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For
ALEXANDER COOPER
and

KAREN COOPER
Who steals my purse steals trash,

But he that filches from me my good name…


—Shakespeare

Best man, brilliant architect



with gratitude for the loving loan

of your good name
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It was hard not to smile as I watched Lola Dakota die.

I clicked the remote control button and listened to the commentary again on another network.

“New Jersey police officers have released a portion of these dramatic videotapes to the media this evening. We’re going to play for you the actual recordings the three hit men hired by her husband to kill Ms. Dakota made to prove to him that they had accomplished their mission.”

The local reporter was posed in front of a large mansion in the town of Summit, less than an hour’s drive from where I was sitting, in the video technicians’ office of the New York County District Attorney. Snowflakes drifted and swirled around her head as she pointed a gloved hand at the darkened facade of a house ringed with strands of tiny white Christmas lights that outlined the roof, the windows, and the enormous wreath on the front door.

“Earlier this afternoon, before the sun went down, Hugh,” the woman addressed the news channel’s anchorman, “those of us who gathered here for word of Ms. Dakota’s condition could see pools of blood, left in the snow during the early morning shooting. It will be a grim holiday season for this forty-two-year-old university professor’s family. Let’s take you back over the story that led to this morning’s tragic events.”

Mike Chapman grabbed the clicker from my hand and pressed the mute button, then jabbed at my back with it. “How come the Jersey prosecutors got to do this caper? Too big for you to handle, blondie?”

As the bureau chief in charge of sex crimes for the New York County District Attorney’s Office for more than a decade, sexual assault cases—as well as domestic violence and stalking crimes— fell under my jurisdiction. The district attorney, Paul Battaglia, ran an office with a legal staff of more than six hundred lawyers, but he had taken a particular interest in the investigation of the professor’s perilous marital entanglement.

“Battaglia didn’t like the whole idea—the risk, the melodrama, and . . . well, the emotional instability of Lola Dakota. He probably didn’t know the story would look this good on the late news broadcast or he might have reconsidered.”

Chapman lifted his foot to the edge of my chair and swiveled it around so that I faced him. “Had you worked with Lola for a long time?”

“I guess it’s been almost two years since the first day I met her. Someone called Battaglia from the president’s office at Columbia University Said there was a matter that needed to be handled discreetly.” I reached for a cup of coffee. “One of their professors had split from her husband, and he was stalking her. The usual domestic. She didn’t want to have him arrested, didn’t want any publicity that would embarrass the administration—just wanted him to leave her alone. The DA kicked it over to me to try to make it happen. That’s how I met Lola Dakota. And became aware of her miserable husband.”

“What’d you do for her?”

Chapman worked homicides, most of the time relying on sophisticated forensic technology and reliable medical evidence to solve his cases. He rarely dealt with breathing witnesses, and although he was the best detective in the Manhattan North Squad when he came face-to-face with a corpse, Chapman was always intrigued by how the rest of us in law enforcement managed to untangle and resolve the delicate problems of the living.

“Met with her several times, trying to convince her that we could make a prosecution stick and gain her trust to let me bring charges. I explained that filing a criminal complaint was the only way I could get a judge to put some muscle behind our actions.” Lola was like most of our victims. She wanted the violence to stop, but she did not want to face her spouse in a court of law.

“It worked?”

“No better than usual. When reasoning with her failed, we relocated her to a temporary apartment, arranged for counseling, and sent a couple of our detectives to talk to her husband informally and explain that Lola was giving him a break.”

“Happy to see the local constables, was he?”

“Elated. They told him that she didn’t want us to lock him up, but if he kept harassing her, that wasn’t a choice I would allow her to make the next time he darkened her doorway. So he behaved...for a while.”

“Until she moved back in with him?”

“Right. Just in time for Valentine’s Day.”

“Hearts and flowers, happily ever after?”

“Eight months.” I turned back to glance at the screen, motioning to Mike to give us sound again. Flakes were caking up on the reporter’s eyelids as she continued to tell her story, reminding me that undoubtedly snow was piling up on my Jeep as well, which was parked in front of the building. A picture of Ivan Kralovic, Lola’s husband, appeared as an insert on the bottom right corner of the screen.

“We’ve got to take a short break,” the reporter said, repeating the euphemistic phrase that signaled a commercial interruption, “then we’ll show you the dramatic footage that led to Mr. Kralovic’s arrest today.”

Mike got rid of the noise. “And at the end of those eight months, what happened? Did you lock him up the second time?”

“No. She wouldn’t even give me a clue about what he had done. Called me that October to ask how to get an order of protection. After I greased the wheels to expedite it for her in family court, she told me she had rented an apartment on Riverside Drive, moved to a new office away from the campus, and settled her problems with Ivan the Terrible.”

“Don’t disappoint me, Coop. Tell me he lived up to his name.”

“Predictably. It was in January of this year that he cut her with a corkscrew, while they were enjoying a quiet dinner for two. Must have mistaken her for a good Burgundy. Sliced open her forearm. He raced her to St. Luke’s and it took twenty-seven stitches to close her up.”

