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Blood of the Innocents

When singer Alessandra Moreau is found brutally murdered in New York State Senator Leigh Drayman’s living room, NYPD Detectives Chiara Corelli and P.J. Parker are thrust into another high-stakes investigation. The victim, a rising star, harbored a closely guarded secret shared with only three people. She was transgender—just like the senator.

What begins as a focused investigation into three suspects explodes into something far more sinister when thirteen identical murders of trans women surface from the past two years. As the body count rises, Corelli and Parker uncover two additional cold cases from nearly two decades ago that could hold the key.

But their quarry is clever, methodical, and has been hiding behind a perfect disguise for years. In a race against time, the detectives must unravel decades of deception before another woman dies.

A Chiara Corelli Mystery Book 5.


Praise for the works of Catherine Maiorisi

Love Among the Ruins

Abby Craden’s narration skills are impressive. She has a remarkable ability to bring characters to life, maintaining consistency and distinctiveness in their voices. Her performance is filled with emotion and depth, making the listening experience truly immersive.

Maiorisi intertwines Callie’s personal healing with the exploration of a new place, with a wonderful cast of characters who add depth to the overall narrative. It’s an authentic story about loss, healing, vulnerability, and love. It shows the resilience of the human spirit in the most breathtaking and heartfelt ways. I highly recommend grabbing a copy and immersing yourself in Callie and Dana’s journey.

-Audiobook Review, The Lesbian Review

Legacy in the Blood

Some people are just born to write mystery stories and I believe that Maiorisi is one of those people. Whether it is another Chiara Corelli Mystery book, or the start to a new mystery series, I just hope Maiorisi keeps writing mysteries. We don’t have a lot of current sapphic mystery writers and Maiorisi is a great one. If you are a mystery fan, I would highly recommend this whole series. If you are a fan of this series, you will not want to miss this 4th book that was through the POV of P.J. Parker, Chiara’s detective partner. It was great to have P.J. star in her own book and I hope we get more of her POV in the future.

-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

A Message in Blood

Her characters are well-developed, even the bad guys. Chiara’s PTSD and her sexual orientation are integral to the person she is, not just a quick paint job to make her more relevant.

The LGBTQ community seems to recognize her skills; she has been nominated for at least two Lambda awards. While NYC is an iconic place to set a mystery, especially a police procedural, it is also a place the author obviously is comfortable in and can write about with authenticity. It is obvious fairly early that the bad guys are well-connected; what is not obvious…is where all the strings are connected. That was a pleasant surprise…

-reviewingtheevidence.com

This is a dark and intense book that shows some of the worst sides of humanity—but it also shows good winning over evil. The characters feel real, and the mystery is filled with twists and turns—I never saw the end coming. If you enjoy a well-written dark mystery, I would recommend checking out A Message in Blood.

-KRL News & Reviews

Matters of the Heart

Matters of the Heart is a lesbian medical romance where a doctor and patient find love together. I don’t know how Catherine Maiorisi did it…I recommend Matters of the Heart to anyone who’s looking for a solid, traditional romance.

-The Lesbian Review

I’m a sucker for a slow-burning romance, and this one nicely hit that spot. As is made clear in the introduction, it’s Maiorisi’s first attempt at a full-length romance—previously she has been known for murder mysteries. If she wants to continue in this genre, she’s off to a great start.

-Rainbow Book Reviews

A Matter of Blood

This is an excellent mystery and whodunit with well-developed characters, an interesting backstory and great potential. The action is fast-paced but nicely interspersed with moments of stillness and humanity…Well written, enjoyable reading. I literally can’t wait for the next one to see where Ms. Maiorisi takes us with both the crime-fighting team and the prospective romance.

-Lesbian Reading Room

This book was a long time in the pipeline for Catherine Maiorisi, and it shows. The pacing is perfect, and there has clearly been a lot of work done over a long period on making sure that everything is just right. As a result, this is a really easy read that will hold your interest until the final page.

-The Lesbian Review

The Blood Runs Cold

While I did not read the first book in Catherine Maiorisi’s Chiara Corelli series, this did not prevent me from thoroughly enjoying The Blood Runs Cold. Maiorisi populates her story with some much-needed diversity, but never strays into exhortative territory: these characters feel like individuals rather than stereotypes intended to fill a role (or purpose). The mystery is suitably complex, sure to keep readers guessing until late in the game.

-The Bolo Books Review

In most cases, I will say readers can start with the current book and not miss anything. With Chiara ostracized by other members of the department, readers should start with A Matter of Blood to get the full effect and the background of Chiara and PJ working together. Both books are fast-paced thrillers, where every minute could be their last, with no one to trust and nowhere to hide…Love page-turner thrillers? Pick these books up—then try to keep up with Chiara. It’ll be a breathtaking ride.

-Kings River Life Magazine

An excellent police procedural with twists, turns and surprises. Looking forward to other mysteries featuring Chiara Corelli.

-Map Your Mystery

The Disappearance of Lindy James

This is not your typical Catherine Maiorisi book. It is a deeply involved fictional look at mental illness and how it affects the life, family and friends of Quincy, Lindy and their two young daughters. The story is told through two narrators, Quincy and Lindy. We are inside Lindy’s head as she devolves and it is a scary place. As well we are privy to the emotional ride Quincy faces as her family slips away. This is by no means a light read. The writing is solid with exceptional moments when describing the inner workings of Lindy’s mind as she loses touch with reality. The storyline is intensely interesting as Quincy and Lindy’s lives diverge…I could not put this book down. And although this may be a challenging read for some due to triggers, this is an engaging story.

-Della B., NetGalley

I’m a fan of the Corelli mystery series, however this is such a completely different theme, so I was curious to see how it would work for me. It was a tough read, but surprisingly good! Like in the mystery series, Maiorisi is not afraid to show the ugliness of the world, but in the end this book is about unwavering love…This is not an easy read and contains many triggers concerning religion in combination with homosexuality, so this might not be for everybody. It is a book I will remember though, it’s very well written and I thought the insights in postpartum psychosis were very interesting and well done (to my limited knowledge on the subject) and their love for each other is something you can really feel even during the darkest parts of their relationship, which is quite exceptional. Recommend!

-Meike V., NetGalley
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Chapter One

Wednesday

NYPD Detective Chiara Corelli focused on her breathing as she and her partner, P.J. Parker, walked out of the final interview of the monthlong public relations extravaganza forced on them by the brass to exploit their successful takedown of a white nationalist plot against the government. Without regard for their personal needs, the department had scheduled multiple daily interviews and speaking engagements, leaving no time or energy for anything else. Being thrust into the spotlight, being flaunted as a super detective, triggered Corelli’s PTSD from her multiple tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, heightening her anxiety, anger, and her feeling of danger. She was exhausted. Parker was dragging too.

“Free at last.” Parker unlocked the car. “And we even get to drive ourselves again. I never thought I’d hate being chauffeured everywhere.” She turned in the direction of the station house. “I sure hope Captain Winfry meant what he said about putting us at the top of the catch list.”

“He probably did. But even if he didn’t, I’ll take working cold cases over being talking heads any day.” Actually, she’d prefer to focus on cold cases for a while. In the ten or so months she and Parker had worked together, murders that had appeared simple at first had turned into major headline-grabbing cases that thrust them into the public eye. And danger. She’d been shot multiple times by a crazed serial killer of gays and lesbians, and a white nationalist killer had broken Parker’s arm and nearly strangled her to death.

Lost in thought, she hadn’t noticed their arrival at the station house until Parker turned off the car. Corelli stared at the unusually large crowd milling around in front of it. Was it due to the dramatic change from days of chilly rain to a bright sunny day? Or was she missing something? Parker seemed hypervigilant.

“What’s up, Parker?”

She shifted to face Corelli. “Are they forming a gauntlet?”

Shit. It hadn’t been that long since she was being ostracized by her brethren in blue for exposing a group of dirty cops. And though Parker had had nothing to do with that undercover operation, her commitment to watch Corelli’s back meant she endured the same harsh treatment. She could almost feel the kicks and punches, hear the screams and insults, and smell the sweat and cheap cologne of the pressing bodies as she and Parker had been forced to walk the gauntlet to get into the station. Was the blue wall going up again? Were she and Parker going to be ostracized once more? She studied the crowd. It seemed to her most were out to enjoy the sunshine. “I don’t see it.”

They got out of the car and walked toward the station house. Most of the crowd seemed unaware of them, but a group of detectives and officers lounging near the entrance were definitely interested. Corelli tensed. Next to her, Parker muttered, “Uh-oh.”

Not surprising that she saw it too; they were usually in sync. In her opinion, putting her together with Parker was the only positive thing Broderick had done since he became chief of detectives.

“If it ain’t Thelma and Louise,” Detective Pete Wyndowski said loudly from behind them. “Slumming with us mere mortals today?”

Damn. She was so in her head she hadn’t noticed him move away from his pals. The derogatory tone of the comment and the forced laughter that followed grated on her nerves like fingernails scraping a blackboard. Her hands clenched. She was tempted to smash his face but a fistfight was courting suspension and she needed to work.

Wyndowski suddenly pushed between her and Parker. They staggered. He tried to push Corelli down, but Parker shouldered him aside. He stumbled but caught himself. “Shouldn’t you girls be heading for a cliff?” He turned to his buddies with a sneer on his face.

Corelli made eye contact with Parker, and as if they’d rehearsed the synchronized movement for months, they pivoted toward him.

“Oh, oh, Wyndowski, you’re in deep shit now,” one of the men said, as his friends sidled away, leaving him alone in the crosshairs of Corelli and Parker.

His eyes widened. He extended his arms, attempting to ward them off, and backed up until he hit the brick wall. Corelli feinted toward his crotch. He lowered his arms to protect himself. She closed in and pressed her arm against his throat, pinning him to the station house. He clawed at her arm, then reached for her throat. She and Parker each grabbed an arm and held it against the wall.

“I’m not inclined to kill myself by driving over a cliff. Are you, Parker?”

“No way. Wyndowski, on the other hand, might find himself driving off the Palisades, if he isn’t careful.”

“Um, Cagney and Lacey?”

Corelli increased the pressure. “Wrong again. I know it’s a hard concept for someone as dense as you to understand, but Parker and I are real detectives solving real crimes, while Cagney and Lacey were actors pretending to be detectives. What say you, Parker?”

“I think Wyndowski meant to insult us. The misogyny is the same forty years later.”

His eyes wild, he scanned the rapidly growing crowd, probably looking for a savior. He struggled to push them away.

Corelli’s smile was feral. “You’re on your own, Wyndowski. Nobody’s coming to save you.” She leaned into the arm on his neck.

“The Dream Team?” he squeaked.

“The operative word here is ‘team.’ Working as part of a team leads to success. You should try working sometime—and collaborating with colleagues.” She put a little more pressure on his neck.

His face was red. Sweat dotted his forehead. “Okay, okay. What should I call you?” He pushed the words out.

“How about Corelli and Parker? Or”—she side-eyed Parker—“Parker and Corelli.”

He kicked out at her but missed. She and Parker each pressed one of his legs against the wall, immobilizing him. “Just so you know, Wyndowski, my other knee is perfectly angled to place it where it will hurt the most if you try that again,” Corelli said.

“I can’t breathe.” He gasped. “Corelli and Parker.”

“Speak up. There’s too much laughter from the audience to hear what you said.” He struggled but pinned like a butterfly he couldn’t move. Corelli eased the pressure on his neck. “Let’s hear it.”

“Corelli and Parker.”

She pressed down again. His eyes bulged. “Say it loud and clear, Wyndowski.” She eased the pressure.

“Corelli and Parker,” he screamed. His friends and the large crowd of officers, detectives, and civilians that had gathered around them, hooted and cheered. Still pinned, he spoke softly. “I was only kidding, you know, since you two are in the papers and on TV so much it’s like you’re the stars of your own show.”

Corelli leaned on her arm again. His eyes widened and he gasped.

Ping.

Ping.

His eyes tracked to the pocket holding her phone. Corelli smiled. “Saved by the bell, Wyndowski. But for future reference, if you got off your lazy ass and did more than the absolute minimum on any case, you too could be a star.” She leaned in and whispered in his ear, “And if you ever touch me or Parker again, I’ll fucking kill you.” She eased the pressure on his neck as she and Parker pulled out their phones to check their texts. She nodded at Parker. They released him and turned back toward the parking lot.

“Bitches,” Wyndowski screamed at their backs.

Without turning to look at him, Parker and Corelli each gave him the finger and, followed by cheers from the onlookers, strode back to their vehicle. Corelli opened the rear door, grabbed several pairs of booties and nitrile gloves from the box on the back seat and stuffed them in her pockets. She pulled some more, got in the car, and passed them to Parker.

“That was fun.” Parker settled in the car, then double-checked her phone. “The call out is in Chelsea.”

“I don’t give a damn where the murder happened. I’m just glad to finally get back to work. I’m sick and tired of being used by the department.”

“Ooh, someone’s in a bad mood. But it was only a matter of time before those names caught on.” Parker started the car and headed for the West Side Highway. “You seemed happy pressing on Wyndowski’s neck. What’s going on?”

“Not the names. Just my usual gripe. Us being pimped out as the Dream Team isn’t healthy for the department. Or for us. All the interviews and talk shows have made us stars, to the detriment of the other dedicated detectives and uniforms and, as we just saw, it makes some of our colleagues jealous and hostile.”

“I agree. The brass has been using us to ride the wave of public approval, but we’ve made a point of emphasizing that it wasn’t just us, that we led the investigation, but we couldn’t have taken down the white nationalists without the members of our team, the NYPD/FBI Joint Terrorism Task Force, and the local FBI office. The media focuses on the big cases and, unfortunately for us, since we started working together some of our cases have been huge. But our colleagues in blue, for the most part, understand that between the big ones we’ve closed cold cases and solved some less newsworthy domestics and one-on-one murders without fanfare. Darla made that point when she interviewed us this morning, so hopefully when it airs tonight, the interview will set the record straight and close the book on the white nationalist case.”

“Most may understand, but there’s still a healthy minority that would like to bring me down. And you with me.” Corelli side-eyed Parker. “I’m sorry you have to deal with this stuff.”

“I know,” Parker said softly. “But I don’t regret agreeing to watch your back.”

They stopped for a red light. Corelli looked up. The apartment building she owned and lived in was to their right. It felt empty without Brett. She’d been gone six weeks now, leading a team installing new management and instituting new processes and procedures in Winter Brokerage’s Asian offices. Her business trip couldn’t have come at a worse time for Corelli. Not only was Brett away and frequently out of touch, but her absence coincided with the absence of Corelli’s therapist and the monthlong PR campaign.

The large group of tourists passing in front of the car interrupted Corelli’s reverie. She watched them cross the highway on their way to Little Island, the floating park in the Hudson River. When she inherited the building from her uncle Gennaro years ago, the whole strip along the river had been barren, unwelcoming, and dangerous. The transformation to the people-friendly park that spanned the four miles from Battery Park City to West Fifty-Ninth Street, took time, but now the neighborhood people, including her, and tourists enjoyed hanging out in the shaded areas and/or jogging, biking, or walking along the river. Little Island, the multi-use park gifted to the city by a rich couple, was a nice addition. Parker turned onto Fourteenth and then made a quick left onto Tenth Avenue.

“Have you visited Little Island, Parker?”

She moved the car into the right lane, turned onto Twentieth Street, and stopped behind a double-parked police car. “I have.” She shot a glance at Corelli. “The woman I’m dating took me to a concert there.”

Corelli’s feet were already on the ground, but she glanced quickly at Parker. “I’d love to hear about her, really, but right now we have a murder to investigate.” She slammed the car door, surveyed the area, and focused on the brownstone with an officer posted at the front door at the top of a flight of steps and another officer at the door to what was probably a basement apartment. A few people, probably neighbors drawn by the police presence, stood on the sidewalk gazing at the building.

Parker hurried to her side, and they briskly walked up the steps. Damn. If the uniform standing at the entrance was any more focused on them his ears would be rotating. Corelli bit back the anger she knew was irrational, a product of her PTSD. But the recent PR blitz had made them targets, inside and outside the department. She’d feel safer out of the spotlight. Guys like Wyndowski who were up-front about their jealousy didn’t worry her. It was the homophobes, the closeted white nationalists, the misogynists, and those who still lurked, quietly seething about the group of dirty cops she’d exposed during her three months undercover last year, who were worrying. She and Parker would have to be careful.

The eyes of the officer widened as they approached. “Detectives,” he said, holding the door open for them. Corelli was relieved he didn’t greet them by name or attempt to talk to them, but they didn’t need a doorman. “Call for some barricades and keep everyone except police personnel on the other side of the street,” she ordered.

He jumped, probably responding to the anger she hadn’t attempted to hide. “Yes, ma’am.”

Damn, didn’t they teach them anything at the academy? She glanced at her partner, expecting to be chastised for her tone, but Parker didn’t comment. Maybe she was annoyed, too. Or maybe the thought of being the target of Corelli’s free-floating anger yet again exhausted her. They stepped into the building.

“Corelli, Parker.” Officer Enrique Hernandez greeted them as they moved into the foyer. Corelli nodded, relieved to see Hernandez. Many uniforms tried to impress the detectives by telling them all about the victim and the scene, but he and his partner, Phyllis Shaunton, knew to give them the bare minimum, allowing them to see it through their own eyes the first time.

A bouquet of fresh flowers still in its paper wrapper, a bowl with a set of keys, and a soft leather briefcase was on a table behind the officer. To his right was an antique oak hall tree chair with a mirror. A blue windbreaker and a green rain slicker hung side by side on two of its hooks. Bright green galoshes and a pair of hiking shoes were on a rubber mat on the floor. To the left, an oak banister surrounded an open staircase that appeared to lead to the basement as well as up to the higher floors. So probably a house, not an apartment.

