it wouldn’t. But I did it to make myself feel better—putting my fingers around his, offering some sign of affection in this steel-structured room, which was the most lifeless place I’d ever known.

“You can’t touch the body, ma’am,” the young cop said. “You shouldn’t do that.”

I nodded. “You’re right, Officer.”

My feelings about the district attorney had been less than generous throughout this past year, but despite my discomfort level about his integrity, I found myself welling up with tears. I gently patted the sleeve of Battaglia’s dark suit. “Good night, Paul,” I whispered. “Rest in peace.”

There would be no answers to the flood of questions that had overwhelmed me from the moment I had heard him call out my name in the late-night semidarkness and walk toward me—quite unexpectedly—up the steps of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

I braced myself now to look at his face, or what was left of it, one more time. One of the bullets—the one that penetrated Battaglia’s skull and landed behind me, taking along bits of his brain—had blown an eye out as it exited. The other piece of lead presumably lodged in the bony cartilage of his cranium, maybe blocked by the base of the classic Roman nose that accented his patrician appearance.

I walked slowly, circling the gurney, which caused the rookie cop to begin to fidget.

“Don’t worry. I won’t touch him again,” I said to the kid. “I’ve worked for the man for a long time. I can’t believe this has happened to him.”

I couldn’t believe it had happened to me, either, but that was a rather self-serving observation, of no importance to anyone else.

Paul Battaglia’s body was part of the crime scene, which stretched from Fifth Avenue, where the shooter had leaned out a car window to fire at—well, presumably at the district attorney—to the museum entrance, several yards from where I had been standing.

The blasts had been so powerful that when Battaglia was struck and fell forward, he was lifted out of one of his shoes. The black-laced wing tip was still on his right foot, but his left foot, covered in a dark gray sock with black dots, rested on the gurney as though he had started the process of undressing for the night.

The strong odor of formalin in the room—already coating my hair and clothing, as it always did—made me cough. I finished my circumnavigation of the body and returned to my post against the counter, sticking my nose into the glass of Scotch to steady myself.

I kept thinking of things I wanted to know, but I wouldn’t get any answers from the man on the table.

“Officer,” I said, walking back over to the gurney and leaning against the left side of it. “I wonder if you can tell me—has anyone else from my office been here to see Mr. Battaglia yet? I mean before I came in.”

“Don’t know, Ms. Cooper. I got pulled off scooter patrol in the precinct to be here, like half an hour ago. I relieved the cops who rode with the morgue van to bring the DA down.”

One of the city’s great columnists—often quoted to us by Battaglia—once said, “Never kill anyone in a landmark location.” First, because you make yourself instantly notorious for media purposes, and second, because the site itself was always compromised by a crush of onlookers.

I had never seen a body removed from a crime scene faster than Paul Battaglia was carted off from in front of the Met. The Costume Institute gala had ended a short time before—with hundreds of well-dressed fashion industry elites filling the sidewalks to find black cars and Ubers—and in a city that never sleeps, the museum’s Fifth Avenue venue on the eastern perimeter of Central Park was always a magnet for rubberneckers, day or night.

Mike Chapman had pulled me back into the museum—security made a path for us—and out through a basement door for the ride down here to the morgue. The corpse made better time than we did.

“Ms. Cooper, ma’am,” the rookie said. “You’re leaning against the gurney.”

“It’s just my hand on the metal rim, Officer.” I couldn’t stop looking at the still figure that had been so very alive two hours earlier.

“There’s blood all over your outfit, Ms. Cooper. You don’t want to be contaminating the DA’s clothing, do you?”

“It’s dry, Officer. I promise you that,” I said, looking down at the stained front of my borrowed sweatshirt and leggings.

“Still, it could fleck off and—”

“You’re right,” I said, taking two steps back, clasping my glass with both hands.

“I don’t mean to put you off, ma’am,” the officer said, eyes face forward again. “You mind my asking what he was like?”

“Paul Battaglia? Most people would say he was the best in the business.”

For me, his character was much more complicated. He had been district attorney longer than most New Yorkers could remember. His campaign slogan—from his first run through eight terms—had been you CAN’T PLAY POLITICS WITH PEOPLE’S LIVES. But he had lost sight of that sentiment somewhere along the way and was more adept at using people for political purposes than Machiavelli had been.

“This must be so difficult for you,” the cop said.

“It is.” But not for the reasons he or anyone who wasn’t close to me would think. I had once been so devoted to Battaglia that I never looked for flaws, or I had been blind enough that I hadn’t seen them. Much more recently, I had become disillusioned with the man. I distrusted some of his alliances with corrupt figures among the city’s satellite players, just as he had taken to undermining and second-guessing many of my investigative tactics.

It was difficult for me because Paul Battaglia and I had unfinished business, and now there were things that we could never resolve.

I bowed my head and looked again. There was just a slight indentation in the skin on the fourth finger of his left hand where Battaglia had once worn a wedding ring. For reasons unknown to me, he had taken it off months ago.