“They were together for just that one evening?”

“No, he had coaxed her back for the holidays a month earlier. A seasonal reconciliation.”

Chapman shook his head. “Yeah, I guess most accidents happen close to home. You nail his ass for that one?”

“Once again, Lola refused to prosecute. Told the doctors in the ER—while Ivan was standing at her bedside—that she’d done it herself. By the time I heard about it through the university and got her down to my office, she was completely uncooperative. Said that if I had Ivan locked up, she would never tell the true story in a courtroom. She had learned her lesson by trying to reunite with him, she assured me, and wasn’t going to have anything further to do with him.”

“Guess he didn’t get the picture.”

“He stalked Lola on and off. That’s what led her to hide out in New Jersey, at her sister’s house, sometime in the spring. She called me every now and then, after Ivan threatened her or when she thought she was being followed. But her sister got spooked— worried about her own safety—and brought Lola to the local prosecutors over there.”

“Let’s go to the videotape,” Mike said, spinning my chair back to the television screen and hitting the sound button on the clicker. The film was rolling and the reporter’s voice-over was providing the narrative. The scene appeared to be the same large suburban house, earlier in the day.

“. . . and you can see the white delivery van parked at the side of the road. The two men walked up the steps in front of the home, which is owned by Ms. Dakota’s sister, carrying the cases of wine. When the professor opened the door and came outside to accept the gift bottles, both men put their packages on the ground. The one on the left presented a receipt that Dakota leaned over to sign, while the man on the right—there he goes now—pulled a revolver from beneath his jacket and fired five times, at point-blank range.”

I leaned forward and watched again as Lola clutched at her chest, her body pushed backward by the force of the impact. Her eyes opened wide for an instant, seeming to stare directly at the lens of the camera, before they closed, as she fell to the ground, blood oozing from her clothing onto the clean white cover provided by the preceding day’s dusting of snow.

Then, the camera, held by a third accomplice in the van, zoomed in for a close-up, and the man seemed to lose control of the equipment as it apparently dropped from his fingers.

“When the killers played their tape for Ivan Kralovic in his office at noon today, after the Summit Police Department released the news of Ms. Dakota’s death to the wire services, they were rewarded with a payment of one hundred thousand dollars in cash.”

Back to a live shot of the chilled reporter, wrapping up her story for the night. “Unfortunately for Kralovic, the gunmen he had hired to kill his estranged wife were actually undercover detectives from the county sheriff’s office here in New Jersey, who staged the shooting with the enthusiastic participation of the intended victim.”

The tape rolled again and showed the supposedly deceased Dakota now sitting upright against the front door of the house and smiling for the camera as she removed the outer jacket that had concealed the packets of “blood” that had spurted and flowed so convincingly moments before.

“We’ve been waiting here, Hugh, hoping this brave woman would tell us how she feels now that she has taken such dramatic steps to end years of spousal abuse and bring to justice the man who wanted to kill her. But sources tell us that she left the house here this afternoon, after Kralovic’s arrest, and has not yet returned.” The reporter glanced down at her notes to read a comment from the local prosecutor. “The district attorney, however, wants us to express his gratitude to the county sheriff for this ‘innovative plan that put an end to Ivan’s reign of terror, something that prosecutors from Paul Battaglia’s office and the New York Police Department across the Hudson River have been unable to do for two years.’ Back to the studio—”

I pulled the remote away from Chapman and slammed it onto the desktop after shutting off the set. “Let’s go back to my office and close up for the night.”

“Temper, temper, Ms. Cooper. Dakota’s not likely to win the Oscar for her performance. You peeved ‘cause you didn’t get a chance to do the film direction?”

I turned off the light and closed the door behind us. “I don’t begrudge her anything. But why did the Jersey DA have to take a shot at us? He knows it hasn’t been our choice to let this thing drag on as long as it did.” There wasn’t a seasoned prosecutor anywhere who didn’t know that the most frustrating dynamic in an abusive marriage was the love-hate relationship that persisted between victim and offender, even after the violence escalated.

My heels clicked on the tiles of the quiet corridor as we snaked our way down the long, dark hallway from Video to my eighth-floor office. It was almost eleven-thirty at night, and the tapping of an occasional computer keyboard was the only noise I heard to suggest that any of my colleagues were still at their desks.

Only a handful of cases went to trial this time of year, in the middle of December, with lawyers, judges, and jurors all anticipating the two-week court hiatus for the holiday season. I had been working late—reviewing indictments for the end-of-the-term filing deadline, and preparing to conduct a sex offender registration hearing after the weekend—when Detective Michael Chapman came over to tell me the eleven o’clock news was leading with the Dakota story. He had been down the street at headquarters to drop off some evidence at the Property Clerk’s Office and called to see if I wanted a drink before knocking off for the night.

“C’mon, I’ll buy you dinner,” he now said. “Can’t expect me to last the midnight shift on an empty stomach. Not with all the dead bodies I’m likely to encounter.”

“It’s too late to eat.”