“Where do the stairs lead?” Parker pointed to the staircase.

“Downstairs there’s a kitchen, an office, a small living room, a bedroom, and a sliding glass door to the fenced-in backyard. Shaunton is down there with the witness who found the body. The formal living room and dining room are on this floor. An office/library and three more bedrooms are on the top two floors.”

“What do we have?” Parker said.

Hernandez hesitated, then leaned in and whispered, “A hot one, I think. A stabbing. A woman. She’s in the living room straight through that door.” He extended the crime scene log.

“Hot?” Corelli fumed. She entered the time, her shield number, and other identifying information, then passed the log to Parker. “Hot means of high interest to the media. Just what we need.” She pulled on paper booties and nitrile gloves.

“This appears to be a single-family home. If we’re lucky, it’s a domestic.” Parker slipped into booties and snapped on a pair of gloves. “Ready?”

They paused in the doorway and scanned the living room. The comfortable-looking sofa, two easy chairs, colorful throw pillows and area rugs, and the paintings hung on the wall would have felt homey and artistic under normal circumstances. But today was far from normal. The coffee table was overturned and the books and other objects that must have been on it were scattered, a ceramic bowl was shattered, and one of the chairs was on its side. At the far end of the room, the body of a woman lay in a circle of blood. Everything near her, including the wall near the body, looked as if it had been sprayed with red paint. A shattered wineglass still contained some red wine, but most of it blended with the blood that stained the area.

They stepped into the room, avoiding the pile of vomit near the body, and crouched just outside the ring of blood surrounding the woman. Covered in blood from head to toe, she lay face up, dark eyes staring vacantly, arms extended, legs open. Her long black hair had been chopped off and strewn on and around her. Despite what appeared to be a horrible death, the beauty of her pink-stained creamy skin, large dark eyes, chiseled cheekbones, and full lips was not diminished. She was wearing what was probably a black and white vest over a white tailored shirt tucked into black slacks, but the shirt and vest were tinted pink. She was barefoot, but one shoe peeped out from under the sofa and the other was near the broken wineglass. Her clothing was in shreds and soaked in blood. Judging by the extent of the blood spatter she did not go down easily. And judging by the violence of the scene, her killer had been in a rage and totally out of control. The lack of bloody footprints in the room, on the other hand, suggested the killer had been in control enough to take care where he stepped.

“I’m guessing the streaks of blood near the vomit and the footprints in the bloody circle belong to the witness.” Corelli blew out a breath. “She looks familiar. Do you recognize her?”

Parker stared at the bloodstained face for a few seconds. “I know I’ve seen her, but her name escapes me.” She glanced around the room. “No purse or photos or any obvious way to identify her.”

“Based on the condition of her clothing, I’d say she was stabbed multiple times.” Corelli leaned toward the body. “It’s hard to tell but the amount and reach of the blood suggests her carotid arteries were slashed. I expect the killer was pretty bloody and needed to wash up before leaving so, hopefully, we’ll get some DNA from the drains. But it’s strange that there are no bloody footprints leading away from that circle. He must have wiped his feet to avoid leaving prints. How would you characterize it, Parker?”

“Not your run-of-the-mill stabbing during a domestic argument. Based on the blood spatter and the multiple wounds, I’d say we have a frenzied killer. Maybe crazy. Possibly on drugs. On the other hand, it appears he had the wherewithal and took the time to cut her hair, pose her, and wipe his feet, all of which contradict frenzied.”

“That Occam guy says that the simplest solution is usually the right one. What do you think happened here?”

“Occam guy? You mean Occam’s Razor?” Parker grinned. “You continue to surprise me, Corelli.”

“Just because I didn’t go to Yale and Harvard Law like you, Ms. Former ADA, doesn’t mean I don’t know things.” She elbowed Parker. “I have credits toward a PhD in criminology, you know.” She stood.

“I do know.” Parker got to her feet and surveyed the room. “To answer your question, he either broke in and surprised her or she knew the killer and let him in. It’s not likely she’d let someone in a drug frenzy in, so maybe he wasn’t so crazed when he arrived, and they did drugs together. But the contradiction between frenzied and controlled is puzzling. Perhaps he was here long enough after the murder to sober up and arrange the body. It’s not obvious to me, what the display of the body means to the killer.”

Corelli gazed at the woman. “She’s so small and slender it could just as well have been a crazed woman who killed her.”

Parker studied the body. “My gut says a man perpetrated this horror.”

Corelli scanned the room. “You’re probably right. Call your buddy Dietz and ask him to send Watkins, if he’s available, and a team to canvas the area. I’ll get the details from Hernandez.”

Parker greeted Dietz on the phone as Corelli walked back to the entry hall.

“What time did you get here, Hernandez?”

“We got the call at 12:07. We were about ten minutes away. By the time we arrived the EMTs had confirmed she was dead and were on the way out. Levertov and Michaels, the first officers on the scene, were in there”—he pointed to the living room—“arguing about what to do next while the witness was crumpled on the floor near the body, hysterical. By the way, that’s the witness’s vomit and her footprints in the blood. She’s covered in blood, so I assume she tried to help her or slipped and fell on her. While Shaunton calmed the witness, I immediately cleared the dining room and the bathroom on this level, then sent the other two officers outside to prevent any further contamination of the scene. I cleared the downstairs, the three bedrooms, the office/library, and two bathrooms on the two upper floors, then called it in as a homicide. Everything was locked except the front door, and I found no visible sign of forced entry.”

“So she let him in,” Parker said.

Corelli turned, unaware that Parker had joined them during Hernandez’s report. The warmth and the gentle squeeze of her partner’s hand reminded her to breathe as she’d learned in her Yoga for Warriors sessions. Slowly her desire to rip to shreds the inept first officers on the scene dissipated. She needed to focus on finding the killer. She’d leave the training of uniformed officers to Captain Winfry.

“Did the witness make the 911 call?” Parker asked.

“Yes. She’s—”

The sound of the front door opening, accompanied by the echo of car doors slamming and multiple voices out on the street caught their attention.

“Detectives, officer.” Medical Legal Investigator Rob Willis, from the Medical Examiner’s office, was the first to enter. Lou Bullard, the head of the CSU team, and Serena Lopez, the crime scene photographer, were right behind him. Lopez smiled. “Good to see you two back.” The three newcomers signed the log and quickly suited up.

Willis picked up his bag. “What have you got, detectives?”

“Through that door. Watch out for the vomit near the body,” Parker warned. The two men and Lopez stepped into the open door and viewed the scene. Corelli and Parker hung back, giving the group time to take in the devastation.

“Oh, wow,” Lopez said, then looked embarrassed. “Sorry. The violence is…shocking.” She squared her shoulders, put her camera to her eye, and moved into the room.

Willis followed the photographer. Bullard stayed back and studied the bloody furniture, the blood-spattered wall, and the large circle of blood with the woman arranged on her back, her arms and legs spread out as if marking her as the bull’s eye in a target. “I’ll say it’s shocking,” he muttered. He walked closer, marked the vomit and the footprints, and stared down at the woman. He turned to look at Corelli and Parker. “What’s with the hair?”

Corelli stepped next to him. “It appears the killer took the time to chop it off, so it probably has some personal meaning for him. Or her.”

“You think a woman did this, Corelli?”

“We’re trying to keep an open mind. She’s so small it’s possible that a woman, especially one on drugs, could do this.”

The CSU chief shook his head. “What a mess. I’ll brief my team, then we’ll get started. Anything in particular you need from us?”

“Keep your eye out for the knife and possibly scissors. And, if you can, test the wine for drugs.” Parker pointed to the broken glass.

Lopez circled around to the other side of the body, stood outside the blood spatter, and looked through her lens. She snapped a few photos, then hesitated. “Hey. I’m not sure how clear it is, but there’s a handprint in the blood next to her.”

That would be a lucky break. Corelli and Parker followed Bullard and Willis to the other side. Lopez pointed. “Near her hip.”

Bullard got down on his knees, lowered his face to the floor, and studied the blood spray. He pulled himself to his knees. “This floor is varnished, so we probably can’t lift a good print. Let me get my team up here, and after we’re done, Lopez can walk in to capture closeups of the print.” Parker held out a hand and helped him stand. He pulled out his phone and explained what he needed, then turned to Corelli and Parker. “Based on the size of the handprint, I’d guess the killer is a man, a large man.”

“Thanks, Bullard.” Parker pointed to the open door opposite them. “Let’s check out the rest of the floor while we’re waiting.”

“Good idea.” Corelli followed Parker into the hallway and stopped next to her to peer into a small bathroom. Parker turned on the light. “No shower or tub.”

“Yeah,” Corelli said. “It’s obviously designed for use by visitors. It looks undisturbed, no damp towels or visible blood, but the sink drain should be checked.”

They returned to the hall and walked to the sliding glass door at the end. It led to a deck and was locked. They walked back to the open door and stood shoulder-to-shoulder in the doorway to the dining room. The Tiffany-style cut-glass lamp with its multihued blue-and-gold-tone design and the pecan wood furniture set were classy and expensive. The room appeared undisturbed and the contrast with the violence in the living room was jarring. The woman and her killer probably hadn’t made it this far. They returned to the living room.

Apparently, the technicians had finished because Lopez was photographing the side of the body closest to them. Bullard was all smiles.

“We were able to use a leucocrystal violet solution to transfer the blood impressions. The transferred images are laterally reversed, but there are no prints. He must have been wearing gloves.”

Corelli gave him a thumbs-up. “It was worth a shot. You know, with all this blood, I’m thinking the killer might have washed up or even showered before leaving, so check the drains in the bathrooms. There’s one in the basement, one for guests through that door, and, according to Hernandez, two upstairs.”

He made a call. “Some of the techs will start in the upstairs bathrooms while Willis is checking her out.”

Lopez signaled she was done photographing the body in its current position and started on the rest of the room. Willis stepped in to examine the woman.

Parker started her sketch of the scene.

“Can you give me a hand turning her over, Parker?” Willis gripped the woman’s shoulder.

“I’ll do it,” Detective Ron Watkins said as he walked into the room. He helped Willis roll her to her stomach, then greeted Corelli and Parker. “Dietz sent me, Kim, Forlini, and Greene to search the house. A team from the academy is coming to search the neighborhood. The others are outside waiting for instructions.”

“Have Kim and Forlini canvas the neighbors to see if anybody saw anything and have Greene help you with the house. When the cadets get here have them search the area for a knife, scissors, bloody clothing, wet towels, and anything they think is suspicious.”

Watkins left the room and Willis stepped back to allow Lopez to photograph the woman on her stomach. There was less blood dried on her back and the stab wounds were easier to see. Corelli had seen many stabbing victims, but this was an unusually brutal attack.

“Do you think there was more than one assailant?”

Willis looked up. “Could be.”

Corelli waited, but he didn’t offer anything else. Where was Ndep when they needed her? Willis was an efficient MLI, but he didn’t have Gloria’s analytic skills. She thought and functioned like a member of the investigative team, seeing things from a different perspective and willing to share her observations. She was a positive. He was a neutral. Unfortunately for them, she had left the ME’s office to return to Nigeria to get married and attend medical school.

Willis pulled the woman’s pants down and inserted the anal thermometer. He inspected the wounds on her back, her arms, and legs, then recorded her temperature on his tablet.

“Detective?” He tilted his head toward the floor. Parker put her notebook down and helped him roll her onto her back again. He knelt and examined her neck and each of her hands, paying particular attention to her nails, polished blue.

“Many of her nails are broken,” he said, bagging her hands to protect any evidence under her fingernails. “Defensive wounds on her hands, arms, and legs.” He lifted her shirt and scanned her chest and abdomen. “The killer focused on her breasts and the area between her hip bones, likely aiming for her vagina or uterus.” He stood. “An extraordinary number of stab wounds, definitely more than necessary to kill.”

“It seems like more than rage. Do you think the killer was on drugs?” Parker asked.

Willis shrugged. “Could be.”

“Was she raped?”

“With all the blood, it’s impossible to see traces of semen, but we’ll determine that during the autopsy. Her carotids were sliced, so she likely died of exsanguination. And before you ask, based on the level of rigor and her temperature, my best guess is that she was killed somewhere between nine last night and three this morning.” He did a quick sketch on his iPad, then packed his things. “Whenever you’re done, I’ll have the body removed.”

Corelli looked at Parker’s nearly complete rough sketch. She smiled. Their first day working together Parker had wanted to use her phone to record the scene, but she’d insisted she draw it by hand on paper. Parker grumbled but, in the end, agreed that hand drawing forced her to really look at the scene and was a valuable tool. Corelli took out her phone. “I’m going to take a few more pictures, but we’re just about done. You can take her.”

Watkins returned. “What do you need from me?”

“Stay with the CSU. Keep an eye out for the knife and maybe scissors and anything that would help us identify her.” Corelli made eye contact with Bullard, who was lurking in the doorway, anxious to get started. “It’s all yours.”

Watkins and the other detectives he’d brought with him would do a complete, detailed search after the CSU finished in the room.

“Okay, we’re going to take a look at the rooms on the two floors above, then we’ll be downstairs interviewing the witness if you need us.”

They went out to the entry hall and walked up the stairs to the next floor. The front room appeared to be the master bedroom. The bed was neatly made, and the rest of the room looked undisturbed. They did a quick check of the night tables and the dressers but didn’t find anything to identify the woman.

“We can leave the walk-in closet and the thorough search of the room to Watkins and the team, but let’s take a look at the bathroom,” Corelli said, stepping in. The warm glow of teak wood against the turquoise and white tiles in the large en suite was inviting. And though Corelli wouldn’t give up the huge industrial bathtub her uncle had left in her duplex apartment during the conversion of the factory building to living space, the towel warmer, the glass-walled double shower, and the large jacuzzi here were tempting.

“If the killer showered here, he took the wet towels with him and cleaned and dried the sink and the shower before he left. The CSU team will check the drains for trace evidence.”

The third room on the floor appeared to be a library/office with a desk, an easy chair, a love seat with a warm throw draped over it, and bookcases filled with books ranging from medical texts and medical journals to philosophy, to history, and literary and popular books, including various genres from lesbian publishers. The books were orderly and the files on the desk neat.

“If I lived here, this is where I’d spend most of my time,” Parker said. “But I’d guess the killer never made it this far.”

They climbed the stairs to the top floor. The two bedrooms there were neat and seemed untouched. The bathroom between them, smaller and not as luxurious as the one attached to the master bedroom, also seemed unused. “Our team and the CSU will confirm, but it appears the killer wasn’t up here either.” Corelli turned toward the stairs. “Let’s interview the witness.”


Chapter Two

Wednesday

“Wait a second.” Hernandez put his hand up to stop them as they came down the staircase. “I started to tell you earlier, but we were interrupted. The witness downstairs with Shaunton is State Senator Leigh Drayman. This is her house.”

Dumbfounded, Corelli turned to Parker, who looked as shocked as she felt. “Beautiful woman murdered and mutilated in the house of New York State Senator Leigh Drayman, the outspoken, some say notorious, beautiful trans woman activist. Definitely a hot case.” She shook her head. “Thanks for the heads up, Hernandez.”

Corelli put her arm out to prevent Parker from moving down the stairs. “What are you thinking so far?”

“Except for the living room, the house is neat and orderly. I’m still thinking it’s likely she knew her killer or killers and we won’t know about drugs until we get test results. It could be the senator was the target. Or the killer. What do we know about her sexual orientation? Do you think the murdered woman was a lover? Could she have killed her?”

“I’ve heard her speak and I spoke to her briefly at a fundraiser for one of the LGBTQI groups Brett supports, but I have no idea whether she’s into men, women, or both. I don’t see her as a killer and certainly not such a violent one, but who knows. Besides, I think she’s smart enough to not kill a lover in her own home. Let’s see what she has to say.”

They tossed their gloves into a disposal bag near the door, then walked down the stairs into a cozy well-used living room. It was empty.

“They’re outside.” Parker pointed to the open sliding glass door.

Drayman, and Hernandez’s partner, Phyllis Shaunton, were sitting at a table shaded by the deck. Shaunton stood as they approached, but Drayman continued staring blankly into the distance. Her face, her hands, and her trademark long golden-blond hair were streaked with dried blood. A steaming cup of something sat on the table in front of her. Shaunton looked relieved to see them.

Corelli waved Shaunton over to the doorway. “Has she said anything?”

“After she calmed down, she noticed the blood on her clothes and hands and tried to go to the sink to wash it off. She hasn’t said anything since I told her she couldn’t wash until the detectives spoke to her. I made her a cup of tea, but she didn’t react when I put it down and she hasn’t touched it.”

“Was the sliding glass door locked?”

“Yes. And so was the downstairs front door.”

“Okay, let’s see what we can do.” Corelli sat next to Drayman. Shaunton and Parker sat across from her. “Senator Drayman, I’m Detective Chiara Corelli, and this is my partner, Detective Parker. I don’t know if you remember me. Brett Cummings introduced us at a charity event a couple of months ago.”

Drayman didn’t respond.

“Parker, we need Lopez and a tech down here so the senator can clean up.” She leaned over, about to take Drayman’s hands, then thought better because of the blood. “I think you’d feel better if you drink some hot tea.”

Parker stepped away to make the call. “They’re on their way,” she said, as she sat again.

Corelli tried again. “Senator. We need your help. Do you know the murdered woman?”

Corelli wasn’t sure whether it was the use of her title or the question, but Drayman raised her eyes and gazed at her. The bloody streaks on her face looked like warpaint. She blinked, straightened, and finally spoke.

“Alessandra. She came to stay with me for a few days.” Her voice was husky, as Corelli remembered, but there was no energy behind it. She reached for the tea but stopped, stared at her bloodstained hand, and then let it drop back into her lap. “I need to wash.” She started to push up out of the chair.