I lifted the drinking glass and placed it against my forehead. Had it been my usual cocktail, with ice, it would have refreshed me and anesthetized my pounding headache. But this motion was just a senseless habit that was no help to me at all.

The door opened and closed behind me. I didn’t look up.

“How’s the old man doing, Coop?” Mike said. “You making sure he’s still dead?”

The comment took the rookie by surprise. His eyebrows rose and his expression changed. It was obvious he’d never met Mike Chapman before.

“Actually, I’m making sure that if Battaglia has a glimmer of life in him and has anything left to say, he says it to me.”

“Unanswered questions,” Mike said. “I know you don’t like ’em, Coop, but very few people check out leaving a tidy package behind for their heirs, professional or personal—especially when the Grim Reaper shows up out of the blue like this.”

“Why the hell was he rushing up the museum steps, after midnight, saying he had to talk to me?” I asked.

“To rip you a new one.”

“Now, what makes you think that?” I said, turning to face Mike. “That’s stooping lower than I would go.”

“Really? I’ll have to reset the bar a little higher. I thought you were as low as you could possibly get,” Mike said. “’Cause all Battaglia’s done lately is criticize you. Here you are, on a leave of absence, and you disobey all his orders to stay out of a case. Instead, you bring it to a head in front of an audience—”

“I didn’t do anything to make the case break last night.”

“Don’t whine, Coop. It doesn’t become you,” he said. “Break it you did, with the police commissioner doing an instant presser at the museum, without waiting for the district attorney, and crediting you for your involvement too. Maybe Battaglia was charging up to butt heads with you again.”

“What happened to the days when he and I trusted each other implicitly?”

“You—his fair-haired golden girl? Long gone, those days,” Mike said, taking the glass of Scotch from my hand. “And drinking too much of this embalming fluid won’t help, either.”

I grabbed his wrist to hold the glass in place and breathed in one more shot of Scotch. “I wasn’t drinking, Mike. I was sipping. Sniffing and sipping.”

“No games, girl. This is all unfolding live, in prime time.”

“Take me home, then,” I said, glancing back over my shoulder at Battaglia. “Just take me home.”

“That’s a trick not even Houdini could pull off,” Mike said. “No disappearing acts, according to Commissioner Scully.”

I stepped forward to press myself against Mike’s chest and feel his arms around me. He pulled back faster than I could get to him. “But—”

“Let’s have you photographed in this getup before we hand over your clothing to the detectives.”

“You saw everything I did, Mike,” I said. “You talk to the guys tonight. They can interview me tomorrow.”

“Any witness ever said that to you, Madame Prosecutor, and you’d start waterboarding her on the spot.”

“I’m so tired, Mike. I’m so sick to my gut and frightened and confused,” I said. Then I swiveled in place to take another look at the late Paul Battaglia. “And there’s a part of me that feels really guilty about this.”

The rookie cop turned to look at me.

“You didn’t hear that, kid,” Mike said, shaking his finger at the young officer. “She’s not talking guilt as a matter of law.”

“I feel—”

“No more running off at the mouth, Coop. You didn’t fire the gun, okay, did you? That’s guilt with a capital G. We don’t know what the fuck was going on with the district attorney.”

“Nothing good, Mike. You know that for sure. Whatever it is, it got him killed.”

“C’mon. Crime Scene needs photos of you in your Halloween costume. Then you’ve got to answer some questions.”

“Who’s handling the investigation?” I asked, walking slowly toward the door.

“The mayor’s putting a task force together with Scully,” Mike said. “A new guy from Brooklyn South Homicide—”

“New? He’s cutting his teeth on the murder of the Manhattan DA?”

“New because it can’t be anyone who knows either one of us, Coop. Also, some broad just assigned to Major Case a couple of weeks back. And a task force designation because they have to throw in a few feds for the white-collar cases Battaglia was working with the US attorney.”

“That means I’ve got to relive my tortured history with the man,” I said, thinking about the details that would be gathered in the detective division reports, known as DD5s. “Every DD5 and interview will be public record when his killer goes to trial.”

“You’re always looking at the dark clouds, Alexandra Cooper,” Mike said, holding the door open for me.

“I’m in a morgue, Mike, in the middle of the night, next to the body of the man who trained me to be what I am today.”

“He sniped at you pretty good too. He had you in his sights these last few months and he nipped at your heels whenever he could,” Mike said. “Mortui non mordant.”

“Save your parochial school Latin for the funeral mass. It’s lost on me.”

“That’s not from the nuns, Coop. Think Robert Louis Stevenson. Treasure Island,” Mike said. He cocked his finger and thumb and fired an imaginary bullet at the corpse. “It’s your chance to get back on your feet.”

I repeated the three Latin words. “Mortui non mordant?”

“Could be your lucky day, Coop,” Mike said. “It means ‘Dead men don’t bite.’”