“That means you got a better offer. Jake must be home, cooking up some exotic—”

“Wrong. He’s in Washington. Got the assignment on that story of the ambassador who was assassinated in Uganda, at the economic conference.” I’d been dating an NBC News correspondent since early summer, and the rare nights he was free in time for dinner took me away from my usual haunts and habits.

“How come they keep giving him all that Third World stuff to cover when he seems like such a First World guy?”

The phone was ringing as I opened the door to my office.

“Alex?” Jake’s voice sounded brusque and businesslike. “I’m at the NBC studio in D.C.”

“How’s your story coming?”

“Lola Dakota is dead.”

“I know,” I said, sitting down in my chair and turning away from Chapman for some privacy. “Mike and I just watched the whole bit on the local news. I think she’s got a real future on the stage. Hard to believe she went for all that phony ketchup and—”

“Listen to me, Alex. She was killed tonight.”

I turned back to look at Mike, rolling my eyes to suggest that Jake clearly had not seen the entire story yet and didn’t understand that the shooting was a setup. “We know all that, and we also know that Paul Battaglia is not going to be thrilled when the tabloids point the finger at me for not putting this mess to bed a couple of—”

“This isn’t about you, Alex. I’ve heard the whole story with the Jersey prosecutors and their sting operation. But there’s a later headline that just came over the newsroom wires a few minutes ago, probably while you and Mike were watching the story run on the air. Some kids found Lola Dakota’s body tonight—her dead body—in the basement of an apartment building in Manhattan, crushed to death at the bottom of an elevator shaft.”

My eyes shut tight and I rested my head on the back of my chair as Jake lowered his voice to make his point. “Trust me, darling. Lola Dakota is dead.”
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“I’m sorry, Miss Cooper, but Lily doesn’t want to talk with you just now. It’s almost midnight, and our doctor is about to sedate her to let her get some rest. She thinks Lola would still be alive if you prosecutors hadn’t talked her into this ridiculous scheme and exposed her to so much risk by faking her death.”

My first impulse had been to call the victim’s family, despite the late hour, to offer our assistance in the aftermath of this tragic turn of events. I knew they were unlikely to accept my help. It was her brother-in-law who answered the call. “I’m sure you must be aware that my office didn’t think it was wise to—”

“It’s all the same to us. None of you was able to protect Lola from this insanity of Ivan’s.”

Chapman had taken over my phone and I had moved to the alcove to use the one on my secretary’s desk. My conversation ended abruptly and I stared at the calendar hanging on the wall in front of me.

“Snuggle into your snowsuit and mittens, kid. We’re going to the two-six.” He hung up the receiver and called out to me as I tried again to get through to the sheriff’s office in New Jersey. The line was still busy, so I put on my coat, gloves, and boots and followed Mike to the elevator. “Leave your car here. I’ll drop you at home when we’re done.”

The snow had tapered off to a flurry as we walked around to the rear of the courthouse and got into the black Crown Vic that was Mike’s duty car. “Body’s already been taken down to the morgue. Thought you’d like to grab a look at the scene with me.”

“Why didn’t Peterson beep me about Lola? Nobody reached out for me …”

“Don’t take it personally, Coop. The lieutenant didn’t even get this one till an hour ago. Seems that as soon as Dakota heard the ex had been arrested, she told her sister she needed a break. She’d been cooped up in the burbs for three weeks and wanted to go home for a few hours. Nothing to worry about with Ivan in custody, so those schmucks from the Jersey office let her drive off into the sunset. Alone. Four seventeen Riverside Drive—must be somewhere near 116th Street. Peterson says it’s one of those old prewar apartment houses, in the process of going co-op. Scaffolding out in front ’cause they’re repointing the building, and lots of repairs under way inside, too.”

“Jake said some kids found her. Did the lieutenant mention anything about that?”

“Yep. Just around dinnertime, some of the boys from the ’hood came into the basement from Riverside Park to hang out. Get warm and get high, probably in reverse order. When they pressed for the elevator to come down, the doors didn’t open completely, since the cab couldn’t get all the way even on the bottom.”

Mike was driving north to Canal Street, then heading over to the West Side Highway for the ride uptown. Tacky aluminum holiday decorations bordered the closed stalls on this dismal downtown shopping strip, where every kind of counterfeit designer product would be back on sale, out on the crowded sidewalks, by daybreak.

“The super heard a commotion and started to chase the kids outside. He thought they’d screwed up the equipment by playing around with it. So they offered to help him raise the cab a few feet to see whether something was stuck beneath it. When they looked into the shaft, they saw the body.”

“Did they know—?”

“Whether she was dead? Fuggedaboutit.”

“No, did they know that it was Lola?”

“You know what happens when you step on a cockroach? Any idea if it was Willie or Milton? The one that was crawling on your desk, or the one that was living in your file cabinet? The super hadn’t even seen her in the building for months. Emergency Services responded to help get the remains up, and she was carted off to the ME’s office.”

“But they didn’t treat it as a homicide?”