“Wait.” Corelli extended a hand. “We need to swab your hands and take a few pictures before you can wash. What’s Alessandra’s last name?”

“Um, Moreau. Alessandra Moreau. The singer.” Her face crumpled. “Who would do such a horrible thing to another person? And why here?”

Interesting, Corelli thought. Drayman seemed to have an accent of some sort. She hadn’t noticed it when they’d met. Before she could ask another question, Lopez and the technician arrived. After Lopez took pictures of the blood covering Drayman, the technician took scrapings from the senator’s hair, hands, and under her nails. “I’ve got what I need except for her clothing and her shoes,” he said.

“Thanks, Andrews. Leave the bags for the clothing, and we’ll get everything before we leave.” He headed back into the house.

Drayman stared down at her hands, which were open in her lap. “I can’t…” She raised her eyes to Corelli and Parker. “I can’t think with her blood all over me. I can smell it. I feel it on my hands. All I can think about is her lying there like a piece of meat.” She stood. “I need a shower. I’ll just grab some sweats and sneakers from my bedroom upstairs and use the bathroom down here.”

Parker jumped in before Corelli could deny the request.

“Sorry, Senator. You can’t use this bathroom until forensics is finished with it, but you can shower and change in the upstairs bathroom when they’ve finished processing it.” She pulled out her phone. “Watkins, let me know when forensics is finished with the bathroom on the second floor.”

Drayman sank into her chair, hands clutched in her lap, and a tear ran down her face.

Corelli felt bad for the woman. Seeing that level of violence was difficult for her and everyone on the job, but they were there through choice. She couldn’t imagine the horror of walking into your home and finding such violence. She pulled on a clean glove, then placed her hand over Drayman’s hands, hoping to offer some comfort. “I know this is hard, Senator. I’m sorry you had to see…her like that. You probably wish we’d all disappear, but we want to find the person who did this and to do that we have to process the scene. And we need to interview you.”

Drayman focused on Corelli. “Is she still there?”

“She’s gone. But not the blood.” She squeezed Drayman’s hand. “When we’re done here you can bring in a professional crime scene cleanup company to remove all or most traces of the blood and restore the room. Unfortunately, only the passing of time will dim the images of what you saw.” Corelli pushed the cup of tea closer to Drayman. “You’ll feel better if you drink some tea. Or I can make coffee, if you’d prefer.”

“Coffee, please. An espresso. Make it a double. The pods are in the basket near the coffee maker.”

“I’ll get it.” Shaunton jumped up.

Drayman’s shoulders were hunched, her hand shaking, her gaze distant. Corelli was usually good at connecting with people who needed comforting, but she searched for something to say and came up empty. What do you say to someone who saw the butchered body of a woman they knew? Images of Moreau would be with Drayman for a very long time.

Corelli could attest to that personally. The image of Marnie, her girlfriend, blowing up in front of her in Afghanistan was still vivid and appeared often in her nightmares. She glanced at Parker. She was softer, gentler. Maybe she could offer some solace. Their gazes locked for a second, then Parker raised her eyebrows. Apparently, she had nothing either.

Shaunton returned with the coffee, which Drayman accepted with shaky hands. “Thank you.”

Corelli glanced at her phone, surprised to find they’d been sitting for almost twenty minutes. She was itching to question the senator, search the downstairs, and get on with the investigation to find justice for the poor young woman upstairs. But she knew pushing Drayman to answer her questions would get them nowhere. And they needed information to solve the case quickly. Having Drayman involved raised both the media interest and the danger she was sensing from her colleagues exponentially. But they’d caught it, so they’d deal with the fallout.

The espresso seemed to revive Drayman somewhat, but before Corelli could ask any questions, Parker’s phone rang. She took the call, then turned to Shaunton.

“Officer, the en suite bathroom in the master bedroom is cleared. Please take Senator Drayman to her bedroom to get some clean clothes and wait for her outside her bathroom while she showers.” She handed Shaunton a pair of gloves and the evidence bags. “Bag her clothes and shoes and drop them off with Watkins on your way down. We’ll wait here for both of you.”

Drayman stumbled as she stood. Shaunton caught her and extended her arm, and they slowly made their way to the bottom of the stairs—and stopped. Drayman looked up as if calculating whether she could climb the mountain. She said something they couldn’t hear. Shaunton put her arm around Drayman’s waist, and slowly they began to climb.

“Do you think she’s our killer?” Parker’s question pulled Corelli’s attention away from Drayman’s slow ascent.

Corelli had killed rather than be killed during her tours of duty in Iraq and Afghanistan but never before or after. However, backed into a corner by events last year, she’d been ready to kill to protect her family.

“We both know that given the right circumstances, anyone is capable of murder, but for most people killing is only possible as a desperate measure. What could possibly inspire the level of rage, of hatred evidenced in the attack, in Drayman? Would she be capable of inflicting that kind of violence on another woman? I doubt it. Also, given the amount of blood spilled, I believe the killer’s hands, face, hair, and clothing would be soaked in blood rather than stained. Are you thinking she did it?”

“No.” Parker hesitated. “It seems to me with so much violent anti-trans rhetoric from politicians and others on the right, Drayman would be the target rather than the perpetrator. Maybe Alessandra Moreau was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Corelli elbowed Parker. “Let’s not speculate. Let’s use this time to check out this area of the house and maybe get some helpful information.”

Parker elbowed her back. “Thanks for the reminder. One clue at a time until we solve the puzzle.”

They donned clean nitrile gloves and walked into the kitchen. Parker locked the sliding glass door. Corelli scanned what was clearly a functioning cook’s kitchen, well-designed with white cabinets, high-end appliances that included a Viking stove, a double refrigerator, granite counters, and an impressive array of pots and pans hanging overhead. No sign of recent use. Her gaze fixed on the set of knives in a wooden block on the counter. She pulled out the chef’s knife and examined it, then checked each of the other five knives. “Wustoff Classic Ikon” was engraved on each. There was no visible trace of blood. She checked the scissors in the block. No blood or hair there either.

Parker looked up from the drawer she was searching. “Just the usual here. How about the knives?”

“They and the scissors look clean to the naked eye, but forensics will have to verify that.”

She replaced the scissors, then opened the dishwasher in case the killer had attempted to wash the blood from the weapon. It was empty. They quickly looked through the other drawers, one with silverware, one with miscellaneous items like peelers and whisks and one obviously the junk drawer. Corelli leaned against the counter. “The killer might have come down here to get a knife, but that doesn’t fit with the frenzied nature of the attack. And if none of these knives was the weapon, then the killer came prepared to murder.”

Parker slid the drawer closed. “Are you thinking the senator was the target?”

“It’s a definite possibility. She’s very visible as a trans woman, has been fighting for trans rights legislation in Albany, and has increasingly been vilified by trans haters. But, like you, I can’t see someone mistaking the petite, dark-haired, dark-eyed woman upstairs for the willowy, green-eyed, long-haired golden-blond senator. But we can’t rule out anything at this point. And speaking of not ruling anything out, I doubt the senator could afford this house on her salary. Let’s have someone take a look at her finances. Maybe she owed the wrong people, and the killer sent to get rid of her just assumed the woman who opened the door was Drayman.”

They moved to the small room set up as a home office, with a desk, computer, printer, two file cabinets, and a love seat. The desk was locked and its surface contained only some bills and several neatly stacked file folders, so it seemed the killer hadn’t searched it.

Next was the bedroom. An open suitcase was on the queen bed along with a computer bag and a backpack. Parker dug in the backpack and pulled out a wallet. “Her name is Alessandra Demirci, according to this French driver’s license, and she was twenty-eight. Even with the shaggy haircut, she’s clearly our vic.”

She handed the license to Corelli and pulled another card out of the wallet. “Oh, she also has a New York license, with an address in Red Hook, New York, in the name of Alessandra Moreau.” She handed Corelli the second license and thumbed through the other cards. “She has several credit cards in each name.”

Even the crappy driver’s license photos couldn’t hide Alessandra Moreau’s beauty. She was gorgeous with creamy olive skin, lustrous, long, black hair, large luminous dark eyes, chiseled cheekbones, and full pouty lips. The likeness was good enough that Corelli was able to recognize her as the sought-after actress/singer in the videos her college-age sister Simone and nephew Nicky had played when they came over to keep her company while Brett continued on her weeks-long tour of Winter Brokerage’s European and Asian offices. She had a sultry voice to go with her sultry looks.

“According to Nicky and Simone, Moreau’s newly released album All Girl is hot and at the top of the charts.”

“Yes. I added a couple of songs from the album to one of my Spotify playlists. She is…She was a wonderful performer.”

Parker continued looking through the wallet. “She had two hundred dollars in cash.” She slipped everything back into the wallet and put it into an evidence bag. She reached into the backpack again. “She had a gun.” She hefted it in her hand. “A Glock 43. The magazine is empty.” She bagged the gun, then pulled out and bagged four loaded magazines, a Glock cleaning kit, and a small leather folder. Parker opened the folder. “She had a license to carry. I wonder if she was being stalked. If she’d taken the gun upstairs with her the outcome might have been different.”

Corelli wasn’t so sure. “Obviously she felt safe here. But even if she’d brought the gun upstairs with her, if it wasn’t loaded and in her hand, it probably wouldn’t have mattered once he attacked. In any case, would she have let someone she feared enough to need the gun into the house?”

Parker placed the license and the ammunition in evidence bags. She dumped the remaining contents of the backpack onto the bed.

“The rest is what you’d expect—a makeup bag with lipstick, shadow, foundation, blush, concealer, and powder, breath mints, tissues, mirror, nail file, a fountain pen—and, nice surprise, a diary.” She paged through the turquoise leather book. “She mentions someone she identifies with the initial H a lot in the last few months. Her last entry was last night at seven. ‘H called. Wants to talk. Agreed to dinner here. I love her. But she scares me.’”

Corelli had never kept a diary. Instead, she’d usually shared most of her thoughts and feelings with her sister Gianna. Some things, though, were too dark and scary to share. Those she’d kept to herself until she’d met her therapist, Major Billy Magarelli, at Yoga for Warriors and joined the therapy group she ran for women veterans. Maybe it was opening up to Billy or maybe it was sharing her thoughts in her therapy group with women who, like her, had served in Iraq, Afghanistan, and other wars, or maybe it was a measure of the depth of her feelings for Brett, but even the dark scary things were now shared. Did women who kept diaries not have a friend or family member to confide in? Or were their thoughts and feelings too dark and scary to verbalize? Hopefully, the diary would lead them to the young woman’s killer.

“Log the diary into evidence but hold on to it so we can look at it later.”

Parker slipped the diary into an evidence bag. “That’s it. No phone.” She scanned the room. “I would imagine she always kept her phone nearby, but I don’t see it here and I didn’t notice it upstairs.” She went into the bathroom. “This room looks unused, but there’s a toothbrush and a comb which I assume are hers, and these prescriptions in the name of Alessandra Demirci.” She held up several vials of pills. “They’re from a French pharmacy and were renewed two months ago. I don’t recognize any of the drugs.” She bagged everything and entered them into the evidence log.

Corelli went through the clothing in the suitcase but found nothing of interest. At the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs, they walked to the living room. Though Senator Drayman was pale and not smiling as she usually did, her normal confidence seemed to be restored.

“Please sit, detectives,” she said, pointing to the chairs facing the sofa. She sat on the sofa and patted the cushion next to her. “Officer Shaunton, please join us.”

It was a good sign that Drayman had bonded with Shaunton, but Corelli wasn’t sure the return of Drayman’s take-charge attitude was a good thing for the investigation. Hopefully, she would cooperate.

“Thank you for your patience,” Drayman said. “Finding Alessandra like that was a shock. I’ve never seen anything so horrible. And I hope I never see anything like it again.” She gazed at the two of them. “I don’t know how you do it day in and day out and not go crazy.”

“Who said we’re not crazy,” Corelli said. She waited for the uneasy laughter to die down. “But if I may be frank, Senator, this was a particularly brutal murder scene.” She met Drayman’s eyes. “How do you know Ms.—Should I call her Demirci or Moreau?”

Drayman raised her eyebrows. “I knew her as Alessandra Moreau. We ran into each other from time to time at LGBTQI events. But we’d never had a conversation until six weeks ago when we were seated at the same table at an event where I spoke about trans rights, and she performed and spoke as an ally. We talked mostly about the general political situation, but she seemed uneasy and kept looking around. I asked if she was uncomfortable with me. She said no, she had some things on her mind, big decisions she was wrestling with. Before she left, she asked if we could get together the next time she was in New York City. We exchanged cell phone numbers. Then on Sunday she called and said she was coming to New York City and desperately needed to talk to me somewhere private either Tuesday or Wednesday. I sensed she didn’t want to be seen with me. And it confirmed my suspicions. The senate was in session Monday and Tuesday, but I planned to return to the city Tuesday evening so I invited her to stay here. I never thought…” Her voice broke.

They waited while she struggled to hold herself together. “I never thought I was inviting her to be massacred.”

“Do you know why she wanted to talk to you?”

“Yes.” Drayman stared down at her hands. “I guess it doesn’t matter now.” She gazed at the two of them. “She FedExed me the first fifty pages of her memoir on Monday so I could read it before we met. She was trans, had transitioned in Europe when she was eighteen, and absolutely no one knew except her twin sister and her sister’s wife. While she worked as a model and when she was working as an actress, she wasn’t in the spotlight, so she felt relatively safe. But now that her career as a singer/musician had taken off, she was paranoid and extremely anxious about being outed. She hoped by coming out in a memoir she could control the fallout and wanted my help to figure out what to say and how to manage the publicity.” This time she broke down.

Shaunton moved into the bathroom and returned with a box of tissues. Drayman blew her nose. “Sorry, I feel so guilty. I’m probably the one he was after.”

“Have you had any credible threats recently?”

“As far as I know, just the usual hate calls and emails to my offices, here and in Albany.”

The amount of vitriolic speech being spewed by MAGA Republicans and other far-right groups was alarming. Corelli had put her life on the line during multiple tours in Iraq and Afghanistan to protect democracy and free speech, but when hate mails and calls become an everyday thing, when politicians and pundits regularly invoked violence against innocent citizens, and when politicians and pundits and their lackeys spoke openly of attacking democracy, she thought it was time to evaluate the meaning of free speech.

“Obviously we can’t discount the fact that she was murdered in your house, but we’ll assume she was the target unless we find evidence to the contrary. However, you need to be hypervigilant until we find the killer. If you can, it would be a good idea to hire a bodyguard or two. Do you have people you use?”

“Yes. Thank you. I’ll arrange for protection.”

Drayman didn’t even blink at the expense. Corelli made a mental note again to dig into her finances. “Do you have her memoir with you? It might contain something that would help us.”

“Yes. It’s in my briefcase on the table in the foyer.” She started to stand. “I’ll get—”

Shaunton put her arm out to hold Drayman in place. “I’ll get it.”

“When did Ms. Moreau arrive and when did you get here?”

“She arrived early yesterday. I thought I could get here last night, but things on the bill got complicated, so I called and told her I’d be here for lunch today. I caught the 8:25 train from Albany, which arrived at Penn Station around eleven. I was stiff, so I walked down to a nearby Starbucks, stopped for a cappuccino, picked up some flowers, then walked here. I probably got here a little before twelve. I didn’t want to scare her, so I called out to let her know I was here. When she didn’t answer, I assumed she was asleep or in the shower somewhere in the house. Then I…walked into the living room and saw her. It was so horrible that for a second or two I thought I was hallucinating.” She shivered.

“Who knew that Ms. Moreau would be staying here?”

Corelli’s question brought the senator’s attention back to her.

“I don’t know who she told, but she asked for secrecy so David, my New York City office manager, was the only one I told. Rather than expose her to the staff and volunteers at the office, I arranged for Alessandra to call him when she got here so he could walk over to give her the keys to the house.”

“When you spoke, did she indicate she felt threatened?”

Drayman sat up and met Corelli’s eyes. “She didn’t specify. But when you’re trans you always feel threatened. Before you go public, you live in fear that someone will find out and you’ll lose everything that’s important to you—your family, your friends, your job, your home. Everything. When you come out publicly, you may or may not lose those things, but you become a target for the haters.”

Coming out as a lesbian had been scary for the young Corelli. But though she knew her parents might reject her, she never doubted that, unlike many young lesbians and gays who ended up on the streets, her sisters and her friends would support her. And when she joined the NYPD, she understood she’d be given a hard time, but she never feared losing her job. Lesbians and gays were still attacked and sometimes murdered, but the level of hate and visible threats was nowhere near the vicious public attacks being directed at trans people, especially trans women. And the frequency and savagery of the attacks seemed to be escalating. The idea that you could be killed just for living as your true self was abhorrent to her.

“Was it a specific threat that made her decide to go public now?”

“I don’t know. What she said was, she’d always dreamed of being a mega singing star, and now that it was happening the media was starting to dig into her life and she was scared of being outed.”

Drayman smiled at Shaunton when she arrived with her briefcase. “Thank you.”

She opened the case, pulled out a stack of folders, and thumbed through them. Then went through them again. She looked up. “That’s odd, it should be here. In fact, I planned to read the whole thing on the train from Albany, but I spent almost the entire trip on the phone discussing the trans bill with a Republican senator and then my Albany staff.”

“Maybe you left it in Albany?”

“I don’t know how I missed it. It was on my desk in a folder with the folders I planned to work on this weekend. I packed them in the briefcase Monday before I left the office so I could go directly to the train station after my last session yesterday afternoon. All the others seem to be here. Alessandra didn’t email it, so that was the only copy I have.” She placed everything back in her case. “It must be on my desk. I’ll call my assistant later and have her overnight it to you.”