TWO

I stood against a plain white wall in one of the conference rooms while Hal Sherman took a set of photographs for the case detectives. The first few were full frontal of me in the bloody sweatshirt and leggings. Then I was directed to hold both arms out at shoulder height, so the full pattern of spatter and stains was visible. Next there were close-ups of my face from every angle, which must have resembled mug shots of a felonious homeless woman. I turned to each side, as Hal asked me to do, before I posed with my back to the camera.

“Good to go, Alex,” Hal said, leaning over the long table to make notes. “Give me a scrip of the items, please. Manufacturer and size.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “They’re not mine.”

“Whose, then?” he asked.

“Mike and I were at the Met. I was dressed up for that fashion show at the start of the evening,” I said, “till I got into a bit of a wrestling match.”

“Oh, yeah. Our other team covered that mess,” Hal said. “You lose your ball gown there, Cinderella?”

“Traded it in for a hairdresser’s sweatshirt and these leggings from a model. I think there’s blood on my sandals, too, Hal.”

“We’ll take it all, Alex. Dr. Palmer left some of her jogging clothes in the bathroom for you. I’ll bag what you’re wearing and you can get on with the business at hand.”

I headed for the door—the restroom was between Palmer’s office and the conference room—then turned back to Hal. “This guy from Brooklyn South who’s the lead dog, do you know him?” I asked.

“Jaxon Stern? Fresh out of Internal Affairs,” Hal said. “Yeah, I know him. Homicide is his reward for squealing on cops for three years in IAB.”

“What’s he like, other than that? I mean, is he up to a case as big as this?”

“Smart enough. Good detail man, which sometimes causes him to lose the larger picture,” Hal said. “Dogged. Bit of an attitude. Humorless.”

“That won’t last long around Mike,” I said. “We’ll be okay in this, I guess. I’m so used to working with teams of guys I know and trust.”

“You’ll get to know him pretty fast, Coop,” Hal said. “He’s a full-on prick. Don’t let anything come out of your mouth that you’ll regret saying later on.”

I closed the restroom door behind me. What had I done to draw a full-on prick when I found myself dead center in an NYPD investigation?

I took off the sweatshirt and leggings, careful to keep them separate from each other so there was no cross-contamination of evidence. Palmer had been thoughtful enough to give me a new pair of underwear—the kind kept in emergency rooms so that rape victims who had to give up their clothing for testing could go home with clean panties. I folded my own so that Crime Scene could voucher them, in case any blood had seeped through the outer garments.

When I stepped over to the sink and checked myself out in the mirror, I saw that my face was worse than an image from a horror movie.

My skin was ghostly pale, smudged with dirt and blood and in all likelihood a bit of Battaglia’s gray matter. My hair was so disheveled it looked like a circus clown’s fright wig. It was matted and snarled, and some kind of foreign residue had nested there.

My eyes were bloodshot, and although I had teared up in the autopsy room, I didn’t remember until now that I had cried all the way downtown in Mike’s car. My thoughts were running out of sequence, and I knew too well how trauma could make that happen.

I squeezed the container and filled my hands with liquid soap, running the water to get it hot at the same time. Then I dipped my head down and scrubbed my face for at least two minutes.

I looked up, noted a slight improvement, but didn’t feel any cleaner than when I started.

Of course Emma Palmer had a shower. How else to get the day’s distinctive odor and debris off? It was behind another door in the bathroom. I went inside and turned it on, opening cabinets and drawers to find a clean towel and shampoo.

I waited for steam to form in the shower, then stepped in. I lathered my hair and held my face up to the showerhead, rubbing my skin so hard that I thought the top layer might come off in my hands.

After I toweled off and combed out my hair, I put on the one-size-fits-all underpants, courtesy of the Bellevue ER. There was room for at least one more woman inside the cheap, stretchy panties with me. Palmer hadn’t thought of giving me a bra, but no one would even notice that since I didn’t do much to come close to filling a B-cup.

I was thirty-eight years old and five feet ten inches tall. Dr. Palmer was in her midfifties, also tall and lean. Her zippered jogging jacket fit me fine, and the pants were a size six too, so I was all set to meet my interrogators.

I padded out of the bathroom in crime scene booties, which Palmer had also left for me.

When I reached her office, the door was open. Mike was inside, talking to Mercer Wallace. They were alone together.

Mercer dwarfed both of us in sheer physical size. He didn’t say a word to me, but grabbed me by my shoulders and pulled me close to him.

He was a Special Victims detective—with as much empathy and warmth as he had intelligence and skill. Like me, he appreciated the need to handhold his victims and get them through the cold criminal justice system intact. Mike, on the other hand, worked homicide as much because it spared him dealing with living victims as because he did the job so well.

“What’s going on?” I said to him. “Wake me up from this nightmare, will you?”

“No need to talk, Alex,” Mercer said. “Plenty of time for that. You need to take a few minutes to gather your thoughts and get yourself together. Just hold tight.”

I took a few deep breaths, cushioned against Mercer’s powerful chest.

“Just get through the next few hours,” Mercer said. “This will be over before you know it.”

“Did you see anything, Mercer?” I asked, twisting my head around to look up at him.