“Everyone involved assumed, up to that point, that it was all an accident. The elevator’s been on the fritz, stopping between floors when it wasn’t quitting altogether. The super told the first cops on the scene that some broad—probably just visiting in the building—must have stepped off into the black hole without even noticing that the elevator wasn’t there.”

“No one had any reason to know what she had been going through,” I mumbled aloud as I struggled to recall whether I could have pushed Lola any harder when I had wanted her to press charges.

“Hell, it wasn’t till one of the morgue attendants found a few papers in the pocket of her blouse that anyone even knew the identity of the deceased. Called back up to the Twenty-sixth Precinct, and they passed the news on to the lieutenant. Could still easily be an accident, according to what the super’s been telling the cops. But then, in light of all the other bad news in her life, I’d have to think Ms. Dakota had outlived her string of lousy luck and was due to win the lottery.”

Mike hit the brakes and I jerked forward, restrained by the seat belt. He had tried to pass a Yellow Cab at the entrance to the highway, and the turbaned driver gestured obscenely and cursed at us as he fishtailed on an icy patch of road.

“Move it, Mohammed!” Chapman yelled back, blasting the words into my ear as he aimed them across me toward the cabbie. “Those camel-humpers can guide a herd across the burning sands of the Sahara, but there oughtta be a law to keep them off the snow.”

“I thought we had a deal for the new year?”

“I got a couple of weeks to go, kid. Don’t expect any mouthpiece miracles overnight.”

The New York City skyline glittered against the cobalt ceiling stretched out above and beyond it. From the Chelsea Piers, outlined against the water off to our left, to the red-and-green-lighted spire of the Empire State Building, across the middle of town in the distance, everything was gaily dressed for Christmas. I stared out at the assortment of blinking lights while Mike dialed up the numbers on his cell phone to check the whereabouts of his team.

I had known Chapman for more than ten years, and accepted the fact that he was no more likely to change his ways than I was able to explain the nature of our friendship, intensely close and completely trusting, despite the vast differences in our backgrounds. It had been almost twelve years since I joined Battaglia’s office, and I smiled, remembering my father’s prophecy that I wouldn’t last there much past the three-year commitment required by the district attorney when I signed on. No one in my family believed that my training at Wellesley College and the University of Virginia School of Law would prepare me for the grim realities of life in an urban prosecutor’s office.

My father, Benjamin Cooper, was a cardiologist who had revolutionized surgical procedures when he and his partner invented a plastic valve that was used in virtually every heart operation in the country for more than fifteen years following its introduction to the field. To this day, he and my mother, while aware of the great personal satisfaction I derive from my work, worry about my ability to separate myself from its constant emotional drain—and its occasional dangers.

“Tell Peterson I’m on the way.” Chapman turned to me and winked. “I’m bringing the lieutenant a little surprise.” He clicked off the phone and was quiet for a few minutes. “I just assumed you’d want to come with me tonight. If I’m wrong, I can cross over to the East Side and drop you at your apartment.”

Mike knew me well enough to know that I wouldn’t have missed the opportunity to go with him to Lola Dakota’s home and see for myself, firsthand, what the police were about to learn. It was logical for onlookers to presume some kind of freak accident, but the odds should truly have been in Lola’s favor at this point, and the lieutenant was not going to let go of someone who had met an unnatural death on what he would consider his watch.

“Did you like this Dakota dame, blondie?”

I rolled my head back away from Mike, staring at the vista as we drove up onto the elevated portion of the highway.

“She was a tough character to like. Admire, maybe, but hard to warm up to. Very smart. And even more arrogant than brilliant. But she was willful and shrill, rode herself really hard, and from what I understood, rode her students even harder.”

“And the husband? What made him so irresistible?”

“Who knows what goes on inside anyone else’s marriage? I’ll pull my files together in the morning and check my notes. I’ve got all kinds of details from our conversations and meetings about the case.” I remembered again the many hours I had spent with Lola throughout the past two years, trying to convince her that we could make the criminal justice system work for her, and to let me take Ivan to trial for assault.

Chapman came from another direction altogether. His father, Brian, had been a second-generation Irish immigrant, who worked as a cop for twenty-six years and then died of a massive coronary two days after turning in his gun and shield. Mike was in his third year at Fordham when he lost his father, and although he completed his degree the following spring, he immediately took the exam and enrolled at the police academy, in honor of the man he most admired and respected. He was half a year older than I, and had recently celebrated his thirty-sixth birthday. Mike was one of the few people I knew who was thoroughly comfortable in his own skin, doing exactly what he most wanted to do in the world. That was simply to come to work every day at the Manhattan North Homicide Squad, with the best detectives in the city of New York, and spend all his waking hours restoring some dignity and a bit of justice to victims who had been murdered on what he liked to think of as his half of the island.

“Maybe we can stop by Mercer’s house over the weekend. He’s got some case folders on this one, too,” I added. “And probably some good insight about Lola.”