Corelli handed her a card. “Send it to the station house. Do you know who we should notify of Ms. Moreau’s death?”

Drayman took a minute before answering. “Her manager or agent probably has that information. But I don’t know who represents her, so you’ll have to do some research.” She closed her eyes briefly. “You know, I’m feeling drained. Do you think we could take a break, detective?”

“Of course. We can resume tomorrow. But your apartment is a crime scene, so you can’t stay here. Is there anyone you can stay with for a few days?”

“Sure. My best friend, Darla, lives on East Eighty-Ninth Street. I just need to call her.”

Parker had been taking notes, but now she spoke up. “What’s Darla’s last name and her full address?”

“Darla North and she—”

“I know where she lives.” Parker glanced at Corelli. “But I didn’t know you and she were friends.”

“We grew up together in Texas.” Drayman smiled. “She likes to keep it private because she occasionally reports on me. Just like she does with you two.”

Damn. Nothing like a little complication. Though she didn’t think Drayman was the killer, she was still on the suspect list and Corelli didn’t want to get into a discussion about their mutual friend, intrepid TV reporter Darla North, who had interviewed them just this morning. “Shaunton will take you upstairs so you can pack a bag, and then she’ll drive you to Darla’s place.”

“I have a key to her apartment, but give me a minute to confirm it’s all right with her for me to stay there.” She extracted her phone from her case. “Darla, honey, I need to stay with you for a couple of nights if that’s okay?”

She listened for a minute. “There’s a problem at my place.”

“Um, I’m not sure I can say. Just a second.” She covered the phone. “Can I tell her about Alessandra?”

Corelli extended her hand. “Let me speak to her.” She took the phone. “Darla, it’s Chiara.” She smiled. “Well, I’m surprised, too. There’s been a murder at Ms. Drayman’s house and she can’t stay here.”

Darla immediately began to ask questions.

“Alessandra Moreau. No, you cannot write anything about it until we announce it. And no, you cannot interview Ms. Drayman until we give you the okay.”

Darla asked the obvious question, “Was Leigh the target?”

Corelli didn’t want to bring that up with Drayman sitting beside her. “We’re not sure.”

“Is she okay?”

Corelli eyed Drayman. “She’s shaken but seems okay. Yes, we’re still at the scene, and no, we have no clue who the killer is. Yet. Hang on.” She handed the phone to Drayman. “She’s all yours. You can go whenever you have your things together. Just leave a key to the house with Detective Watkins, so he can lock up when he leaves.”

She turned to Shaunton. “We’re going to check in with Watkins, then head out. Please escort the senator to Darla North’s apartment when she’s ready. Clear the apartment before the senator enters and make sure the doorman understands that everyone going to that floor is cleared with the senator or Ms. North before getting in the elevator.”

They walked up the steps to the entryway, nodded to Hernandez, and walked into the living room. Watkins joined them. “I was just coming to find you. CSU is ready to go downstairs, if you’re finished.”

“We’re done, but we wanted to update you. The victim is Alessandra Moreau.”

“Whoa. I didn’t recognize her.”

“Well, it was hard to focus on her face.” Watkins was into music, so Corelli wasn’t surprised he knew of Moreau. “This is New York State Senator Leigh Drayman’s house, and she found Moreau. She’ll be up shortly to grab some clothes, and Shaunton will drive her to the apartment of the friend she’ll be staying with. Did I miss anything, Parker?”

“Yes. We found Moreau’s backpack, computer, and luggage downstairs and did a quick search. I bagged and logged everything in her backpack and a few things from the bathroom and left it all on the bed. We’re taking her diary”—she held up the turquoise leather book—“but we didn’t find her phone, so keep an eye out for it. The senator will give you a house key so you can lock up when you’re done here. I think that’s it. See you at the station later.”


Chapter Three

Wednesday

They stepped out into the bright sunlight, and Corelli inhaled, trying to clear the metallic smell of blood. “Darla and Drayman. Who woulda thought? Although now that I think about it, Drayman’s accent when she was distraught sounded a lot like Darla’s when we first met her after she watched us being attacked by the media mob. And sometimes when she’s relaxed.”

“Oh, wow, it’s Corelli and Parker.” A young male officer approached as they walked down the steps. “You guys rock. It’s great to meet you. I’m Officer Levertov.” He held out his hand, looking like a puppy dog expecting a treat. “I didn’t see you when you arrived, but my partner and I were the first on the scene, so we found the dead girl. Do you need our help? Did you see that trans guy who discovered the body? He’s downstairs.”

So this is Levertov, the asshole who didn’t know enough to protect the crime scene. Corelli closed her eyes, trying to tamp down the rage that seemed ready to erupt at any moment today. She ignored the hand and glared at him.

“The witness we interviewed was a woman. Did we make a mistake? Was there a man we should talk to?”

He flushed. “I—”

“And since you found the victim, did you not notice she was a woman? Why would you refer to her as a girl?” Corelli felt Parker’s eyes on her, but this guy was annoying her. Next thing he’d be asking for autographs.

“Oh, okay, ‘woman’—”

“What time did you get here, officer?” She’d heard enough to know his stance on women and trans women. If he continued, she’d probably smack him.

He lowered his eyes. “We arrived about 12:15, at the same time as the EMTs. The, uh, lady who called 911 was hysterical, so my partner and I stayed with her and the EMTs. When they pronounced the girl dead—”

“She was a woman, not a girl.” Was he dense? Or doing it on purpose? She was ready to slug him.

The officer’s jaw tightened. “Sorry. After the woman was pronounced dead, the EMTs left, and my partner and I were discussing next steps when Hernandez and Shaunton showed up.”

Corelli was incredulous. “You didn’t know to call it in as a homicide?”

“Thanks, Corelli.” Parker jumped in. “I’ll finish up here.”

Corelli opened her mouth to attack Parker but caught herself. Parker wasn’t her enemy. Levertov’s transphobia and sexism were disgusting and his cluelessness about procedure was maddening, but her reaction was overblown. Saved by Parker again. She stepped away, took some calming breaths, then turned to answer a question from one of the many uniforms milling about.

* * *

Parker spoke in a professional tone. “Did you clear the house when you arrived?”

He looked down. “Um, no. We wanted to see what the EMTs said, and we thought we should stay with the witness.”

Parker was glad she’d stepped in. Corelli would be screaming by now. “What did you do after Hernandez and Shaunton arrived?”

“Shaunton said she would handle the g—uh, witness and that my partner and I should come outside to wait for support.”

He had almost referred to Drayman as a guy again. Even she was annoyed. Good thing Corelli wasn’t listening. She would have destroyed him if she lost control of her anger.

Levertov glanced at Corelli, who was chatting nearby. “Did I do something wrong?”

Parker hesitated to explain, but how could he change if he didn’t know what he’d done? “I believe you recognized Detective Corelli and me because of all the press we’ve received lately?”

He brightened. “Yes. You’re rock stars. And I wanted to shake your—”

“That attitude, that you see us as stars, not just the two detectives called to the scene, is irritating. We’re professionals and we did our job and solved the white nationalist case like we’ll solve this case and any other case we catch. We’ve been forced to do a lot of interviews to get good publicity for the department, but we’re not rock stars. When detectives show up at your crime scene, don’t offer to shake their hands or tell them how much you admire them. Focus on the scene and the victim.”

She held his gaze. “In this case, a woman is dead. And there are several problems with the way you handled things. First, you didn’t immediately clear the house when you arrived. What if the killer was still there? Second, you and your partner should have removed the witness and yourselves from the room immediately instead of standing there arguing and contaminating the scene. Third, you didn’t call it in as a homicide. Capiche?”

“Thank you for explaining. It won’t happen again.” He started to turn away.

“I’m not done.” Parker waited until he was facing her again. “Two more very important things, Levertov. One, you need to review the procedures required at the scene of a possible homicide. And, two, since Senator Drayman identifies as a woman, referring to her as a guy is disrespectful. Have you received any sensitivity training?”

His gaze shifted from her face to somewhere over her shoulder. “We all did.”

“It seems like you missed the lesson about respecting everyone, about using their chosen pronouns, etc. If you want to be a successful police officer, treat the people you encounter on and off the job with respect. Everyone, whether it’s a homeless person, a trans or cis prostitute, a trans state senator, a lesbian, a gay man, a person of color like me, or a cis white heterosexual, deserves respect. I suggest you reread the materials given out at the training and think long and hard about it.”

He flushed again. “Yes, ma’am.”

“One final thing.” Parker smiled. “Never call me ma’am. I prefer Parker or detective.”

“Yes, ma—I mean yes, detective.” He grinned.

Parker eyed the growing crowd filling the street, noting many phones pointed in their direction. The good and bad of phone cameras. Damn. It wasn’t just phones. The media had arrived, and cameras were pointed at her and Corelli. Reporters were speaking into microphones, and questions were being shouted.

“Levertov, you’re going to need help to keep the curiosity seekers and the media behind the barriers, so if you haven’t already called for backup, do it now. And I hope I don’t need to say this, but neither you nor your partner are to answer questions from the press or discuss anything you’ve seen or heard about this case with them or anyone else on or off the force.”

“Will do, Detective Parker.”

It wouldn’t take the media long to figure out that Senator Leigh Drayman lived there, but they needed to control the information available to the public. Hopefully she and Corelli could keep themselves from becoming the story.

Corelli walked back to Parker. “Isn’t it interesting that despite all the publicity the media hasn’t been stalking us, but now it shows up in full force at our first case in a month.”

“You think someone tipped them off?”

“I do. I’m sorry about earlier, Parker. All this media exposure is making me feel…um, exposed. And Levertov’s insensitive remarks sent me over. I should have used it as an opportunity to educate him, not attack him.”

Parker was relieved that Corelli wasn’t brushing her behavior aside. “I did a little educating, so, hopefully, he’ll be more aware.”

“Thanks. I’m sure Levertov isn’t the only asshole in the department, so I’m going to recommend Captain Winfry provide some additional training for everyone at the station house.”

“Good idea. Much better than going around reaming new assholes for all the assholes in the department.” Parker grinned. “When we have a moment alone, I’d like to talk about the media exposure, because I’m feeling uneasy too. The magnitude of the white nationalist case justified extensive coverage in the beginning, but it’s been prolonged and focused on us rather than the case or members of the team. It feels as if we’re being targeted. I’d like to ask Captain Winfry if he knows who is pushing for all these interviews and TV appearances.”

“Maybe you can come up when you drop me off later tonight. But for now, let’s go back to the station house and figure out who her agent or manager is and our next steps.”


Chapter Four

Wednesday

At the station house, they climbed the stairs to the squad room, happy to find it empty for a change. Parker sat at her desk and Corelli took the side chair. Parker typed Moreau’s name into the Google search. “If we can’t find her agent this way, we can track it down through her record company.”

“Detectives, I heard you were back in the house. And that you caught another hot potato.” They looked up at the sound of Captain Winfry’s voice.

Corelli and Parker made eye contact. Parker cleared her throat. “Yes, popular singer Alessandra Moreau was viciously stabbed to death in the apartment of State Senator Leigh Drayman.”

“I’ve never heard of Moreau, but I certainly know of Senator Drayman. Is she a suspect?”

Parker stood. “We don’t think so, but it’s still early, sir.”

“Was the other woman also trans?”

“She wasn’t publicly, but according to Drayman she was. If the autopsy confirms she was trans, it might be a factor.”

Winfry looked from Parker to Corelli. “I know you both were hoping getting back on the job would get you out of the spotlight, but Drayman’s involvement will likely make this a high-visibility case. Maybe I should assign it to another team.”

Corelli believed continuing in the spotlight would put them in danger and Parker had either picked up her anxiety or had her own anxiety, but they hadn’t discussed stepping away from the case. She made eye contact with Parker. “What do you think?”

“This whole Dream Team thing has already alienated a lot of people we have to work with. Senator Drayman is a media star and Moreau is very popular right now, so I’m worried that the additional media hype will exacerbate the hostility we’re both sensing under the joking and teasing from our colleagues. I believe we should back off.”

Corelli appreciated that she and Parker were almost always in agreement on the important things.

“I hate to back away too, but I agree we need a cooling-off period. You should assign another team. But Moreau deserves an honest and unbiased investigation, and from what we’ve seen today, Captain, you need to think carefully about who you give the case.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll write it up, but the uniforms who caught the call not only were clueless about crime scene procedure, but also spoke disrespectfully about the victim and the senator and didn’t seem to understand how to address trans people. One of them was so clueless he said aloud what I’m sure many in the department believe. I suggest more training for everyone.”

Winfry shook his head. “With all the negative and hateful shit being shouted about trans people from on high, it’s no wonder the training hasn’t stuck. We’ll repeat it until it sinks in. As for this case, the brass is monitoring everything you two do, so I’ll have to clear the change with Chief Broderick before it’s official. Stop by my office when you’re done here.” He turned to leave.

“Sir.” Parker waited for him to turn back. “Should we hold off on the press conference and notifying her next of kin?”

“Yes. It would be better if the new team starts out as the face of the case. See you later.” He walked away.

Corelli blew out a breath. “Cold cases never looked so good.”

Parker scrolled through the Google search results, reading just enough of the articles to determine whether it had the information they needed. “Got it. Trip Adams of the Breaking Out Theatrical Agency is her agent and manager. His office is in Times Square. I’ll print this out so we can pass it on.” She walked to the printer and retrieved the document. “Okay, let’s make notes about our observations and our interview with Drayman, then if we have time, we can start a list to pass on.”

They each wrote their impressions, thoughts, and actions on the case so far. After ten minutes, Corelli looked up. “Ready?”

“Yes.” Parker pulled their notes together, then took a clean sheet of paper and started writing. “In addition to following up with her agent and interviewing Drayman’s New York office manager, get a copy of Moreau’s memoir from Drayman’s assistant in Albany. Anything else?”

“Notify family or whoever, hold a press conference, get her home address and search it. Find out who benefits from her death. Read her diary. Also, follow up on whatever comes out of the search of Drayman’s house, the canvas of the neighbors and the area, the forensic results, and the autopsy.”

They looked up at the sound of someone coming up the stairs. Huffing and puffing, Detective Ray Dietz dropped into the chair next to Corelli’s desk. Knee problems made walking painful, so he’d convinced Captain Winfry to let him work totally in the station house, assisting him, but mostly coordinating the needs of homicide detectives working cases.

Parker went to the water cooler, filled a cup, and handed it to him. “Drink, Dietz. I don’t want to have to explain to your wife that you died on our watch.”

“Very funny.” He emptied the cup. “The captain wants to see you two.”

“Geez, Dietz, you could have called one of us or just yelled up the stairs.”

“Yeah, well, I need to stay in shape so I can keep up with you, Corelli. Rumor has it you caught another big case.”

Corelli stood. She swatted his arm. “Don’t kill yourself. It looks like we’ll be back on cold cases for a while. Ready, Parker?”

* * *

Winfry put the phone down and stared at the two detectives seated in front of him. “Chief Broderick agreed it would be better to replace you on the case, but after he hung up he mentioned it to someone of a higher rank and was told to forget it. That was him on the phone. They want you on the case. I’m sorry.”

Parker sensed the heat and the rage building in Corelli. The last thing they needed was for her to lose it and walk off the job. She spoke quickly, hoping to defuse the situation.

“Thank you for trying, sir. Given the lack of sensitivity to the trans community in the department we’re probably the best team to handle the case. Right, Corelli?”

She was on shaky ground, she knew. This could go either way.

Corelli shifted, glared at her, then took several deep breaths. When she unlocked her fingers from the arm of her chair and flexed them, Parker relaxed.

“I agree with Parker. I don’t agree with the brass’s decision, but I’m not surprised by it. And I’m not surprised Broderick covered his ass and ran to his boss for permission.”

Winfry either didn’t hear or was ignoring Corelli’s disparaging description of Chief of Detectives Broderick, but Parker smiled at the “lily-livered weasel” that Corelli mumbled under her breath.

“Be that as it may, Moreau is officially yours and the clock is ticking. Do I need to say we need to close this one as soon as possible? Let me know what you need. Work it through Dietz as usual. What are your next steps?”

Parker side-eyed Corelli. Okay. It was on her to answer.

“Our witness was unable to give us any information about Moreau’s family, so we’ll head over to her agent’s office. Hopefully, he’ll have contact information, so we can notify the next of kin. Before we leave the station, though, we’ll talk to PR about setting up a news conference for later today.”

“Keep me posted.” Winfry stood. “Close the door when you leave.”

Corelli stopped in the hall. “Thanks, for covering for me yet again, Parker.”

On their very first case almost a year ago, when neither of them wanted to work with the other, Parker had immediately sensed Corelli’s PTSD. Though it meant she occasionally became the target for Corelli’s rage, she’d not only kept the PTSD to herself, but, unasked, after determining that the PTSD was not interfering with her functioning at a high level, she’d helped Corelli hide it from Winfry, the brass, the media, and everyone else.

“You’d do the same for me.”

“Sure. If you’re ever about to fly into a murderous rage, I’ll cover for you.”

Corelli was incredibly loyal, and Parker truly believed she’d protect her.

“The truth is I was afraid you’d walk out and leave me to handle this case alone.”

“I considered it. Was it obvious that I was about to lose it?”

Parker knew better than to try to varnish the truth for Corelli. “Yes.”

“Yeah, I figured.” Corelli started walking.

Parker caught up. “Your rage was justified. And Winfry knows it. I’m sure he feels helpless too. After all, we’re under his command and he made the decision he deemed best for us and for the case. That it was overridden without discussion must surely make him angry.”

Corelli didn’t argue with her, so Parker assumed she got that they weren’t the only ones being treated badly. Time to shift focus to the case.

“I’ll dig up the address of Drayman’s district office, then talk to Dietz about setting up the conference room for us while you call O’Malley in PR to arrange the press conference.”