“I was still inside the museum,” he said. “But it wouldn’t matter if I did. They need to talk to you first.”

“Will you wait for me?”

“Of course we will,” Mike said. “You’re going to like Kate Tinsley.”

“Major Case?” Mercer asked.

“Yeah. I worked a serial killer with her two years ago. A couple of years older than you, Coop. Totally stand-up broad.”

“I hear the homicide cop is—” I started to repeat Hal Sherman’s description, but stopped in my tracks when Mike held his hand up in my face.

“All depends who you heard it from,” the man in the doorway said. “I’m Stern. Detective Jaxon Stern. Brooklyn South.”

Mike held out a hand to shake, taking the detective’s business card with his left hand. “Mike Chapman. Manhattan North.”

“Mercer Wallace,” my friend said, letting go of me to make the proper introduction. “Manhattan Special Victims Unit.”

“Wallace? I’m Stern,” the detective said.

He was shorter than all three of us—a stocky five foot eight, and lighter-skinned than Mercer. If he owned a smile, we hadn’t seen it yet.

“I’m Alexandra Cooper,” I said.

“Somebody give you permission to shower?” Stern asked.

“I—I—uh . . . I had to get myself—I—I—I had to clean myself up,” I said.

“The medical examiner went over her from head to toe when we got here,” Mike said. “She swabbed some samples from stuff that landed on Coop’s skin and in her hair, and Hal Sherman has a complete set of photographs.”

“I expect that will be the last question you answer for her, Chapman,” Stern said. “She’ll get over her stammering, I promise you.”

Mike was biting the inside of his cheek as he stared at the detective’s card. “Jaxon. J-A-X-O-N?” Mike asked, a bit too snidely. “Your mother didn’t have spell-check on her laptop when she went into labor?”

“Spare me the ‘yo mama’ jokes, Chapman. It’s an old family name.”

“Okay, Jaxon,” Mike said, “what’s your plan?”

“I said it’s Stern, man. Detective Stern. No need to get so cozy on our first date.”

“Break it up, both of you. This sounds like kindergarten, guys,” Mercer said. “It’s been a long night for the three of us, Stern. You want Ms. Cooper?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Here?”

“Dr. Palmer said we could use her office,” Stern said, looking around and eyeing the chair behind Palmer’s desk. “This is good. Tinsley’s just signing in at the front door. You know about her, Ms. Cooper—she’s the officer you’re going to like.”

“Okay if I get her a Diet Coke from the machine before you start talking to her?” Mike asked Stern.

“If it helps sober her up.”

“Who the hell do you think you are, Detective?” I said, too loud for my own good, slamming my hand down on the desk. “Where’s the lieutenant? Where’s the commissioner? I don’t have to take any flak from you.”

“See that, Chapman? She’s got no stutter at all,” Stern said. He threw his memo book on Palmer’s desk and walked around it to stand behind her high-backed chair. “Word on the street says you’ve got yourself a bit of an alcohol problem, Ms. Cooper.”

“The only problem I have at the moment is you, Detective Stern.”

I had done the surname thing myself, more times than I could count. The formality kept the witness at arm’s length and made her—in this case, me—doubly aware that we weren’t buddies while in this hunt, even if I thought we were working for the same purpose.

“Have you been drinking tonight, Ms. Cooper?” Stern asked.

The physical dynamic in the room was disconcerting. No question Stern had put himself in the driver’s seat, behind Palmer’s enormous metal desk. Mike had moved toward the door to go to the vending machine, and now the only thing keeping him from taking a jab at Stern was Mercer’s long left arm, holding him back.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Alcohol. I think you know exactly what I mean.”

“I was kidnapped a month ago, Detective. I—I’ve been struggling with some PTSD issues for a few weeks, but I’m beating it now, okay?”

“Dewar’s. Rocks. No twist,” Stern said to me. “Have a familiar ring?”

“You’re a quick study, Detective,” Mike said. “I hope you know half as much about the cases she’s tried and the assholes she’s sent up the river and the pedophiles she’s put away and the team of prosecutors she leads and—”

“Get the soda for her, Chapman,” Stern said. “I asked you if you’ve been drinking tonight, Ms. Cooper.”

I looked at Mercer, but he was stone-faced. I knew Stern was giving me the most basic test questions, as irrelevant as they were to Battaglia’s murder. He would later ask Mercer and Mike the same things about me, trying to assess the credibility of each one of us—checking to see if any of us would lie for the other.

“I—uh—I was at a party at the museum. At least it started as a party,” I said. “I might have had a glass of champagne before all the trouble broke out.”

I knew my own rules for witnesses who’d been partying or barhopping. For each drink they admitted to me, I usually multiplied the number by three. Most people tried to make themselves look better in the eyes of the person who was judging the factual recall, and one way to do that was to minimize the amount of liquor consumed.

“Oh,” I said, “I just remembered that at the very end of the night, the three of us were in the Temple of Dendur and—”

“Don’t speak for these guys,” Stern said. “Just tell me about your own actions.”