We had both been counting the days until Mercer Wallace would come off sick leave and back to the department on limited duty. Four months had passed since the attack that had almost taken his life, and it still took my breath away to think how close I had come to losing one of my dearest friends. Mike and Mercer had been partners in Homicide for several years, until Mercer was transferred to the Special Victims Unit, where he carried the lead role in some of the most complex rape investigations in the city.

Grand old apartment houses lined up along Riverside Drive, to our east, and Mike took the Ninety-sixth Street exit to wind his way up the quiet streets till we saw the array of NYPD cars and trucks that blanketed the intersection and rested on the snowy slopes of the park entrance opposite Lola’s building. “Must be the place, kid.”

Two uniformed cops were stationed on either side of the front door, and one nodded at Mike as he flashed his badge and asked the way down to the basement. “Press hasn’t crawled all over this yet?” he asked, puzzled by the lack of interest from the media.

“Been and gone,” the younger guy answered, jiggling one foot at a time and flexing his fingers, trying to keep warm. “They pulled out after a few shots of the body bag.”

“Is there a doorman?”

“Not all day. Just came on at midnight. The entrance is only covered from twelve till eight A.M. And I think we’re cramping this guy’s style already. He likes to hang on to his flask pretty tight, and he’s really spooked out by this. You gotta use the stairs or the north elevator to get down to where they found her. The south car has been shut off altogether. That’s where the body was.”

A couple in formal dress glanced at the police officers and brushed past Chapman on their way inside. They were still in the rear of the lobby as we entered, standing in the recessed area off to the right, by the mailboxes, trying to find out from the confused doorman what the commotion was about. Two elderly women in flannel bathrobes and one grad student type with purple-streaked hair had beaten them to the old guy for a chat, and I expected that by dawn, most of the tenants would have some version of a rumor from one of these sources.

Chapman pulled open the heavy service door that led to the fire stairs. There was no lightbulb at the top of the landing, and I followed him slowly down the two flights of steps.

Lieutenant Peterson was sitting at a bare desk in what I assumed was the super’s office at the foot of the staircase. His cigarette dangled from his lips as he clutched the phone receiver with one hand and held up his other in our direction, palm out-ward, signaling Chapman to be quiet.

When he finished the conversation, he rose to his feet to greet us. “Alexandra, how’ve you been? That was the deputy commissioner, Mike. Can I talk to you alone for a minute?”

“Jeez, and I brought Sonja Henie all the way up here just to see you, Loo.”

Peterson wasn’t amused. He motioned Mike into the small room and closed the door. I turned the corner and said hello to the rest of the team from the Homicide Squad. Four of them were standing in front of the open space of the elevator shaft, and the bottom of the deadly cab was posed eerily above their heads and behind them, like a huge weight ready to drop again. They were talking about the squad’s Christmas party, planned for the next evening, with no mention of the gruesome death that had brought them to this filthy room.

“You in on the pool?” Hector Corrado asked me.

“Only if you make sure I don’t win. Battaglia thinks it’s in such bad taste that we shouldn’t humor you guys by chipping in.”

“Pick a number, Alex. It’ll only run you twenty bucks, and it’s a big pot this year. You wanna lose, go low. Man, things always get crazy around the holidays, and this one’s starting off wild. You’re too young to remember, but it’s beginning to look like the eighties around here.”

Homicide cops had a tradition of betting on the number of murder cases they expected to occur before the end of the year. Hector kept track of the field, since choices had to be made by late summer. If there were open slots left, prosecutors were invited to kick in before the night of the party.

“So far, we’ve only had three hundred sixty-two in Manhattan this year. I just missed by six bodies back in eighty-eight. Total was seven sixty-four, can you believe it? And these wimps think they’re overworked now when they’re carrying a handful of investigations.”

Chapman had left his overcoat in the super’s office and emerged holding an oversize flashlight. He held out his right hand to Hector and asked the guys if the Crime Scene Unit had finished its work.

“Hard to make this a crime scene. Super was selling it to the first guys who responded as an accident. Peterson pulled in every chit he could think of to get Crime Scene to come over and give it a look, sort of unofficially. They’re treating it as a suspicious death, not a homicide yet. Not every day you get a broad who lays down and rolls out her front door into an elevator shaft just hours after somebody else paid a lot of money to have her knocked off,” Hector opined. “They took some photos of the body before she was scooped out. You could look. All you’re gonna see is some dark stains.”

Lieutenant Peterson, the veteran detective who ran the Homicide Squad, could get the Crime Scene Unit to do almost anything he requested. He had the best instincts in the business when it came to death investigation, and the finest track record in the department for solving cases. When he asked for backup, men knew he wouldn’t be wasting their efforts.

Mike squatted and pointed the beam into the dark shaft. I rested one hand on his shoulder and looked in over his head. “You want to step aside, blondie? I know you think you give off quite a glow yourself, but you’re blocking the little bit of help that seventy-five-watter is shining down at me from over your head.”

I straightened up and stepped back.

“Hector, anybody get down here and scrape some of this crap up? It’s impossible to tell what’s blood and what’s oil from the works, just by looking.” Mike was standing, too.