Chapter Five

Wednesday

On the drive to Moreau’s agent’s office, Corelli checked the Internet for mention of the murder. “Nothing so far. Hopefully we’ll get to her family before the news breaks.”

It was impossible to park on the street in the Times Square area. So, though they risked being towed even with their police parking placard on the dashboard, they left the car in a no parking zone on West 43rd Street. Times Square was bustling as usual with tourists and those looking to make a buck off them. People sat at tables drinking and eating takeout from one of the many restaurants there or stood taking selfies or group pictures in that part of the square that was blocked off for foot traffic only. When they stopped to get their bearings, Parker laughed. “I usually avoid this area, so in my mind it’s still as dark, grimy, and dangerous as it was when I was a kid. I was expecting his office to be in a run-down building, not that monstrosity.” She pointed to one of the huge modern glass buildings across the street.

Parker was right. Times Square had changed dramatically in the last ten to fifteen years. They’d cleaned it up, limited traffic, and designated much of the square for pedestrians only. And the large video screens and colorful flashing signs on the new office buildings gave it a Disneyland feel. “Agents with big name clients do very well.” The light changed, and they moved with the crush of pedestrians to the other side of the street. “I have no idea where Moreau fell on the income spectrum, but as popular as she’s become, I’d guess she was pulling in big bucks. If we’re lucky, we’ll find a degenerate, alcoholic brother who killed her for the money rather than something more worthy of headlines.”

“Dream on, Corelli. My gut says we’re in for a good ride on this one.”

“Yeah, mine too.”

They checked in at the security desk and rode up to the 44th floor in a crowded elevator, exiting into a hallway and following the signs to the Breaking Out Theatrical Agency. Hopefully, Adams was in and they wouldn’t be kept waiting. The reception area was smaller than Corelli expected but beautifully furnished with turquoise leather easy chairs, white and turquoise carpeting, glass end tables, and framed posters of well-known models, actors, and entertainers, including Moreau, on the cream-colored walls.

The requisite beautiful receptionist smiled as they entered. She blinked. “Corelli and Parker. I’ve seen you on TV. I’m Holly.” She frowned. “What can I do for you?”

Annoyed, Corelli walked to the windows. Parker would be better dealing with the fangirling receptionist.

“We’re here to see Trip Adams about Alessandra Moreau,” Parker said.

“Oh.” The receptionist’s eyes widened. “Alessandra called you about her fight with Trip?”

Parker didn’t miss a beat. “Was it really bad?” She leaned toward Holly, indicating she was ready to gossip.

The receptionist glanced at the door on the wall to the left of her desk. “It was horrible. I thought they were going to kill each other. I was so relieved when Alessandra stormed out.”

“You could hear it from out here?” Parker was gathering ammunition for their meeting with Adams.

“They were screaming. I was concerned, so I opened the door, you know, so I could intervene if necessary.”

“Wow. What were they fighting about?”

“She accused him of stealing from her. He denied it, but she claimed she had proof. Then she fired him and he went crazy.” Holly’s gaze went to the life-sized photo of Moreau on the wall facing her. “Not only is she his highest-grossing client but representing her helps him lure other artists away from their agents or managers.”

“Sounds like a pretty big loss for him. Were you aware he was stealing from her?”

“He’s been accused by a few smaller clients, people without the audience that Alessandra has, but I didn’t know whether it was true or if, as he said, they resented paying his fees. But Alessandra is so popular he could lose everything if she makes a big deal about it.” She straightened some folders on her desk. “I guess that’s why he threatened to kill her if she said anything publicly.”

“Did she say anything to you when she left?”

“She was upset, but she was so sweet. She stopped to say she probably wouldn’t be seeing me again and thanked me for being supportive from the minute she signed with Trip. Then she left.”

“Did Mr. Adams say anything about the fight to you?”

“No. I could hear him throwing things around back there. He has quite a temper. And then I heard him screaming at the other agents who were in their offices. Gena, one of the agents, left right after that.” She held up a sheet of computer paper. “She was as white as this paper and asked me to forward her calls to her cell. He stormed out a few minutes after her and didn’t even acknowledge me. His face was on fire and his eyes were wild. He looked ready to explode.”

Parker nodded. “We’d like to speak to him. Is he in now?”

“Yes.” She reached for the phone. “I’ll see if he’s available.”

Parker put a hand out to stop her. “Wait. What time did he get in and how is he today?”

“He was here when I got in at nine. He’s been on the phone a lot, but when I saw him he looked kind of bleary-eyed and seemed, uh, jumpy.” She picked up the phone. “Should I call him?”

“Yes.”

Parker walked over to Corelli. “Interesting. Maybe it’s not the phantom alcoholic brother but the cheating theatrical agent.”

“Yeah, maybe Miss Fangirl solved the case for us.”

“Come on, Corelli. At least she didn’t call us Cagney and Lacey.” Parker paused. “Or maybe they represent those actresses, so she knows we’re not them.” Corelli elbowed her.

They turned when the door to the reception area opened. Trip Adams, if that was him, was movie star handsome. Dressed in a tan summer suit, a white shirt, and tan-and-blue-striped tie, he was physically impressive. An inch or two over six feet tall, he obviously spent time in the gym and, based on his tan, outdoors. He had a strong jaw and a full head of shoulder-length blond hair with a lock that required continuous pushing out of his piercing blue eyes. He was probably a failed actor. He smiled, displaying straight white teeth and an easy confidence that didn’t quite hide the tension in his body. “Detectives, I’m Trip Adams. Please come in.”

They followed him through the door into a small conference room and joined him at the table. He pushed the stack of pads and cup of pens aside and placed the iPad he was carrying in front of him.

“When Holly, my receptionist, said Detectives Corelli and Parker were here to see me, my first thought was that you were looking for an agent and I was thrilled. But then she said you wanted to talk about Alessandra Moreau. Is she in trouble?” He sat back, extended his feet, and offered a slick smile.

Up close, Parker could see the bags under his eyes and the places his razor missed on his face. He certainly would have had no problem overcoming the petite Moreau, but would he have killed her because she caught him stealing from her? He was nervous, so Parker let him stew while she assessed whether he already knew Moreau was dead because he killed her or he thought they were here because of yesterday’s argument. The longer she was silent the more anxious he appeared. He straightened his tie, brushed the lock of hair back, rubbed his eyes, then picked up a pen. The only sounds were the clicking of the pen and the tapping of his foot.

Corelli was coiled and ready to grab him if necessary.

He shifted and cleared his throat. “So how can I help you?”

She met his gaze. He looked down. Keeping her eyes on him, she broke the news. “I’m sorry to tell you that Alessandra Moreau was found dead earlier today.”

His head shot up. “Oh.” He paled. His hands shook. His grip on the pen tightened. His knuckles were white. “What a shame. Such a beautiful, sultry, sexy, talented girl.” The look of relief was quickly covered with faked sadness. Definitely a failed actor.

Corelli smacked her hand on the table. “Woman.”

He jumped.

“She was a woman, not a girl.” Corelli was scary when she was angry.

He instinctively leaned away but kept his eyes on her. “Yes, of course. Woman.” He loosened his tie. “Was it an overdose?”

“Ms. Moreau was a user?”

“Not to my knowledge, but her star was rising, and the more success she had the more stressed she seemed. Drugs are easily available in this business and some people use them for relief. How did she? How did it happen?”

“She was murdered last night. Here, in New York City.”

“Murdered?” He sat straight up.

“Do you know whether she received any threats or had a stalker?”

He ran his fingers through his coiffed hair. “These days the crazies are active, and most famous people are targeted. She had a stalker who seemed benign, but who knows with people like that? Alessandra was a beautiful, sensual young woman, desired by many men, and maybe one of them got carried away with his fantasies or got angry because he couldn’t have her. But other than the stalker, she never mentioned anything that seemed credible.” He seemed to relax as he waited for the next question.

“Do you know the name of the stalker?”

“No. I’m sure the police do.”

Parker wanted to bring up the fight, but she didn’t want to cause a problem for Holly. A little white lie would do. “We saw in Ms. Moreau’s diary that she came here yesterday afternoon, and the two of you had a huge fight. She indicated she had evidence that you were stealing from her.”

He shook his head. “Though she came in here like a bat out of hell, I would call it more of a disagreement than a fight. You know our artists love us when we get them gigs or steer their careers upward, but they’re never happy when we take our contractually agreed-upon percentage of their income. It’s not uncommon for someone new to the business, like Alessandra, to feel we’re stealing from them.”

Parker gazed into his eyes. “So you weren’t skimming? How do you think she got that impression? And did she offer proof?”

He lifted his shoulders. “I can’t imagine how she got the idea we were stealing from her. She didn’t say what proof she had, but there couldn’t be any. We’re a reputable agency, and we pay our clients the income they receive, less our percentage.”

“I imagine if she had lived, she would have gone public with her accusation. Wouldn’t that have ruined your business and your life?”

He hesitated. “If it was true, it would have, but I’m confident an audit would have proved she was wrong.”

Parker switched gears, hoping to keep him off balance. “I get the impression that you found Ms. Moreau sexually attractive, seductive. Were you one of those men who fantasized about her? Or maybe the one who got angry, angry enough to kill her?”

“Absolutely not,” he practically shouted. “She was my biggest source of income. Do I look stupid? To be crass, why would I kill the goose who lays the golden eggs?”

“Did you have a sexual relationship with Ms. Moreau? Or attempt to have one?”

“No.”

“But you were interested. And you did come on to her.” He didn’t respond. Parker sighed. “You can save us a lot of time by telling us now. We have her diary, so we’ll get to the truth one way or another.”

He rubbed his eyes. “She was exquisite. And as I said, seductive. I was attracted and I put it out there. She was headed to being our biggest earner, so I assure you I wasn’t offensive. But she flat out turned me down. She said it was too complicated. That she was too complicated. That it would be safer to keep our relationship purely business. She was sweet about it, and it seemed like she had issues, so I dropped it.”

“Just for the record, where were you between seven p.m. last night and seven a.m. this morning?”

“What?” His gaze went to the window. “I, uh, got home around seven, had dinner with my wife, and spent the evening working until I went to sleep around midnight.”

“Your wife will confirm this?”

“Of course.”

“We need her name and contact information.”

Corelli wrote down the information Adams dictated, then nodded, indicating Parker should continue. “Do you have the information on her next of kin? An emergency contact?”

His relief at the change of topic was obvious. “Give me a second.” He pulled his tablet over.

“Her attorney, Regina Fielder at Fielder, Holmes and Richter, is listed as her emergency contact. She’s located at 347 Third Avenue, 20th floor. The phone number is 646-555-0139.” He copied the information to a pad, then tore the page off and handed it to Parker. “Anything else I can help you with?”

“We may have more questions later, but that’s it for now. We’ll see ourselves out.” He seemed so far away Parker wasn’t sure he heard her.

Holly greeted them like old friends when they entered the reception area. Corelli walked out the door to the elevators without acknowledging her, but Parker stopped to have a word.

They were silent in the crowded elevator and on the street. When they settled in the car, Corelli spoke. “I like how you used the diary to corner him, Parker. But I have three questions. What did you say to our friend Holly? Why didn’t you ask if he knew Moreau was trans? And do you think he killed her?”

“I told Holly that Moreau was dead, murdered. She immediately asked if Adams did it and did I think she was in danger for telling us about the fight. I assured her we didn’t attribute anything she told me to her and that I didn’t think she was in danger. I also asked her to text me the names and cell numbers of the other agents who were in the office during the fight. I thought about asking Adams if he knew Moreau was trans, but I realized we should wait for the autopsy results to make it official before we let the information out.” Parker’s phone beeped. “Ah, my friend Holly texted the names and numbers I requested.” She looked at Corelli. “Do you think he did it?”

“If Moreau had proof of his skimming, she could have destroyed his life. That seems like a good motive to me. Physically he would have no problem. He’s definitely a suspect.”

Corelli retrieved her phone. “How about I call Regina Fielder’s office to see if she’s in before we get tangled in uptown traffic?”

“Probably a good idea.” Parker passed her the paper with the contact information.

Corelli typed in the number. “This is Detective Chiara Corelli. I’d like to speak to Regina Fielder about her client Alessandra Moreau.” Corelli listened. “No. It absolutely cannot wait. I must speak to her right now so please interrupt whatever she’s doing. I’ll hold while you call her.”

She turned to Parker. “She’s out of town until tomorrow morning. Her assistant is going to see if we can talk now on the phone.”

“Detective, are you still there? I’m texting you Ms. Fielder’s cell phone number. She will call you back immediately after you both text her photos of your ID, shields, and business cards.”

“Thank you.” Corelli disconnected the call. “Leave it to a lawyer to be so thorough.”

They did as instructed. Both jumped when Corelli’s phone rang a minute later. “Detective Corelli, here.” She paused. “Yes. It is important. Thank you for getting right back. I’m putting you on speakerphone so Detective Parker can participate.”

“And my associate Victoria Lansing who also works with Ms. Moreau, is here with me. Is Alessandra in trouble?”

Corelli believed it was best to deliver bad news fast, so she didn’t hesitate. “I’m sorry to have to tell you that Ms. Moreau was found dead earlier this afternoon.”

The sharp intake of breath followed by Fielder’s “Oh, my God” echoed through the car. They both took deep breaths. Dealing with the survivor’s pain never got easier.

“Detectives, this is Victoria Lansing. According to your cards, you’re both in homicide. Does that mean Alessandra was murdered?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

Gasps, then the soft murmur of voices. “Regina would like me to answer whatever immediate questions you have now and meet with you in our office tomorrow whenever it’s convenient for you.”

“Thank you. We’re sorry for your loss. There really isn’t an easy way to deliver this kind of news and usually we wouldn’t do it over the phone, but we really need to contact Ms. Moreau’s next of kin before we make her death public at our news conference in about two hours. Can you provide that information?”

“Is it all right?” Lansing spoke softly, obviously asking Fielder for permission.

Fielder must have nodded.

“Her next of kin is her twin sister, Lara. She lives in Paris. Give me a minute to pull up her file.” They spent a few seconds listening to Lansing breathe and Fielder sob in the background, then Lansing spoke. “I’ll text you her contact information when we hang up and then provide anything else you need tomorrow when we’re in the office, if that’s okay.”

“That’s terrific. Is nine tomorrow too early?”

The women conferred. “We’ll be in by eight, so come when it’s convenient. Goodbye.”

Corelli read the text. “Let’s call Lara Demirci from the station house.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Parker started the car. “Why don’t you call to see how late Drayman’s office is open and whether David Lowe, her office manager, will still be there after we finish the news conference.”

* * *

Back at the station house, they Googled Lara Demirci to get a handle on her before calling and found she was a well-known painter and sculptor. Corelli flipped a coin and Parker called tails. Corelli exposed the coin. Heads. “I guess you get to break the news.”

Parker looked at her phone. “It’s almost one a.m. there. What do you think?”

“A little late, but it’s better she hears it from us rather than sees it in a tweet or a post on social media. Besides, we need to do it so we can move on.”

Parker pulled the conference room phone toward her, made sure it was on speaker, and dialed the number in Paris. It rang a few times, then a woman said in French, “Hey, Lara here, leave your number and I’ll call you when I have a minute.” The message switched to English.

Parker eyed Corelli. “The same message in French. And English. I’ll leave my number and ask her to call.”

Before Parker finished leaving her message, a breathless voice broke in. “Bonsoir, c’est Lara.”

“Hello, I’m NYPD Detective P.J. Parker. Is this Lara Demirci?”

They heard a quick intake of breath. “Is Alessandra all right?”

Parker usually tried to be a little more nuanced than Corelli, but informing the family over the phone was difficult because you couldn’t see the person on the other end and couldn’t anticipate the effect the news would have on them, so fast was best.

“Are you Lara Demirci, the sister of Alessandra Demirci?”

“Yes. What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry to inform you that Alessandra is dead.”

“Oh, my God.” A bang. She must have dropped the phone, but they could still hear the heart-wrenching screams and pain-filled cries of the woman somewhere in Paris.

Corelli and Parker looked at each other, both feeling helpless. All they could do was sit and listen. And then they heard a woman speaking French.

Parker switched the phone to mute. “She’s trying to console Lara, asking what happened.”

A few seconds later the screams subsided. “This is Francoise, Lara’s wife,” she said in French. “Who is this and what did you say to her? She’s hysterical.”

Parker unmuted the phone and took a deep breath. “We are Detectives P.J. Parker and Chiara Corelli from New York City,” she replied in English, assuming the woman was bilingual. “Unfortunately, we had to inform Ms. Demirci that her sister, Alessandra, is dead.”

“What happened?” Francoise switched to English.

“She was murdered.”

After a few seconds of heavy breathing with a background of sobbing, Francoise spoke. “Please let me call you back after I’ve taken care of Lara. As you might expect, she and Alessandra were very close, and, as I’m sure you have heard, she is devastated.”

“If I don’t answer when you call back, it’s because we’re in a news conference announcing Ms. Moreau’s death. We’ll get back to you as soon as that ends.” Parker dictated her cell phone number and disconnected. She blew out her breath. “That was awful.”

“I remember how I felt when I heard my brother, Lucca, was murdered.” Corelli blinked. “He was young and full of promise, like her.”

“I’m sorry this is bringing up your brother’s death. Are you all right?”

“I didn’t know you spoke French, Parker.”

Corelli was changing the subject, but getting emotional while on the job was never an option. “And you figured that out because I spoke and understood a few sentences?”

Corelli stretched. “I am a detective, you know.”

“To confirm your detecting proficiency, I studied French from third grade through college. And I spent my junior year at Yale in France, so I’m fluent in French.”

“Come in,” Corelli said, responding to the knock on the door. “Dietz. What’s up?”