“Well, Mercer brought me a glass of Scotch, but I wanted to get out of there and go home. I really didn’t drink much.” No more than half the large glass, anyway, and a homicide at point-blank range has a sobering effect.

“How about here, at the morgue?” Stern asked.

“Here?” I said. I was stalling for time, as witnesses always did when they repeated a simple question before answering it. “You mean tonight?”

I was doing a double stall, breaking it down into two questions, two repeats.

“Jeremy Mayers’s private stock. You have any of that?” Great. Even Jeremy was a snitch.

“She wasn’t drinking, Stern,” Mike said. “She was sniffing. I’m the one who told her to sniff a glassful to keep that wretched odor of death out of her nose. The glass is still in the room with the dead body. If Coop was into drinking, it would have been an empty vessel.”

“You’re out of here, Chapman,” Stern said. “Stick around down the hall, ’cause you’ll be next.”

“Mike,” I said, reaching out to him, “Can I just—?”

“You’ll be fine, Coop. Answer the man’s questions,” Mike said. “Don’t waste any time trying to charm him. He clearly got his merit badge in policing from the Gestapo.”

“Hey, Mike,” a woman said, turning the corner and entering the room just as Mike was backing out. “Bad night in Black Rock. Back off my partner, okay? We’ve got work to do.”

“Kate. Go on in,” Mike said, patting her on the shoulder. “Meet Detective Stern.”

Kate Tinsley stepped in the doorway and raised her hand to greet all of us. “Kate Tinsley, Major Case.”

I nodded in her direction.

“Sorry to be running late, Stern,” she said. It was obvious that she already knew him or had met him once she’d arrived here at Palmer’s office. Whether they had just been teamed up or had worked cases earlier on, she was smart to present a united front with him to the three of us.

“You must be Alexandra Cooper.”

“I am,” I said, pushing against the arms of the chair to stand up.

“No need,” Tinsley said. “Just be as comfortable as you can. What a rough night you’ve had.”

I nodded again, taking in the woman I guessed to be five or six years older than me, heavyset, with a round face ringed with curly black hair.

“I’m Mercer Wallace,” Mercer said, reaching out his hand.

“I figured that,” she said, smiling at him before looking down at me. “How are you feeling, Ms. Cooper? Ready to get this done?”

I was in no mood to be played against the good cop/bad cop bullshit setup. I had a very short story to tell and I was anxious to put it in their hands.

“Sure.”

“Are you and Mike going to wait for us to finish with Ms. Cooper?” Tinsley asked Mercer. Mike was already out of sight.

“Yes. We’ll be down the hall,” Mercer said.

“I’ve got separate rooms set up for you, Detective,” Stern said. “We’d appreciate it if you each keep to yourself.”

“Understood.”

“And best to stay off the phone with your wife,” Stern said to Mercer, “if you don’t mind.”

“Actually, that’s one thing I do mind,” Mercer said. “I owe her a call, Stern. My kid has a fever and I’m checking in regularly. I won’t dish about your case.”

Mercer’s wife, Vickee Eaton, was also a first-grade detective, with a senior post reporting to the Deputy Commissioner of Public Information. She virtually ran the department’s press office. Their four-year old son, Logan, had spiked a fever a few hours ago, and Vickee had raced home from headquarters to take charge from the babysitter while the three of us were still unraveling facts on the fashion runway at Dendur.

“You waiting for the feds?” Mercer asked, on his way out the door.

“Not for this,” Stern said. “Cooper and you guys are our piece of the case. They’ve got Battaglia’s other jurisdictional assets.”

“Stay chill, Alex. They’re just doing what you do every day.” Mercer pressed two fingers to his lips, then held them up and closed the door behind him.

I wriggled in my chair opposite Detective Stern as he opened his memo pad and got ready to write. I couldn’t settle into a comfortable position, so I kept shifting my weight from side to side.

Kate Tinsley positioned her chair at an angle, next to mine, so that she could see both of our faces.

Jaxon Stern looked me directly in the eye and began to speak to me, slowly and purposefully. “First, Ms. Cooper, I need to tell you that you have the right to remain silent.”


THREE

“I have what?” I yelled back at him, grasping the arms of the old wooden chair.

Stern rested both arms on the desk in front of him. “The commissioner thinks it best to proceed with every caution in this case, treat you like any other ordinary witness who had a very conflicted relationship with the deceased—till we know where we’re going, that is.”

I was on my feet. There was nothing that would wake the dead in this place, but I was pretty sure my voice could shatter glass.

“I didn’t shoot Paul Battaglia, Detective. For all you know, the killer could have been taking aim at me when he nailed the district attorney.”

Kate Tinsley was leaning forward, trying to calm me down, urging me to sit and to lower my voice.

“You got a bad temper, Ms. Cooper?” Stern asked. “See, that’s part of what makes this investigation so complicated. I come into this without a clue whose side you’re on.”

“Let me talk to Mike Chapman,” I said, feeling like a caged animal, pressed against the wall of Palmer’s office.