“Yeah, that’s all been done.”

“They dust for prints?” I asked.

“Nobody even knew what parts of the building to include in the scene, Alex. We don’t know if she had been dead for one hour or four by the time she was found. In the meantime, one super, two handymen, and a bunch of teenagers had been all over this area. They didn’t know who she was, so they couldn’t figure out which floor she’d dropped from or which elevator button she’d pushed. Sure, they went up and down all twenty-two landings, dusting for latents, looking for signs of a struggle, canvassing to see if anyone was at home who heard any noise. Pretty futile runaround so far. You go try that other elevator bank. It’s not impossible that she just missed her footing and went off into a swan dive. You’ll see, these things are on their last legs.”

“Anyone been inside her apartment yet?”

“Waiting on that now. Peterson sent someone down to the morgue to get the keys they found on the body. Emergency Services is on their way back with a ram. Whoever gets here first, that’s how we’re going in.”

“Super doesn’t have a key?”

“Nope. She didn’t trust nobody with nothin’, is what he says.”

That would be Lola. Chapman motioned to me to follow him back up the staircase to the lobby. There was a pair of stuffed armchairs against the wall, covered in a dreary tapestry fabric, sorely in need of reupholstering, and we sat opposite each other in them while he told me about his conversation with the lieutenant.

“Loo’s really ripped. The commissioner’s sticking with the accident story. It certainly can’t be Ivan who had anything to do with this, they figure, since he was already under. That’s what Peterson took me inside to tell me. That, and to get you off the premises pronto. If the mayor says this is an accident, then there’s no need to have an assistant district attorney meddling in it.”

For the moment, we both ignored that point. “They never heard of backup? What if Kralovic didn’t trust the guys he hired in Jersey and wanted a little security, some extra insurance, to make sure his plan to kill Lola worked?”

“I don’t need convincing. City Hall does. The first day of Christmas my true love gave to me, a shove in the back and a trip to the morgue, right? The mayor doesn’t want to add to the murder tally for the end of the year. And he’s getting additional pressure from the powers that be at Columbia University.”

“But Lola didn’t even work there anymore.”

“They farmed her out to a new, experimental school—King’s College. It’s got an entirely separate administration, but it bought some of the old Columbia buildings, so it’s adjacent to the Columbia-Barnard campus. Somebody up there’s got a direct pipeline to the mayor’s office. The school officials don’t want to open the whole can of worms about the history of their own tortured relationship with Lola Dakota, so they’d like this shoved under the carpet as well.”

“They’re leaving out a great big stumbling block, in the oversize form of the rotund, thick-skulled, and honorable Vinny Sinnelesi, the Jersey prosecutor who put together this clever sting operation. Battaglia thinks the entire plan was to snag some visibility to launch Sinnelesi’s bid for the gubernatorial race next year. Vinny had no qualms about getting attention on the back of Ms. Dakota while she was alive, so I doubt he’ll lose a minute’s sleep about doing it over her dead body.”

Mike laughed at my description of Sinnelesi, and at my obvious state of agitation. “Calm it, Coop.”

I was too wound up to stop. “Easy for him to sit tight in his own little fiefdom and point his fat finger at us, calling this a murder—whether it is or isn’t—knowing he can’t screw up this investigation ’cause it will be in Battaglia’s jurisdiction.”

The front door of the building opened and, with the frigid air, in walked Lieutenant Peterson. Chapman got up and his trademark grin vanished in a flash. “I thought you’d gone home, Loo.”

Without breaking stride as he moved toward the elevator, Peterson barked back, “I told you to get Ms. Cooper out of this building, Chapman. She’s got nothing further to do with this matter. This, this, … accident.”
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I sat in Chapman’s car, shivering against the chill of the night air, which kept me wide-awake despite the late hour. Peterson’s unexpected reappearance in the lobby had been due to the arrival of the detective who had been sent to the morgue to fetch Dakota’s keys. The two had crossed paths as Peterson was about to close his car door, so the lieutenant doubled back to see whether they could gain entry to Lola’s fifteenth-floor apartment.

Chapman knew that it wasn’t Peterson’s style to examine the woman’s home himself. He wasn’t a micromanager in that sense, and would rely on the intelligence of his men—and the photographs they would bring back—to highlight any information of significance. “Loo’ll give it a once-over just to satisfy himself, somebody’ll snap some pictures, and then I’ll come down to get you,” he said as he led me to his car and unlocked the door. “Just slink down in the seat so he doesn’t make you when he’s leaving—no heater, no radio. He’ll be gone in twenty minutes.”

“You know he’ll kill us if we get caught.”

“Can’t happen, kid. It’ll just be you, me, and George Zotos. Who’s gonna squeal?”

Zotos was one of the guys on Mike’s team in the squad, and I had worked well with him over the years. “There’s no downside to this for you. Battaglia doesn’t even know you’re here, and Peterson gave orders to me, not to you.”