“Just wanted to remind you that your news conference is in twenty minutes, in time to hit the prime time news shows.” He dropped a stack of papers on the table. “And I thought you might want some background on Ms. Moreau and Senator Drayman, so here are some articles we found. Also, do you want to meet with the team tonight or tomorrow morning?”

“Tomorrow morning okay for you?” Parker pointed to Corelli.

“Perfect.”

“Okay, I’ll let everybody know.” He mock saluted and turned away.

“Thanks, Dietz.” Parker waited for the door to close. “Let’s redo our list.”

Corelli took a legal pad off the pile in the center of the table and a pen from the nearby stack. “One, meet with the team to see what we’ve got so far. Two, read Moreau’s diary. Three, interview David Lowe, Drayman’s office manager, who brought Moreau the key to Drayman’s house. Four, have members of the team interview the four agents who were in the office when Adams argued with Moreau. Five, talk to Darla about Drayman to round out our picture of her. Six, though we do have Moreau’s computer and I assume it’s on there, let’s follow up with Drayman and get her copy of Moreau’s memoir. Seven, let’s have someone check out Drayman’s finances. I’m curious how she could afford that brownstone and I noticed she didn’t blink about hiring security for herself.” Corelli pushed the pen and pad to Parker. “Do you want to add anything?”

Parker picked up the pen. “Eight, meet with Ms. Fielder and Ms. Lansing and find out who benefits from Moreau’s death. Nine, call the ME’s office to determine when the autopsy is scheduled. Ten, have someone verify Adams’s alibi.”

They jumped when Parker’s phone rang. Seeing the international number, she put the call on speakerphone. “Detective Parker.”

“Ah, yes, detective, it is Francoise. Lara is with me. We are struggling to believe Alessandra is dead.” She sniffed. “It will take us a day or two to make arrangements here and book a flight to New York and a hotel. And then we would like very much to talk with you both. We will call this number when we arrive, yes?”

“Yes. Please call. But before you go, we have a few questions.” Corelli and Parker waited while Francoise spoke to Lara. “That is fine with Lara. What do you want to know?”

“Was Ms. Moreau dating anyone?”

“Not now but a little while ago. Someone she called H. Anyway, she ended it after a couple of months.”

“Do you know why she ended it?” Parker asked.

There was dead silence for a few seconds, then a quiet conversation in French before Francoise came back on the line. “We are reluctant to say because Alessandra was, it was her secret, and we want to honor her memory.”

Parker got it. They didn’t want to out her. “Are you referring to the fact that she was a trans woman?”

There was an intake of breath on the other end and then another spate of mumbled French conversation before Francoise spoke again. “You know?”

“We do. Apparently, she was writing a memoir and wanted to go public. She confided in New York State Senator Leigh Drayman, a prominent out trans woman, who told us. Though we would have discovered it during the autopsy.”

“Ah, yes, the memoir. H made bad, um, how do you say, derogatory, remarks about trans people. Alessandra was crushed, and even though she cared very much, she knew it was not possible.”

“Is H a man or a woman?”

“We know nothing about H. Alessandra was planning to bring H to Paris to meet us, but those remarks about trans women made it impossible.” They listened to Lara speaking in French for a minute and then Francoise spoke into the phone. “Lara asks that you respect Alessandra’s privacy and not publicize that she was a trans woman. And that you ask Senator Drayman to hold her confidence as well. If possible, Lara will finish the memoir and announce it as Alessandra would have liked.”

Parker blew out a breath. “We’ll try, but it’s unlikely we’ll be able to keep it a secret for long, especially if it seems to be a factor in her death.”

They listened again to the two women converse in French, then Francoise returned. “Lara insists that since we are the only two who knew Alessandra’s secret, it could not be a factor.”

Corelli picked up a pen while Parker continued, “As I said, if possible, we will keep it out of our investigation. Though our team can be trusted, many others will be involved in the investigation, and we can’t promise that it won’t be leaked. I’m sorry.”

“Un moment, s’il vous plaît.” The two women spoke in French in the background, then Francoise came back on the line. “We, um, understand you can’t control everyone and if Alessandra is exposed, we will deal with it. I must tend to Lara now. This is very hard for her. I will call when we have made arrangements to come to New York.”

“That’s fine. Ms. Moreau’s attorney, Regina Fielder, will call you in the morning. She would like to discuss the will with Lara. Again, please accept our sincere condolences.” Parker ended the call.

Corelli, who had been doodling while listening to the conversation, tossed her pen onto the table. “I’m thinking a trans hater probably has a fragile ego and being dumped by someone like Moreau with, I’d imagine, not any discussion, would make him very, very angry, even if he didn’t know she was trans. After the press conference and after we visit Drayman’s guy, we should start going through her diary. Maybe she names H.”

Parker stood. “Time to meet the press. I agree about the diary. Even if she didn’t name H, we might be able to figure out when they were together and trace where she was, what she did, and who she was with. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

The press conference went as expected. The reporters, including Darla, had tons of questions. They had few answers to give them, but now that they had informed the world that Alessandra Moreau was dead, they could focus on finding her killer.

* * *

The senator’s office was open until nine p.m., so they had plenty of time to meet with Drayman’s office manager. Parker pulled into a spot a few doors down from the Chelsea storefront headquarters on the west side of Seventh Avenue, about a seven-minute walk from Drayman’s apartment. They scanned the area for any unusual activity, but all appeared normal for 8:15 p.m. on a Wednesday evening in early June—delivery guys on bicycles or motorbikes zipped through traffic, young men and women strolled in groups or whizzed past on skateboards or scooters, and a group of old men huddled around an outdoor table at a bar across the avenue.

A bell tinkled softly, announcing their entrance to the storefront office. The large room contained six desks, four tables, and stacks of chairs in the corners. Papers, books, and flyers were strewn over surfaces and piles of posters leaned against the walls. The large corkboard that covered part of the back wall was packed with flyers, photos, news articles, and what looked like sign-up sheets. To Corelli it appeared to be chaotic order. The three women and one man sitting or standing at or near the desks looked up, then shifted uneasily, glancing at each other. After a brief hesitation, the young woman with rainbow-colored hair seated at the desk nearest the door smiled.

“Welcome to Senator Leigh Drayman’s district office. How may we help you?”

They opened their jackets to display the gold shields hanging at their waists. “Detectives Corelli and Parker. We’d like to speak to David Lowe.” Judging by the faces of two of the women, they hadn’t had positive experiences with the police. “No one is in trouble here, so which of you is in charge?”

Rainbow Girl stood with a pad and a pen in her hand. “Could you say your names again?”

They handed her their cards.

“Thanks. I’ll see if David is available.” She walked through the doorway at the back of the room. A minute later she waved them over. “First door on the left.”

The preppy male stood as they entered. He pulled his long sandy hair into a ponytail and fastened it with a thin strip of leather. His gaze slid from Corelli to Parker and settled there, offering her what was probably a lady-killer grin. “I’m David Lowe, Senator Drayman’s office manager.” He checked the cards they’d given Rainbow Girl. “I’ve seen you on TV. Nice to meet you in person. Please sit.” Once they were settled, he did the same. “So how can I help you?”

Corelli studied him for any signs of nervousness or fear, but he seemed relaxed. And totally focused on Parker. Interesting. If he knew them from the interviews they’d done, he must know they were homicide. That should have put him on alert. But he was relaxed. A little too relaxed, in her opinion. Was he acting?

Corelli cleared her throat and his gaze shifted to her. “We understand you spent some time yesterday with Alessandra Moreau.”

The color drained from his face. “Oh, that’s why you’re here. I saw the news on TV earlier and, right after, Leigh texted saying she was okay and would be in touch.” He chewed the cuticle on his thumb. “I wouldn’t characterize it as spending time. Ms. Moreau called about noon and I walked over to meet her outside Leigh’s brownstone. I introduced myself, we chatted a minute, and I handed over the keys.”

“How did she seem to you?”

He shrugged. “A little antsy, you know, looking up and down the street as if she was afraid. But I attributed it to wanting to avoid autograph seekers. She’s hot right now, and I imagine she draws a crowd wherever she goes. I told her I really like her new album. She asked which song was my favorite, we chatted about her fall concert in Syracuse, then I carried her suitcase to the door. I made sure she got it open, and once I heard the door lock, I left. It probably took all of four minutes.”

“Did she say anything about her plans?”

“No. But her phone rang as she stepped into the entry. She glanced at the screen and said, ‘H. I asked you not to call me.’ She sounded annoyed, but she waved to me, and as she closed the door, I heard her say, ‘In New York City.”’

“Where were you between seven p.m. last night and seven a.m. this morning?”

He sat up. “You don’t think I—” He swallowed. “I swear, I didn’t go in the house. Why would I kill her? I mean I really loved her…her music. I mean I love her music.” He pulled his handkerchief out of his back pocket and mopped his face.

Something about this guy annoyed her. “Answer the question, please.”

“Um, I went out to dinner with Halley, she’s the one with the colorful hair out there. After dinner we went dancing at the Tiffany Club and I met a guy, um, Daniel, and we spent the night together. He left my apartment around seven this morning.” He sat back but avoided her eyes.

Her shit detector was flashing, but he seemed like a smart guy. Why would he lie about something that could so easily be checked? “Did you happen to get Daniel’s telephone number or last name?”

“I did. Daniel Gold.” He pulled out his phone and dictated the number to Parker who was taking notes. “Is Leigh really okay?”

Was he trying to deflect attention? “Finding Ms. Moreau’s body was a shock, but she’s fine.” Corelli went back to the murder. “Who did you tell Ms. Moreau was staying in the senator’s apartment?”

His gaze went to the door to the other room.

“So you told Rainbow Girl when you had dinner?”

He looked like he might vomit. “No, I mean. Yes, but how did you know?”

Corelli leaned forward and placed her hands on his desk, getting in his face. Damn, she hoped he didn’t throw up. “Why?” she yelled.

He rolled his chair back. “Leigh asked me not to mention it to anyone, but Halley is a friend and she adores Alessandra. I thought she would enjoy knowing I met her.”

Corelli shook her head, not bothering to hide her disgust. “Don’t you mean you enjoyed bragging about having met her? Do you realize Ms. Moreau asked the senator to meet with her privately for a reason? You let the cat out of the bag and now she’s dead.”

“Halley is totally trustworthy. She would never tell anyone.”

“That’s what the senator said about you.” Corelli spat out the words. She felt Parker shift. Right. They had no reason to suspect this guy. Yet. But he was ticking her off.

He flushed. “Should I call her in so you can ask?”

Parker answered. “We’ll take care of it on the way out.”

“Can I talk to Leigh? I mean if she’s up to talking.”

Corelli jumped in to keep him from changing the subject. “When did Senator Drayman tell you she would be staying in Albany last night?”

His eyes widened. “She texted me late yesterday afternoon.”

Corelli voiced the unspoken part of her question. “So you knew Ms. Moreau would be alone in the apartment last night?”

He untied his ponytail and his hair flowed, partially covering his face, but it didn’t cover the red flush moving up his neck.

“Technically, I guess. I mean I knew Leigh wouldn’t be there, but I really didn’t think about whether Alessandra would be alone.” He tucked the hair behind his ears and spoke to Parker. “I had no reason to kill her.”

Corelli’s gaze slid to Parker as her phone pinged, but she was done. “You can call the senator whenever it’s convenient.”

They stood. He reached for his phone. And, as they exited, they heard him greet Leigh.

On the way out, they questioned Rainbow Girl, who claimed to have kept the secret. Corelli followed Parker to the car and waited while she texted someone. “Girlfriend?”

Parker smiled. “Maybe.”

Corelli waited, but Parker didn’t offer anything else. “What’s your take on Lowe?”

“I didn’t get the murderous vibe you obviously did. You really pushed him. What did I miss?”

“I don’t know. I just got a bad vibe from him.”

“I can’t see a motive, and he appears to have an alibi. But he did seem smitten with Moreau, and though he’s not particularly tall, he’s bulked up enough to easily overcome her, knew where she was staying and that she’d be alone. My gut says it’s probably not him, but I trust your bad vibe sensor, so we need to check him out to be sure.”


Chapter Six

Wednesday

They were sitting at the kitchen table in Corelli’s apartment, taking turns reading from the diary as they ate takeout from their favorite Korean restaurant, when an alarm buzzed on Parker’s phone. “It seems like we filmed this interview with Darla days ago rather than just this morning. Still want to watch it?”

“Yeah. It always goes by in a blur when we’re filming, and I want to be aware of what we said in case any of the department assholes try to use our words against us.” Corelli dumped Cagney and Lacey, the two stray kittens she took in after they saved her life during the GALS case several months ago and retrieved the remote. Complaining loudly, they jumped back into her lap as soon as she sat again, curled up together, and purred. She found it comforting. She rubbed their heads, then turned the TV on to WNYN, Darla’s station. They caught the last few minutes of their earlier press conference, then Darla appeared on screen. She smiled and spoke directly into the camera.

“Tonight’s New York in Minutes guests are NYPD Detectives Chiara Corelli and P.J. Parker.” The camera swiveled and they appeared. “I interviewed them a little more than five weeks ago, shortly after they’d taken down the white supremacist group planning an attack on the government, and I’m touching base again to see how they’re doing.

“Welcome back, detectives. Since we last spoke, I haven’t been able to pick up a newspaper or magazine, listen to the radio, or turn on the TV without seeing or hearing you interviewed and/or discussed. NYPD describes you two as the Dream Team, but some not-so-admiring media pundits have described you as media hogs and have attempted to diminish your accomplishments by labeling you Cagney and Lacey or, worse, Thelma and Louise.”

Darla paused. “I see you as dedicated detectives focused on finding justice for victims of homicide, so I’m wondering whether you are enjoying being in the spotlight and how you feel being labeled?”

Corelli didn’t hesitate. “We’re detectives, not talking heads, so we’d rather be solving crimes than doing interviews.”

“Do you agree, Detective Parker?”

“I do. As you said, our goal on every case is justice for murder victims and their loved ones. Some victims and some cases, like the recent white nationalist takedown, are considered newsworthy and get lots of press attention. Most others we solve quietly and move on.

“Also, while all the publicity Corelli and I have received might lead the public to believe that we single-handedly saved our democracy, the reality is that the white nationalist investigation, like every investigation, was very much a team effort. It was the commitment and hard work of our team of detectives that brought the plot to light while we were investigating what we at first thought was a simple murder. And, even though our team uncovered the plot and identified those involved, we could not have taken the group down without the NYPD/FBI Joint Terrorism Task Force, the New York office of the FBI, and various police departments and FBI offices across the country.”

“If I might add, Darla,” Corelli said, “you’re one of the few people to interview members of our team and representatives of the other law enforcement groups involved in the takedown. Unfortunately, the many, many other hardworking NYPD detectives and officers throughout the five boroughs of New York City who do the same work we do rarely get credit for it.”

“So what’s up next for the two of you?”

The camera focused on Parker. “This is our last scheduled interview and we’re hoping to get back to investigating cold cases and new homicides.”

“Thank you, detectives. It’s always a pleasure to speak to you both.”

* * *

Corelli switched off the TV. “Not bad. I think we managed to communicate that it’s not just us. I wish we hadn’t caught the Moreau case, but so be it.”

Parker picked up Moreau’s diary and flipped through the pages, stopping now and then to read a passage aloud.

Lara is exasperated with me. She reminds me that I’ve always known I am a woman even when the world saw me as a male in the body I had at birth. She doesn’t understand why I worry about being outed as a trans woman since I know in my heart that I AM A WOMAN!!

Sometimes I don’t understand myself. All I want is to live a quiet life with someone I love who loves me, yet I continue to put myself out on the public stage. Maybe Lara is right. Maybe I need the attention, the adoration to validate me as a woman, the beautiful sexy woman I’ve always felt I was. Yet the more attention I get, the more I fear being exposed as trans.

Will my career be over if I come out as trans? Will I lose my friends? Will the crazies come after me? Will H?

Parker stopped reading aloud. “She felt threatened by H.”

Corelli’s phone pinged. She looked at the text. “It’s Brett. She wants to Zoom.”

“We can pick this up in the morning.” Parker closed the diary and gathered her things. “Brett’s been gone a long time. Will she be home soon?”

Corelli stood, and the kittens thumped to the floor with outraged meows. She walked Parker to the elevator. “It’s been six weeks. She’ll be there another week.” She sounded disheartened. And tired. Very tired.

It occurred to Parker that, with Brett gone, Corelli was probably having nightmares again and not sleeping well, and that, combined with the real situation of them being made targets, was probably contributing to her increasing anger, impatience, and short temper. Voicing that thought would likely result in her getting her head chopped off, however, so when the elevator door slid open, she simply stepped in and turned to face Corelli.

“Give Brett my love. Pick you up at the usual time.”


Chapter Seven

Thursday

Corelli glanced around the conference table and silently thanked Winfry for pulling Watkins, Greene, Forlini, Kim, and Dietz from whatever other investigations they’d been involved in since the white nationalist case. Unfortunately, Deb Maynard, the computer wizard who helped break that case, was now heading up the computer unit of the NYPD/FBI Joint Terrorism Task Force. She was missed, though it probably made Parker’s life easier because Deb was still intent on dating her.

“Okay, folks. It’s great to be back as a team.” Corelli grinned. “Really great. Watkins, want to start?”

“Sure. The search of the house didn’t reveal much. No knife or scissors. We did find her phone, but it’s locked so we’re waiting to see if tech can get into it. Though he probably had nitrile gloves on and we couldn’t get fingerprints from the handprint he left in the blood, we’re able to conclude our killer is a large man.” He checked his notes. “The lab is trying to identify the pills found with Ms. Moreau’s name on them.”

“They’re probably hormones. Moreau was a trans woman.” Corelli gave the stunned team a minute to absorb that unexpected fact. “Anyone have thoughts, problems, opinions about her being trans that might make it hard for you to work the case?” She looked around the table. “Be honest with yourself and let me or Parker know if you feel uncomfortable.”