“Not an option, Ms. Cooper,” Stern said, standing up, his hands on his hips. “Are you telling me you want to stop and bring in a lawyer, just because I give you the courtesy of informing you of your rights?”

“Of course I don’t want a lawyer,” I said, just like every other arrogant witness who should have seized the opportunity as soon as the moment presented itself. “I’m not in custody, am I?”

“No,” Stern said. “I’m just reading your rights as a precaution. It’s not just what the commissioner asked for. I do it every time I question—”

“I want Chapman and Wallace in here. I want to see Commissioner Scully. What you do ‘every time,’ Detective Stern,” I said, making exaggerated air quotes around his words, “is of no more interest to me—no more an indication of your professional bona fides—than watching Charlie Chan solve murder cases.”

He smirked and tried to interrupt me.

“You’re just an amateur dick out of a cheap movie trying to play like the big boys,” I said to him. “Pretending you’re a grown-up who knows what he’s doing in a homicide case. And you, Detective Tinsley, must be trying to put on a good front and let this horse’s ass think he can bully me. You’re better than that, and I don’t believe for a minute that your cheesy smile is meant to disarm me.”

“Stop it,” she said to me.

“I’ve been bullied by real thugs, and you two don’t begin to scare me.”

“Sit down, why don’t you,” Tinsley said, “and let’s just get this over with.”

She had lost her smile in the process of walking me off my tantrum. I took my seat and threw back my head, staring at a chip in the paint on the ceiling to refocus myself.

“Give it your best shot, Detective Stern,” I said. “Skip the rights and move on.”

He played with his pen while he watched me blow off steam.

“Concentrate on the real victim here,” Stern said. “Paul Battaglia. Stop feeling so sorry for yourself. Word on the street suggests your head is so swollen, Ms. Cooper, that if you had indeed been the target of the shooter, you would have been hard to miss.”

“If there are as many words on the street as you seem to credit, you should have a short story under your belt by this hour,” I said. “You’d hardly need me.”

There was a sharp rap on the door before it opened. Mike stuck his head in and I covered my eyes with my hand so he couldn’t see how fired up I’d become.

“Here’s some caffeine,” he said to me, passing the soda can to Tinsley. “And some dinner.”

He threw me two packages of red licorice Twizzlers.

“So you all know, if you hear any wailing,” Mike said, “Battaglia’s wife just arrived. Dr. Palmer and some brass from headquarters are talking to her, before they bring her in to see the body.”

I looked across the desk at Jaxon Stern. “Would you mind if we take five minutes so I can speak with Mrs. Battaglia? I’d like to offer my condolences while I have the chance for a private moment with her.”

Mike Chapman spoke before Detective Stern could state his objection. “Keep on keeping on, you guys. You, Alexandra Cooper, are the last person in the world that Amy Battaglia wants to see right now.”

“Why me?” The entire scenario continued to spin out of control. Nothing I said or did seemed to be right.

“At the moment, Coop, Mrs. B is blaming you for the death of the district attorney.”


FOUR

“What did you see, exactly, when you stepped out of the museum and stood on the top of the steps?” Stern asked me.

Stern had raced through the events of the evening before, including the famed Costume Institute’s gala tribute to a designer named Wolf Savage. He had moved too quickly to get a thorough overview of the investigation into Wolf’s death that had had its finale on the runway. He was not as good a detail man as Sherman had pitched him to be.

“There wasn’t actually much to see at that hour of the night,” I said, rubbing my eyes with my thumb and forefinger, as though it would help me see that scene repeated more clearly. “Mike and I waited inside the lobby—in the Great Hall—so that I was out of sight of the reporters and photographers while the commissioner spoke to them from the front steps.”

“For how long did he talk?”

“Less than five minutes,” I said. “Maybe just three. Scully didn’t have a full picture of everything that had gone down. He just wanted to get the message out via the media that a big case had been solved, and one suspect was still on the loose.”

“Then you walked outside?” Stern asked.

“I remember waiting until the camera crews had dismantled everything and packed up the gear in their vans. In fact, security was in and out of the door, letting us know the group was thinning and encouraging us to wait until people were gone.”

“And the commissioner? You got him in your pocket too, Ms. Cooper? Didn’t he get some face time with you?”

“I’ve known Keith Scully for a decade, Detective Stern. He’s in nobody’s pocket,” I said. “He left me in good hands at that point, with Mike and Mercer. He’s well aware of what I went through last month.”

“Yeah, that’s right. I almost forgot. You were a kidnapping vic,” Stern said, flipping back through his notes. “Big news at the time. Full-court press by the department. Want to tell us about that now?”

“Another time, if it’s a yes-or-no question.”

I knew exactly what his interviewing technique was. I’d used it often with skittish witnesses who might be on their way to a breaking point.

Stern had jumped off questioning me about the confrontation on the museum steps at the moment of maximum impact in order to rattle me, to bring up an event that was even more personal, more stressful to me than Battaglia’s death: my own abduction and days of captivity by depraved monsters.