Shortly before one-thirty in the morning, Peterson walked out on the sidewalk and his driver swung around in front of the building to pick him up. Ten minutes later, Chapman came out the same way, said something to the uniformed cops still posted next to the entrance, and crossed the street to the car to help me maneuver the icy road. We walked down to 115th Street and into the alley that led to the rear of the building. The heavy iron door was wedged ajar by the flashlight that Chapman had been holding earlier. He picked it up from the ground as he pulled open the door and took me inside through the basement. We rode to the fifteenth floor on the one elevator that was still in service, which creaked its way upward, slowly and noisily, then crossed over to the south side of the building to get to 15A. When Chapman tapped lightly on the door, Zotos opened it immediately and we joined him inside the apartment.

Mike passed me a pair of rubber gloves, in exchange for the black leather pair I’d been wearing all evening. “Don’t touch anything without showing it to me first. Just poke around and see what strikes you as interesting.”

“Some kind of slob, eh?” George was shaking his head, not knowing where to begin. “You think it was ransacked, or she just liked to live this way?”

I had been to Lola’s office several times to discuss her case and to try to pressure her supervisors into supporting her during the process. “I think this is her natural habitat. It’s pretty consistent with what I saw on campus.”

We were standing in the living room, which appeared to have been decorated with the remains of a Salvation Army used-furniture sale. The classic bones of a prewar six-room apartment were practically obscured by the bizarre accumulation of odd-shaped chairs, a pair of Victorian love seats covered in faded burgundy velvet, a beige Naugahyde lounger, and cardboard boxes piled everywhere, with strapping tape still in place. Whenever she had moved them in, Lola had not yet opened or unpacked them.

I walked through the other rooms to get a sense of the layout. The small kitchen, still decorated in the drab avocado tones of the sixties, was quite bare, which fit with the fact that she had been living in New Jersey for almost a month. The dining room featured an old oak table, pushed up against the window, overlooking a glorious view of the park and river. It, too, was stacked with boxes, with the word BOOKS scrawled on the sides of almost every one.

The master bedroom had the same view, outside and within. Here, some of the cartons had been opened and the volumes were spread around the floor and partially scattered on shelves.

“What’d she teach?” Mike asked, moving into the room with me.

“Political science. When I first got the case and met her, she was still on the faculty at Columbia. Had a spectacular reputation as a scholar and a teacher. Lola was a brilliant lecturer.”

I glanced at a small stack of books on her nightstand. They were all novels rather than textbooks. I wondered whether they were favorites she kept at hand to reread. A bookmark stuck out from the pages of the one on top of the pile—an early Le Carré, one that Lola would never finish.

“Students loved her because she brought the classroom alive. I remember one day last winter, I was going up to the school for a meeting with her. She said I could catch part of her class. Municipal institutions in the early part of the twentieth century—the mayoralty, the corrupt officials of Tammany Hall, the city jails and courthouses. Of course I was intrigued, so I made a point of getting there in time to walk in and sit in the back of the classroom.”

“Busman’s holiday,” Mike said, opening drawers and examining their contents.

“Lola lured me right into that one.” I smiled, remembering the day. “She’d spent the week on the politics of Gentleman Jimmy Walker, the mayor of New York City in the late 1920s. But she had a unique method of showing the students the tone of the period. She was parading around the podium, doing a perfect imitation of Mae West, describing the actress’s arrest and prosecution for the stage performance of her play—called Sex—in 1926. She was reading from West’s autobiography, describing the condition of the prison cell in the Tombs, and how the confused, diseased women were herded inside like animals.”

“A bleeding heart, under all that flesh, you’re gonna tell me.”

I ran my finger across the spines of a row of books, checking the titles and noting that most in that section were treatises about nineteenth-and twentieth-century government in New York City, which was her specialty. “She ended by describing how the jail system was run by greedy and stupid civil servants, worse than the prisoners. She looked over the heads of her students and quoted West right to me. ‘Humanity had parked its ideals outside.’”

“Staged just for you?”

“I was there to make her understand how important it was to prosecute Ivan, and she wanted me to know that she wasn’t about to see him stuck in a jail cell. The typical ambivalence of a survivor of domestic abuse.”

Chapman lifted the dust ruffle to look under the bed and continued to poke around the room.

“Doesn’t sound like scholarship to me. Sounds like two-bit, second-class theatrics. Same kind she went for with those Jersey jerk-off prosecutors yesterday.”

“She was capable of both. I’ll give you some of her published articles to read. You’ll like her writings about the Civil War period and the Draft Riots.” Mike knew more about military history than anyone I had ever met and read extensively on the subject.

“Save 1863 for another day and transport yourself back to the twenty-first century.”

Mike was impatient with my diversion, with good reason, and I turned away from the bookshelves and moved on to the desk. “The computer?”

“Leave it alone. Jimmy Boyle’s coming to pick it up tomorrow.”

Boyle headed our cybercop squad and was a genius at retrieving files and information that literally, to my view, were lost in space.

The rest of the desktop was a maze of spiral notepads, computer disks, phone messages dated three and four months earlier, which detectives would scour in the days to come, and small framed photographs. I recognized a young Lola in her cap and gown, at what must have been her graduation from Barnard, and then a Dakota family shot of more current vintage, taken in front of her sister Lily’s home in Summit.