“I didn’t see that coming.” Watkins shook his head as if to clear it. “Are we assuming that was why she was murdered?”

“As far as we know only her twin sister, her sister-in-law, and Senator Drayman knew, so unless we turn up something to the contrary, our preliminary assumption is that being trans was not the issue.” She looked around the table. “Moreau’s twin sister, Lara, asked that we keep the fact that she was a trans woman confidential as long as we can, so please do not discuss this with anyone other than the team. Anything else, Watkins?”

“Just that her computer is password-protected so tech has it. And before you ask, I reminded them that she was a celebrity and anything they find is confidential.”

“Greene?”

“The team the academy sent to search the area didn’t turn up anything.”

“Kim?”

“The house to house came up empty. We went back last night hoping to catch those who weren’t home during the day, but so far, nada. We’ll try again tonight.”

“Forlini?”

“Kim and I were able to connect with two of the agents who were in the office during Moreau’s argument with Trip Adams, and we’re scheduled to meet with the other two later today. The woman, Gena Maddox, said she couldn’t see them from her office, but they were shouting, so she had no problem hearing the argument. For the most part it was Adams attacking Moreau in a manner so vicious and violent that Maddox keyed 911 on her phone in case he got physical with the young woman. Maddox was debating whether she should intervene when Moreau screamed, ‘You’re done fucking with me. You’re fired.’ She heard something crash into the wall, then Adams yelled, ‘Go ahead, bitch, run, but you’d better keep this quiet or you’re a dead woman.’ He sounded crazed and she didn’t want to be anywhere near him, so she grabbed her things and walked out while two of the male agents were trying to calm him down. She saw a desk chair lying on top of some file cabinets and assumed that was what Adams threw. While Maddox was waiting for the elevator, Adams ran out of the office and entered the stairwell. It sounded like he was running down, but she couldn’t say whether he entered another floor or went to the lobby to catch Moreau. When he threatened Moreau during the argument, she took it to mean career-wise, but when he dashed past her red-faced and frantic, she had no problem imagining him killing Moreau to protect himself.”

Forlini shuffled through his notes. “Moreau’s accusation confirmed Maddox’s suspicions about Adams stealing, so she’s resigned from the agency. The guy we spoke to, Hank Tobin, said it was loud and disturbing, but Adams often screamed at people. He doubted Adams was skimming and laughed at the idea of him killing his most lucrative client.”

“Parker?”

“As you know, State Senator Leigh Drayman found Moreau dead in her house around noon yesterday, when she returned from Albany. According to the senator, Moreau had asked to spend some private time with her to discuss coming out as trans and she’d invited her to stay at her house for a few days. Moreau planned to use the memoir she was writing to come out and overnighted a draft of the first fifty pages to Drayman. The senator only had time to read a few pages and couldn’t locate her copy, but Ms. Moreau’s twin, Lara, confirmed its existence. Drayman’s Albany assistant is supposed to ship it here, so keep an eye out for it, Dietz. In any case, the original is most likely on Moreau’s computer and we should be able to pull a copy once we’re in.

“At the moment, we have two suspects. Number one, Trip Adams, her agent/manager. That screaming argument during which she accused him of stealing from her and he threatened to kill her if she didn’t keep quiet about it occurred the day she was murdered. Adams has the physique, the motive, and a level of rage commensurate with the violence of the stabbing. He claims he was home all night with his wife.” Parker looked around the table. “Who has time to check out his alibi?”

“Got it.” Watkins made a note in his pocket-sized black leather notebook.

“Thanks.” Parker continued, “ Corelli and I started going through Moreau’s diary and our second suspect is someone Moreau referred to as H, someone she was involved with. We don’t know whether H is a man or woman, but Moreau dumped him or her after accidentally discovering he or she was a trans hater. A comment in her diary indicated she felt threatened by H, so figuring out who he or she is is a priority for us.”

Parker indicated she was done. Corelli picked up. “We interviewed Senator Drayman’s New York office manager, David Lowe. He met with Moreau the day she arrived to give her the key to Drayman’s brownstone. He claims he spent the night with a guy, but we need to check out his alibi.”

“I can do that,” Greene said.

Corelli nodded. “Parker and I are meeting with Moreau’s attorney, Regina Fielder, at nine this morning. Hopefully we’ll have more information about who benefits other than her twin sister, Lara, who we spoke to in Paris last night. Dietz, could you see to putting the required paperwork together to obtain copies of whatever documents the law firm has? Her will, contracts, notes, etc.”

“No problem.” Dietz jotted a note.

“Moreau’s sister, Lara, and her wife, Francoise, will be flying in from France as soon as they can book a flight. We’ll meet with them to determine what they know about the people in Moreau’s orbit.”

She paused to allow Parker to hand out the list of names and contact information for everyone that needed follow-up.

“Anything else? Questions? Okay, let’s meet the same time tomorrow morning.”

The group dispersed, and Corelli turned to Parker. “We have time before we go to Fielder’s office, so let’s continue to go through Moreau’s diary and, hopefully, figure out who H is.”

“Good idea.” Parker thumbed through the book and read aloud the entries related to H.

Met someone at my LA concert after party and it was so noisy that H was all I could make out of the name shouted at me. We laughed and I said I like H so that will be the name I use. H is very attractive and I felt an immediate connection. And I believe the attraction went both ways. I had to circulate but still we danced and talked a lot.

H got my number through a friend of a friend but wouldn’t tell me who when we spoke. Worries me that my number is out there.

I find H charming and funny. At dinner surprised to hear H is a Senior VP at my record company but has nothing to do with me or my contract. Agreed to meet again.

Slept with H who is a considerate lover but tended to get rough. I said loud and clear that I don’t enjoy being manhandled. The apology seemed sincere. We’ll see.

Not sure I should see H again, but the attraction is strong and the sex great.

Parker lowered the diary to the table. “I presume you don’t want to hear the passages describing the sex.”

“You presume correctly. Unless you think it relates to her murder, I don’t need the details.”

Parker picked up the book and skimmed the entries. “Lots of adoring notes about H but listen to this one.”

Lying in bed after making love, H switched on the TV. When the late-night TV host introduced trans activist Leigh Drayman, H became enraged and ranted and raved about men impersonating real women. I froze, too afraid to say anything. When the next guest appeared, H acted as if the hate-filled outburst hadn’t occurred. I felt sick and after a few minutes I said I was tired and had a headache and needed to be alone.

H called. I ended it. I lied and said I couldn’t handle a relationship and my career right now. H disappointed but accepted it. Asked if it would be okay to check in from time to time to see if I’d changed my mind.

H calls every few days. I answer occasionally to ward off suspicion.

Parker stopped and made a note. “She broke up with H about six weeks ago.” She returned to the diary and began to read aloud again.

Watched an interview with Drayman and felt as if she was speaking directly to me. She said the fear of being outed ate at her insides and stole the joy from her life while living openly is terrifying but freeing.

Most days I’m happy to be living as the woman I’ve known I was since I could know things. Yet other days reading the news, hearing the hate spewed from people who should be caring for all citizens, I’m afraid. Are they and H right? Am I a fake? A man pretending to be a woman?

Lara asks why I let the haters define me? I thought that once I transitioned, I would feel authentic. And I do. Mostly. But Lara is right. Until I allow myself to believe I am really a woman, a real woman, I will be crippled by the hate and live in fear.

Since I stopped seeing H, I’ve realized I’ve been trapping myself in a box so I started writing my thoughts and memories. I’ve noticed several trans women came out by publishing a memoir. Maybe that would be a good way for me to go public.

After our performance last night at the LGBTQI fundraiser in New York City, I was seated with Drayman at the dignitary’s table. She’s lovely. I’m thinking of talking to her about being trans. Maybe she would be willing to help me plan the best way to go public.

H showing up in my dressing room uninvited, calling several times every day and getting more and more insistent about dating again. I’m scared. H is a player and, from what I’ve read, is controlling and has a nasty temper which I’ve seen.

Parker skipped to the last few pages of the diary.

Rattled by the finance guy from Regina’s office attacking me. Maybe he’ll come after me because I threatened to have him fired.

A horrible day. I’ve seen Trip’s terrible temper around others and I should have expected it when I confronted him but I was so angry to get confirmation that he’s stealing from me. He must have followed me because he’s outside banging on the door. So much for a private meeting. I feel as if I’m in the eye of a tornado. Violence all around me.

H called again. Wants to talk. I need the comfort of someone who loves me so I said yes, even though I’m scared. How pathetic am I?

“That’s it.” Parker closed the diary. “Do you have any trans people in your life?”

Corelli blew out a breath. “Not that I’m aware of. I don’t really get feeling like you’re in the wrong body, do you?”

Parker considered the question. “No. But I’ve never given much thought to how it feels to be trans. I imagine coming to terms with your body and allowing yourself to be who you know you are, is extremely difficult.”

Both their phones pinged with texts from Darla.

Leigh says Moreau outed in trans hater chat group. Call her.

Parker called Drayman’s cell and put her phone on speaker. “Parker and Corelli here.”

“Detectives. I have a team of volunteers who monitor the various trans hater Internet chat groups throughout the day to gauge the level of violence in the air. This was posted sometime in the middle of the night. ‘We’ve been fucked by another man posing as a woman. Alessandra Moreau is a trans bastard who tricked a lot of real men like us into believing he was a woman. Shocking but true. I’m glad he’s dead so I don’t have to hunt him down and kill him myself.’” Drayman paused. “How could anybody know?”

“Damn, that didn’t take long.” Corelli shook her head. “Thanks for the heads up, Leigh. What’s the name of the site? We’ll try to track down the poster.”

Parker pulled a pad over and jotted down the information provided by Drayman. “Thanks, Senator. We’ll get right on it. Please keep us apprised of anything else you find.” She handed Corelli the paper with the name and the URL of the group plus a user ID and password to get in.

Corelli looked around the room. “Watkins.”

“What’s up, boss?”

“Moreau has been outed in an Internet trans hater group.” She handed him the page. “Put someone on tracking down the poster. Since tech hasn’t gotten into her computer yet, it’s likely a leak from the Medical Examiner’s office. Find out if the autopsy is done and feel them out about who knows.”

Watkins made a note on the paper. “I’ll have Greene check out the group, and I’ll call the ME.”

Parker turned to Corelli. “I think we should call Lara and let her know that Alessandra’s secret is out on social media.”

Corelli nodded. “Good idea.” She left the call to Parker and tried to put the pieces together. Had Moreau confided in someone other than the three woman who knew she was trans? Were they wrong in assuming being trans wasn’t a factor in her death? A trans hater might be enraged enough to kill her. Was the killer the poster? The last entry in her diary said H was coming over. Had H figured it out? Would H chance posting this if he killed her?

“Lara was surprised that it had come out so soon, but she wasn’t shocked because we’d warned her.” Corelli jumped as Parker’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “She asked for Drayman’s cell phone number, so she could talk to her about how to handle the inevitable media circus. Ready to go see Fielder?”

“Yeah. But before we leave, let’s ask Dietz to get someone on tracking down a list of the people who attended that after party in LA.”


Chapter Eight

Thursday

Attorney Regina Fielder stood when they entered. “Please sit. Victoria will join us shortly.” She waited for them to settle. “I’m sorry about my difficulty responding to you yesterday, but Alessandra and I were close, like mother and daughter.”

“How did she come to you?”

Her eyes filled. “Her first modelling contract in New York City wasn’t much, but Jolie Bouchard, the photographer, a close friend of mine, believed Alessandra was naïve and would be eaten alive by the sharks in the business, so she asked me to take her on as a client. She was sweet and funny. Adorable. We hit it off immediately.”

She looked up as the door to the office opened.

“Reggie, I…”

“Whatever happened to the courtesy of knocking, Omar?” Fielder’s tone left no doubt she was annoyed.

Noticing her two guests, the young man stopped short. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t know—”

“Detectives Corelli and Parker are here to talk about Alessandra Moreau, so you might as well stay. Sit.” The young man gasped and collapsed into a nearby chair. The attorney frowned. “Are you all right, Omar?”

“Yes. I just felt lightheaded for a moment.”

He looked ready to vomit. He sat half-facing the door behind them, his body language telegraphing his desire to escape. Parker glanced at Corelli. No doubt she’d picked up on the young man’s reaction to hearing they were detectives and would grab him if he ran for the door. Was he the finance guy? Might he be the killer?

“That poor child,” Regina Fielder said, gazing out the window. “I still can’t believe she’s dead.”

Omar whimpered and doubled over in his chair.

Fielder turned and frowned at the now sniffling young man. “Was it a robbery? Or a crazy fan?”

“We’re in the very early stage of the investigation, but we’ve ruled out robbery. It appeared to be a very personal, very vicious attack.” Parker waited, giving that time to sink in.

Fielder closed her eyes, took some deep breaths, then seemed to pull her professional cloak around her. “How can we help you?”

Parker had won, or maybe lost, the coin flip, so she answered. “In what capacity did you represent Ms. Moreau?”

“Excuse me.” Fielder picked up her phone. “Where are you, Victoria?” She sat back. “She’ll be right here. Let’s move to the conference table so Victoria can put her computer down and you can write if you need to.”

Just as they settled around the table, a slender, serious-looking blonde entered. Her gaze settled on Corelli and Parker. “Good morning. I assume you’re Detectives Corelli and Parker. I’m Victoria Lansing. We spoke yesterday.”

“Yes, yes.” Fielder seemed impatient. “Take a seat and bring up Alessandra’s file.” She looked at the detectives. “I’m Alessandra’s attorney, but Victoria is the attorney with day-to-day responsibility for overseeing her various business interests.”

“I’m confused,” Parker said. “I thought Omar—”

“Omar Osman isn’t an attorney. He’s in our Finance Department. We believed her agent was stealing from her, and she requested we analyze her income and expenses to confirm our theory. Mr. Osman is responsible for that project.”

No wonder he’s anxious. Parker side-eyed Corelli, who, she was sure, got that Osman was probably the finance guy who attacked Moreau. Corelli shifted closer to the prick.

“We’re interested in hearing about the theft,” Parker said, “but for now let’s proceed with Ms. Lansing. And let me state up-front that we’ll need copies of the documents. But first her will. Are there beneficiaries besides Lara?”

Fielder nodded and Lansing brought up the file. “It’s a fairly simple will. A single beneficiary, Lara Demirci, her twin sister, will receive her entire estate, except for a large bequest to a charity in France, and substantial bequests to eight others for”—she read from the screen—“‘their freely offered support and love.’” Lansing eyed the detectives, maybe trying to figure out what they were after.

Fielder didn’t wait to be asked. “We could be technical and demand a warrant before sharing the information, but given the circumstances, we’ll provide the names and contact information for the other beneficiaries.”

Lansing typed something into her computer and the printer on a nearby table woke up. She stood, retrieved the documents, and handed a copy to each detective. She sat at her computer again and waited for them to scan the page and ask any questions they might have.

Parker read aloud. “Jolie Bouchard, trusted friend and wonderful photographer who cared enough about a scared newcomer to ensure she would be protected from the wolves by leading her to a new mother. Margo Sims, friend and costume designer extraordinaire, who taught this newbie girl to dress for success. Irena Medina, if I’d planned the perfect roommate, confidante, teacher, and friend I couldn’t have designed a better one. Terri Musetta, who should have been the competition but was instead the supporter, the encourager, and the very dear friend who was there every step of the way. And to my four besties who made me look like a star every single night, Tamika Orens, Linda Weitz, Alana Everett, and Cody Spears—my friends, my band. I hoped but never dared to dream I would have great musicians like you to back me up.”

Parker looked up. “We’d like to interview these people before you contact them. Is that a problem?”

Lansing glanced at Fielder before answering. “A couple of days’ delay would be all right.”

“We’ll let you know when we’ve completed our interviews,” Parker said. “What was Ms. Moreau’s relationship with Breaking Out Theatrical Agency and Trip Adams?”

“Contractually he was her agent, but he was also acting as her manager.” Lansing needed to work on her deadpan attorney face, but Parker liked that she showed her distaste for the man.

“What’s the difference between an agent and manager? And was Ms. Moreau happy with Mr. Adams?”

Lansing looked to Fielder again and got a nod to proceed.

“An agent generally doesn’t have much to do with the creative side of things but focuses on getting the person work. They do things like submit an actor for auditions and negotiate contracts for the work. A manager is primarily responsible for guiding the artist’s career, providing career and financial advice, helping with bookings, negotiating contracts, and generally acting as an intermediary.

“Mr. Adams functioned well as her agent when Ms. Moreau was an actress and a model. But now that her singing career had taken off and her income was skyrocketing, she felt he was taking advantage of her. In fact, he assumed the role of manager without discussing it with her and was taking an additional percent of her earnings, again without her input. She was unhappy with him and agreed to our auditing the royalty and income statements he was providing her. That’s the project Omar was working on. It’s ongoing, so we don’t have the results yet.”

Parker made eye contact with Corelli. “Actually, we understand that Ms. Moreau confronted Mr. Adams Tuesday and said she had proof he was stealing from her. Ms. Fielder, did you inform her that your study confirmed her belief that he was stealing?”

“We have our suspicions, but our analysis is still in process. Right, Omar?”

He jerked up. “I’m sorry. What is the question?”

“Have you completed the analysis of Ms. Moreau’s income?” She glared at him. “And did you share any of our findings with her?”

He stared out the window as his neck then his face turned a deep red, then quickly drained of all color. “We completed the analysis.” His gaze shifted to Lansing, then back to Fielder. He looked down and mumbled, “I called her Tuesday and confirmed her suspicions.”