He would count on unsettling me with flashbacks to my kidnapping, and then bounce over to the shooting again, hoping the cutaway would upset any narrative I’d put together in advance of his arrival.

“Stay on the kidnapping, Ms. Cooper,” Stern said, ignoring the plaintive look on Kate Tinsley’s face. “You didn’t know the men who abducted you? It had nothing to do with one of your old cases, am I right?”

“Nothing.”

“Something to do with Mike Chapman?” he asked.

“Indirectly.”

“But you were already lovers by then, weren’t you?”

I looked over at Kate Tinsley and threw up my hands. “You know, in my own job,” I said, “I could say ‘objection’ and we’d all just move on to something relevant.”

“Yeah, but I could say ‘overruled,” Stern said, “and put the ball right back in your court.”

“Yes, Mike and I were lovers—are lovers now. Asked and answered, Detective. Why don’t you take your next shot?”

“Paul Battaglia put you on leave after the kidnappers released you, right?” he said, more than a dozen questions later.

“My shrink recommended the leave of absence,” I said. “I was in no condition to work on cases when I was discharged from the hospital.”

Stern hadn’t known about the shrink. He gave himself away by raising his eyebrows when I made the remark, and stopping to scribble a note in his pad.

“How long have you been seeing a psychiatrist, Ms. Cooper?”

“Not quite as long as I’ve been sleeping with Mike Chapman,” I said. “And his repressed sexual drive isn’t what brought me to therapy, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Kate Tinsley bit her lip. Even Stern almost smiled.

“So, you’ve known Chapman since your first year in the DA’s office,” Stern said. “And you became intimate when?”

“Two months ago, Detective.”

“That could hold a record for foreplay, Ms. Cooper.”

“I’ll answer your questions, Stern, but filter out your nasty commentary,” I said.

“Why don’t you eat something, Ms. Cooper?” Kate said. “I can send out to the bodega on First for food that’s more nourishing than Twizzlers.”

“No, thank you,” I said.

“You must be starving,” she said, continuing to play good cop as the tension between Stern and me mounted.

“Not even hungry.” I was growing more and more nauseated on an empty stomach, but not hungry.

“So the museum security guards gave you the all clear, is that right?” Stern asked.

“They did.”

“That’s when you and Wallace and Chapman walked out the door?”

I had to think. “It was just Chapman and me,” I said. “I don’t remember seeing Wallace at that point.”

“What did you do before leaving the museum?”

“Do? I didn’t do anything,” I said. “Chapman took off his jacket and put it over my shoulders. I remember double-checking with him about whether anyone was outside.”

Jaxon Stern leaned in toward me. “What did he say to you?”

“‘New York at night,’” I said, smiling despite myself and quoting Mike. “‘Only pigeons and perps on the street.’”

“You think that line is funny, Ms. Cooper? Is that why you’re smiling?”

“At the time, I did, Detective. In hindsight, nothing’s the least bit humorous.”

“Why did you ask Chapman that question?” Stern said. “About whether anyone was waiting on the street.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t want to be sandbagged. I didn’t want to be photographed by some lone paparazzo, waiting for a gala guest who had lingered behind the others,” I said. “Maybe waiting for the suspect that Scully just announced had escaped from the museum, hoping to get the money shot.”

“You’ve been a poster girl for the tabloids before. Tell me the real reason for your concern.”

“That was my only reason, Detective.”

Jaxon Stern tapped the tip of his forefinger on the desktop. He did it four or five times, with force. A pause, and then four more again. It was annoying and disconcerting.

“You knew Paul Battaglia was on his way to talk to you,” Stern said, lifting his finger to point it at my face. “That’s why you had Chapman on the lookout, wasn’t it?”

I had walked right into that one. That thought had not occurred to me at all.

“That’s ridiculous, Detective,” I said, throwing back my head and exhaling to blow off steam. “I had no idea that Battaglia was on his way to the museum. I still have no idea what he was doing there.”

Kate Tinsley stood up and started to pace, walking behind me and facing Stern. His eyes shifted up and down in her direction. They were trying to box me in, thinking they had me on the ropes now that my concentration was slipping.

“Well, I sure don’t have any idea why the district attorney was making his way up those steps in such a hurry,” Stern said, “but I’m willing to bet my entire paycheck that you do.”

“That would be a losing proposition for you, Detective,” I said.

“When’s the last time you talked to Battaglia before you saw him coming at you?”

“I was on a leave of absence, or did you forget that?”

“Now, why would that stop him from talking to you, Ms. Cooper?”

Damn. There was Battaglia’s bodyguard, who would eventually let out that the DA had dropped by to see me earlier in the week.

“A few days ago is when I spoke with him,” I said. “Saw him, actually.”

“Saw him, did you?” Stern said, picking up his pen to make a note. “Tell us about that. Did you drop by the office?”

I shook my head in the negative. “Not the whole time I’ve been on leave,” I said. “He was in his car. He stopped me as I was walking down the street to my apartment.”

“House calls,” Stern said. “Who knew the DA made house calls? Was he worried about your health, Ms. Cooper? Your mental health, that is?”