There was a black knit cardigan sweater over the back of the desk chair. “Any idea what she was wearing today?” I asked.

Mike called to George, but he hadn’t seen the body either, so Mike added that question to the list he had started in the memo pad he kept inside his blazer. “They’ll have it inventoried at the ME’s office in the morning. Then I’ve got to check with the sister to see if the clothes she had on when she died are the same ones she left Jersey with.”

I used my forefinger to pull at the pocket on the chest of the sweater. “Hey, Mike, want to take out this piece of paper?”

I didn’t want to be responsible for touching anything that might raise an issue of chain of custody. For all intents and purposes, I wasn’t there tonight. He slid his gloved fingers in and came up with a folded page from a telephone pad printed with the words king’s college at the top, and beneath that, the single handwritten notation, in bold print:
THE DEADHOUSE

Below the words was a list of four numbers: 14 46 63 85.

Mike read the words aloud. “Mean anything to you? A person? A place?”

I shook my head.

“Probably what the other tenants will start calling this building,” George said.

“Is that her writing?”

I had seen enough of her correspondence to recognize it at once. “Yes. Any date on it?”

“Nah. I’ll voucher the note and the clothing. When we go to Jersey, remember to ask the sister if she can tell us whether Lola had this sweater there with her yesterday.”

I opened the closet door and we poked around the contents. An ordinary mix of skirts and slacks, dresses and blouses, sizes consistent with Lola’s large chest and slim hips.

“What do you know about a boyfriend?” George called out to me from the second bedroom.

“News to me.” I closed the closet and went into the smaller room.

There was a couch and a chair, and George was standing in front of a chest of drawers, having pulled open each of the three levels. He was dangling a pair of Jockey shorts on the end of his pen. “Get me some bags from the kitchen. Let’s see if we can find out who Mr. Size 40, Briefs-Not-Boxers, might be.”

Mike noticed the end of a striped sheet sticking out below the edge of the couch. He threw the cushions onto the floor and rolled out the metal frame of the sleep sofa. He stripped the sheets off the narrow mattress and folded the top and bottom ones separately. “Let’s see if the lab comes up with any love juice.” He wrapped each one in an ordinary brown paper bag, to avoid contamination from one surface to another, and because sealing damp materials in plastic could cause them to deteriorate.

George chuckled. “So much for the mayor’s theory that she threw herself in the elevator shaft ’cause she was so despondent about having Ivan arrested. Peterson told me the first thing I had to look for in here was a suicide note. Damn, seems like she squeezed in one last fling before it was lights out.”

“Let’s just leave this all here and send a team in for the morning with an Evidence Recovery Unit. Someone needs to go through this stuff,” Chapman said, waving his hand at the several pieces of men’s clothing hanging in this room’s closet. “Got to check the labels, look for ID. It’ll take hours. We’ll just seal off the apartment now and have them put a uniformed post outside the door for the night.”

“Any mail here?” I was taking one more look around as I put on my coat.

“No. The brother-in-law said all her mail was being forwarded to her office at school, then she went through it there. We’ll have to pick it up tomorrow.”

“Fat chance. I’ve had dealings with the legal departments, both at Columbia and at King’s. I can only tell you that if Sylvia Foote gets to Lola’s office first, everything will be so sanitized that you’ll think it had been swept by a CIA operative. Never a trace of Professor Dakota.”

Foote was the general counsel of King’s College, having served in the same post at Columbia for more than a quarter of a century. She would opt for protecting the institution every chance she had.

“You know her personally?”

“Yeah. And she’s like fingernails on a chalkboard. ‘Don’t disturb the students’ is her mantra, but what she really means is that the university’s golden rule is not to scare the parents. Nobody paying those tuition rates wants his kids to go to a school where there might be a hint of scandal. We’d better try to get in there as fast as we can.”

Chapman called the two-six and asked the desk sergeant for an extra body to sit on the door of 15A. Then we said good night to George and retraced our steps downstairs and out the rear door of the building, around to Riverside Drive, where the car was parked.

As we let the engine warm up, I reached for the radio and moved the dial to 1010 WINS, the all-news station, to see when this arctic front would pass through the city. I caught the tail end of the traffic cycle, warning about icy patches on the bridges leading in and out of town, and shivered again at the top of the early morning news.

“This just in: the body of a Yale University senior, missing from her New Haven dormitory since the day after Thanksgiving, was found shortly after midnight, floating in the Hudson River, near the promenade off Battery Park City. The content of the letters left behind by Gina Norton have not been released to the press, but police sources say that there are no signs of foul play.”

“So much for my mother’s theory that the school yard was a safer place to be than the streets—one more corpse tonight, we’ll have a hat trick. And how handy for Hizzoner. No foul play declared before she’s even been dried off, thawed out, and taken apart by the medical examiner,” said Chapman, flipping off the radio, turning on the headlights, and easing out of the parking space to take me home.
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