“He’d heard I was being drawn into a murder investigation,” I said, admitting the fact because it would be readily available to Stern and Tinsley. “And he wanted to remind me to keep my nose out of it.”

“We’ll come back to that, Ms. Cooper,” Stern said.

I had no doubt he would.

“Did you speak with him after that day?”

“No,” I snapped.

“You can take your time, Ms. Cooper,” Stern said. “Think before you blurt out a reply.”

“Nothing to think about, Detective. That was the last time we spoke.” It had been such an unpleasant conversation that I wasn’t clear how a follow-up would have gone.

“And he didn’t call you tonight,” Stern asked, “telling you he wanted to talk to you? Tell you he was on his way to the Met? Text you to wait for him?”

“No.”

“No point telling you that cell records and texts—well, they’ll all be subpoenaed in a homicide investigation like this,” Stern said. “Sometimes that reminder just jogs the memory a bit. Makes people remember a phone conversation that seemed so unimportant at the time.”

“I’m familiar with your technique, Detective,” I said. “I’ve used it with my fair share of witnesses. The ones I expect are lying to me, though. Not the honest ones.”

“You never know, Ms. Cooper, do you? I’ve been fooled by the best of them.”

“Don’t you hate when that happens?” I said, fumbling with a package of Twizzlers, bending the wrapped licorice sticks in half and then bending them back in the other direction.

“Did you see him again, after that drive-by?”

“No,” I said, just as quickly as I’d answered the question about the phone call. “Not until he came charging up the steps of the museum.”

Jaxon Stern made another note. “Like I said, take your time.”

“I didn’t see him again. No,” I said, firm and fast, holding my ground.

“You’re certain?”

“I’m sure,” I said, tired and angry at being challenged on every fact.

And then I remembered. Shit. I had spoken too fast.

“What’s troubling you, Ms. Cooper?” Stern asked. “You’ve got a funny look on your face.”

“That’s just my face, Detective, like it or not.”

I had seen Paul Battaglia after the day he had chewed me out in front of my building. Mike Chapman and I were together. I had seen Paul Battaglia but he hadn’t seen me.

“Tell us what you’re thinking, Ms. Cooper,” the detective said.

“About how much I want to go home. Can we get this over with soon?”

“Did you see the district attorney between the afternoon—was it afternoon?—when he dropped by to talk with you, and this past evening, just to be clear?”

“No, Detective,” I said. “I did not.”

I had looked Detective Jaxon Stern in the eye and lied. I had a clear choice to tell the truth, about sitting with Mike Chapman in his unmarked car and spotting Paul Battaglia coming out of a town house on the Upper East Side, but I deliberately chose not to tell the truth.

My heart started racing again. I knew why I didn’t tell Stern about the sighting. Mike was the only other person who’d witnessed it, and at the time, both of us had been puzzled about why Battaglia was at the location where we’d seen him. I didn’t know whether that moment had any significance in this investigation, but I wanted the chance to talk to Mike about that before I gave it up to Jaxon Stern.

Stern was asking more questions, but I was stuck in my lie as if I were up to my knees in quicksand and was unable to focus.

“Sorry,” I said. “Could you please repeat what you just said?”

“You seem to be in the twilight zone, Ms. Cooper,” Stern said. “Come on back to us.”

I was trying to calm myself down. Mike wouldn’t be the reason I got caught in the lie, because there was no point for Stern to question him about having seen Battaglia.

“I was just spacing out, Detective. My apologies. What did you ask?”

“I’m back with you at the top of the steps at the Met, this evening.”

Of course you are, I thought. I was getting dizzier than a Mexican jumping bean, which was always the likeliest time for a witness to be tripped up.

“Oh,” I said. “There.”

“What happened from the time you walked outside?”

I closed my eyes for a second. “We used the revolving door,” I said. “Mike went through first; then I followed. He reached for my hand and held on to me.”

Stern looked over my head at Tinsley and smirked again.

“What did you see?” he asked me.

“Nothing. I was looking down. I had my eyes on the steps because it was kind of dark, and I was so exhausted.”

“There came a point when you saw Paul Battaglia, right?”

“I heard him before I saw him,” I said. “I heard footsteps, that is. I didn’t know whose they were. I was halfway down to the sidewalk when I heard footsteps.”

“Then?”

“I looked up because of the sound. I saw a man, but I couldn’t make out who it was at first.”

“Wait a minute,” Stern said. “You’ve worked with this guy for at least a decade, and you couldn’t figure out who he was?”

“I told you it was dark at that point, and he was wearing a dark suit,” I said. “It was Chapman who told me the man approaching us was Battaglia.”

“You’re telling me that Chapman made him before you did?”

“Yes. He recognized the DA and told me that’s who it was.”

Stern looked back at Tinsley again. I was supposed to be rattled by all his smirking and sneering. But it was just rude, not unnerving.

“Like a warning?” Stern asked.

“No, Detective. I didn’t need to be warned about Paul Battaglia. Chapman was just reassuring me
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