“What?” Fielder jumped up. “You spoke directly to my client rather than tell me your findings?” Her voiced was laced with venom. She turned to Lansing. “Did you know about this?”

Lansing straightened. “Of course not. I would have told you had I known.”

Fielder put her hands on the table, her breathing labored. “Omar.” She waited for him to look at her. “I’ll deal with your insubordination later.” She dropped into her chair, took a couple of deep breaths, and focused on Corelli and Parker. “I’m sorry. It’s extraordinary that a financial associate, not an attorney and not permanently assigned to the client, would reveal the findings of a project of this kind to anyone but the partner who authorized it.” She shook her head. “I would have advised her to remain quiet until we could bring charges against Adams. Now you can be sure he’ll be trying to cover his tracks.”

“We need to know just how extensive Adams’s stealing was.”

Fielder turned to the distraught young man who no doubt knew he would be fired for the offence. “Omar, please share the information with us.”

“We contacted her sources of income and the vendors she paid and requested duplicates of the statements and invoices Mr. Adams used to calculate what Ms. Moreau was owed. In addition to his double fees, he was skimming about five percent off most income streams—record sales, merchandise sales, performance fees, all of it. He took five percent off the top, then deducted his fees before paying her royalties. He also overstated payments made on her behalf to musicians, bus rental, equipment trucking, advertising, etc., by five to ten percent, thus retaining additional money belonging to Alessandra, er, to Ms. Moreau.”

“Ms. Fielder, this is outside our bailiwick, but if your proof is solid, I suggest you move quickly to have him arrested. In the meantime, is there anything else we should know about Ms. Moreau’s business dealings?”

Fielder hesitated, then replied. “Yes. She was uncomfortable with Adams. He bullied her and pressured her to go out with him. It sounded like sexual harassment to us, but she didn’t want that kind of publicity. She asked us to help her interview agent/managers, but more importantly, she wanted us to assume the management of her finances. In fact, it was while Victoria was preparing the contract and estimating what our fee would be that she discovered the discrepancy between what Alessandra was earning and what she was receiving. That was why Alessandra asked us to do a complete analysis.”

“Did you execute the management contract with her?”

“We did. It was overnighted to her. She signed and overnighted it back. I planned to wait for the results of the study before implementing. But right after you leave, Victoria and I will take steps to stop the flow of money to Adams and make sure her beneficiaries, especially Lara, receive every cent to which they are entitled.”

Parker switched her attention to Omar. “Mr. Osman, is it?”

“Yes.” He straightened.

“When you arrived and saw Detective Corelli and me sitting here, you thought we’d come to arrest you. Am I correct?”

“I was just surprised to see detectives in Regina’s office.”

“Really? Since you were one of the last people to see Ms. Moreau alive, I would imagine you thought you might be a suspect.”

His gaze went to Fielder. “You’re mistaken.”

“You’re lying.” He glanced at the door but didn’t say anything. She turned to Corelli. “Cuff him, we’ll take him in for questioning.”

He jumped up. “Wait. It’s simple.”

Corelli stepped back but remained standing.

“So how did you happen to be there?”

He lifted his shoulders. “I called her Tuesday morning and let her know we’d completed the study. I told her I couldn’t give her the result over the phone, that we’d have to meet in person.” Both Fielder and Lansing gasped. He glanced in their direction but quickly looked away.

“When and where did you meet her? And what happened?”

“She was staying with a friend on Twentieth Street and I met her there at one o’clock Tuesday, during my lunch hour. I gave her a summary of what we’d found and left.”

Parker shook her head. “No, Mr. Osman. You did something that caused Alessandra to threaten to have you fired. What was it?”

“No, no, I gave her the summary, then I left.”

“You’re lying again.” Parker half-expected Fielder to step in to defend Osman, but so far so good.

He flushed. “How did you know?”

“Please answer the question.”

He chewed his bottom lip. He looked down at the table. “I, uh, I told her I was in love with her and thought we should be together.” He looked up with tears in his eyes. “She was so beautiful, so sweet, so nice, I just wanted her to let me love her. She said, ‘Thank you, but I’m not interested.’ I couldn’t resist kissing her so I put my arms around her. She struggled and we fell onto the sofa with me on top of her. She kneed me, I rolled onto the floor in pain, and when I stood up, she said she was going to tell Regina what I did, then she told me to get out or she’d call the police.”

The four women were silent, and then Parker asked, “Did you rape her?”

“No.” The tears ran down his face. “When she kneed me, I realized what I was doing. I apologized and came back to the office. When I saw you two here, I thought you’d come to arrest me for assault.”

Corelli glared at him. “Give me your full name, home address, and cell phone number.” She took down the information he muttered. “And don’t even think about leaving the city.”

Parker and Corelli stood. “Thank you, Ms. Fielder. We appreciate your cooperation. The paperwork needed to get copies of her will, contracts, and any relevant notes is being generated as we speak.”

Fielder held up her hand. “Don’t bother. Alessandra gave me power of attorney, and Lara agreed during our conversation this morning that we should give you whatever you need. We’ll send you everything, including a summary of Omar’s findings. I’ll address the theft with the proper authorities. Trip Adams is reputed to have a violent temper, and I hope Alessandra confronting him about stealing from her didn’t result in her death.”

“Oh, God, no,” Omar moaned. He doubled over in his chair and sobbed.

“Omar.” Fielder’s voice communicated her loathing for the man. “It’s too late for tears. The only thing you can do for Alessandra now is get your team in here with all the files related to your investigation. I want to see every piece of documentation you have and review every detail of every act of theft you uncovered.” Omar dashed from the room.

“One more thing.” Parker paused to be sure she had the attention of Fielder and Lansing. “Did Alessandra ever confide in either of you that she was a trans woman?”

The stunned look on the faces of the two women answered the question.

“Lara asked us to keep that confidential if we could, so we haven’t released the information, but Ms. Moreau was outed in a vicious post on a trans hater social media site this morning. We expect it to hit the mainstream media pretty quickly.”

“I had absolutely no idea,” Victoria said. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t be there for her.”

“Poor Alessandra.” Tears rolled down Fielder’s face. “She must have felt so alone and scared if she couldn’t even trust me. I thought she knew I loved her.”

“I think she did know, Ms. Fielder. She mentioned in her diary that she felt terrible not sharing who she really was with you of all people.”


Chapter Nine

Thursday

Corelli leaned against the car, holding her phone. “I’ll call her four friends to see if we can hook up with any of them now or this afternoon. You call the four members of her band to see who’s available to meet with us this evening.”

Fifteen minutes later, Corelli joined Parker in the car. “Jolie Bouchard, the photographer, can see us whenever we get there. She’s at Fifty-Seventh Street and Seventh Avenue, across from Carnegie Hall. Were you able to connect with any of the band members?”

“Alana Everett.” Parker started the car. “She agreed to contact the other three and arrange a meeting time. She’ll call me when she’s set it up.”

* * *

A young woman opened the door and waved them into the reception area of Bouchard’s studio. She glanced at the shields hanging at their waists. “I’m Greta, Jolie’s assistant. She needs ten to fifteen more minutes with her client. You can wait here or, if you can be silent, you can watch her work. I mean no whispering or talking at all.”

“We’d love to watch,” Parker answered. What better way to get a sense of the woman.

Greta led them into a hallway with four doors. She put her finger to her lips, opened the door labeled Studio One, and pointed to the chairs along the back wall. She left them there and moved to stand next to the photographer.

Parker was fascinated. About sixty, tall and dignified, Jolie Bouchard had a wild mop of steel-gray hair, intense blue eyes, and a commanding presence. She looked the part of the fashion star she was reputed to be. Yet she flitted, like a hummingbird, around the young girl she was posing, speaking softly and touching her gently to move her slightly to match her vision.

“I’m going to touch your breasts while I adjust the drape on your cleavage. All right?” Getting consent, she moved the fabric of the dress, stepped back to assess, made another small adjustment, then eyed the model’s legs. “Your legs are exposed during this shot, so I need to touch them. All right?”

“Yes.” The young model clearly trusted the photographer and allowed herself to be molded into the desired pose. Once the model was in place, Bouchard danced around the staged scene and made small changes before moving behind a large camera. She took pictures head on, then slid the camera to each side and snapped more. Switching to a handheld camera, she circled the model, snapping pictures from every conceivable angle. She reassured the young woman she was perfect, so beautiful, so lovely, while asking her to “give me a big bright smile, think of a secret and smile, think of something sexy, tilt your head toward me, look toward the window, look down, stare straight at me.” And then she was done.

Parker was amazed how each shift of expression and position changed the message conveyed.

“Brava, Eva. You did well.” She took the model’s hand. “You’re going to love the pictures, and so will your agency and the client. Get dressed and Greta will see you out while I meet with my visitors.”

They followed Bouchard into her office and sat facing her. “I assume you’re here because of Alessandra.” Tears filled her eyes. “I can’t believe she’s dead.” She pulled a handkerchief from her jacket pocket and dabbed her eyes. “How can I help you?”

Parker didn’t hesitate. “What was your relationship with Ms. Moreau?”

Hearing Parker’s tone of voice, Bouchard straightened.

“We were friends,” she said. “I helped her when she first arrived on the modelling scene, protected her from some of the animals preying on innocent young women, and we became friends. We usually get together when she’s in town. I was surprised to hear she was murdered here, in the city, because she always called me to let me know when she was coming so we could spend time together.” She glared at Parker. “Nothing nefarious. I assure you I don’t take advantage of women, young or old, ever. In fact, my goal is to show them they deserve respect, so they’ll demand it from other photographers.”

Parker fired another question. “Did you know you’re a beneficiary in her will?”

“What? No. She never said. And I never considered it because she’s…was so much younger than me. If you’re insinuating I killed her so I could inherit, you’re wrong. I have more than enough money of my own. Check me out.”

“We will.” Parker lobbed the next question. “Did you know Alessandra was a trans woman?”

“Where in hell did you get that crazy idea? I photographed her naked and she was all woman.”

Parker didn’t respond.

Bouchard looked from Parker to Corelli and back to Parker as if expecting a punch line. “You’re not kidding, are you?” Bouchard sighed. “I didn’t know. But I was surprised when she asked me to take nude photographs because she was always anxious about her state of dress or undress at photo shoots.” She ran her hands through her hair. “I thought it was modesty, but perhaps it was more—maybe fear.”

“How did the naked pictures come about?”

“She was in love with someone, and he asked her for them.”

“When was this?”

“A couple of months ago. But a week or so later she called and asked me to destroy them. And, before you ask, I did.”

“She used a male pronoun?”

Bouchard rubbed her forehead. “You know, I’m not sure she used any pronoun. I think I assumed.”

“Where were you Tuesday night?”

“On a magazine shoot in South Hampton.” She pulled a pad toward her, made some notes, and handed it to Corelli. “Here’s the name of the sponsor, the hotel they put us up at, and the names of the people I ate dinner with Monday and Tuesday nights and breakfast Wednesday morning before we were driven back.”

Corelli glanced at the paper. “What did you do after dinner Tuesday?”

“I spent some time going over the photos with the art director to make sure that we got what he wanted. We decided to do a couple more shots after breakfast, then we joined the others in the hotel bar. I left the bar a little after midnight.”

“Don’t leave town without letting us know.” Parker placed their cards on the desk.

“Is anyone taking care of the funeral arrangements?” Bouchard pressed a button on her desk.

“Her sister, Lara, is coming from Paris.”

“Thank you.” She stood as her assistant arrived to escort them out.

In the car, Corelli added a note to the paper with the information Bouchard had provided to verify her alibi. “At that hour, the city would have only been about a two-and-a-half-hour drive from South Hampton. Instead of going to her room she could have rented a car, driven in, done the deed, and been back for breakfast.”

Parker’s fingers danced on the steering wheel. “That’s quite a stretch, don’t you think? I guess it works theoretically, but unless we find a motive and proof she knew Moreau was in town, I say we check with the names she provided but hold off on asking the South Hampton police to check her alibi.”

Corelli was accustomed to viewing witness statements with skepticism, so her mind automatically jumped to possible holes, but she actually believed Bouchard. “Just hypothesizing, but I agree the normal alibi check is enough for now.”

* * *

They met Margo Sims, a costume designer, in her studio in Queens. The large brick industrial building was one of many in the area that had been converted into offices and studios for artists and artisans. The elevator lumbered up to the third floor and opened directly on to what appeared to be a full floor of the building. In the far corner, a small group of women and men laughed and talked as some worked at sewing machines and others sewed garments by hand. Sewing dummies were strewn around, some naked, some clothed. The walls were lined with sketches of costumes from movies, plays, and ads, and photographs of models, including Moreau, wearing clothing that must have been designed by Margo Sims.

An older woman waved from a table in the middle of the room. Sims was smaller and more fragile than Moreau and obviously couldn’t have overpowered and inflicted such damage on her, but that didn’t mean the woman didn’t have information that would help them identify who did. Leaning on a cane and moving slowly, she walked to meet them.

“You must be the detectives. I’m Margo Sims. Let’s sit so we can talk.” They followed her to a nearby sitting area in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. “You wanted to talk about Alessandra?” Pain leaked through her voice.

Up close Corelli could see her eyes were puffy and red. “Yes. Please accept our condolences.”

“I can’t believe she’s gone. She was so young, so giving, such a beautiful person.” Sims dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief.

“She considered you a good friend. How did you meet?”

Sims closed her eyes, perhaps remembering, then opened them. Her smile was sad.

“I had been hired as a designer on a movie, and I needed a model for the presentation of my ideas to the director and producers. It’s a grueling job, lots of changes of costume and standing around while I rework outfits on the fly based on suggestions by the movie people. I’ve had models walk out midway through the day in the past, so I was looking for someone with patience, endurance, and a sense of humor. Jolie Bouchard, the photographer, recommended Alessandra. She was wonderful and charming. They even offered her a small part in the movie. I don’t know what it was about her, but we connected despite the difference in our ages. We had what I guess you’d call a May-December relationship.”

Her eyebrows went up when she noticed the looks on their faces.

“No, no, there was nothing sexual between us, but we shared a sensibility and appreciated many of the same things. Our friendship was deep.”

“Did Ms. Moreau ever mention feeling threatened?”

Sims stared out the window. “You’ve seen her on TV, in a video, or maybe live at a concert, I’m sure. Men lusted after her, and many were not easily rebuffed. But the only time she seemed afraid was when she described her interactions with a guy on her tour. His name was Tom or maybe Tony. She said he was always pushing her to go out with him and touching her inappropriately then acting as if it was an accident. He was big and would move into her personal space and loom over her, kind of threatening. She was frustrated recently because it was her tour, and yet he refused to take direction from her. She was repeatedly forced to call that creepy manager of hers to intervene. The last time we talked, a couple of weeks ago, she said her manager wouldn’t let her fire him, but she planned to fire both of them at the end of the tour.”

“Did you know that Ms. Moreau was a trans woman?”

“Someone showed me a social media post earlier. Is it true?” She stared into space for a moment. “I didn’t know. I wish she’d told me. She must have known I would have accepted her since my daughter is a trans woman.”

“Were you aware you’re named in her will?”

“No.” Sims shook her head. “But I’m not surprised. She understood that my advancing age and failing health were affecting my income. But I’m surprised she thought she might not outlive me.” She brushed a tear from her cheek. “So young and so vibrant with so much to live for. I should have died, not her. It’s not right.”

Corelli had learned years ago when her brother was murdered that death doesn’t discriminate based on age. Nor does it take those who deserve it first. “Just for the record, where were you between seven p.m. Tuesday and seven a.m. Wednesday?”

“I was visiting my daughter in Washington, DC. I left here Saturday and took the train back yesterday afternoon. Would you like her number?”

Parker wrote down the name and cell phone number for Sims’s daughter, and Corelli arranged to have someone pick up receipts for the train and a taxi from the station to Sims’s apartment. A woman came over to ask a question about a garment. They left them to it.

* * *

“Manhattan next?” Parker asked.

“Yes. Irena Medina, her former roommate lives in the Lincoln Center area. We only have a small sample, but have you noticed the difference between how men and women describe her? The men speak of her in sexual terms, about how seductive she was, about their desire for her, while women talk about her being a wonderful person, about her kindness, her sense of humor, and things like that. Also, Fielder and the two friends we’ve spoken to were much older than her. I wonder if she had some kind of mother complex.”

Parker rang the bell of the ground-floor apartment in a brownstone building on a tree-lined street. Corelli elbowed her and pointed at the camera trained on them from above the door. A minute later a voice said, “Please hold your shields and ID up to the camera.” They did as instructed, then heard the deadbolt turn. “Come in.” The door swung open, but no one was there.

They made eye contact and without discussion placed their hands on their weapons. Parker edged inside, then spoke. “Hi there. Come in, Corelli.”

A dark-haired woman with warm dark eyes and pale skin grinned at them from her wheelchair. She appeared to be in her late forties. “Scared ya, huh?” She closed the door.

Parker couldn’t help but smile back. “You did. We’re police, so we can’t help ourselves. Are you Irena Medina?”

“Yes. Please come in. And have a seat. I prefer people to be on my level when we talk.”

They followed her into a living room obviously adapted for the wheelchair and sat in the chairs she indicated, facing her. “I know you’re here about Alessandra, but I’m not sure what you think I can tell you. As you can see, it’s unlikely that I murdered her.” Her voice wavered. “Sorry. I’m so angry that someone hurt her. She was a bright light in a dreary world.”

“We’re sorry for your loss,” Parker said. “The more we learn about Ms. Moreau, the more tragic her death seems. We understand you were her music teacher and her roommate. How did you meet?”

“She was working as a model and an actress when she decided to get serious about a musical career. She called me after seeing my advertisement offering singing lessons and came in for a test lesson so we could both decide whether there was a fit. I was in my mid thirties. I’d spent most of my life training as an opera singer and had been getting featured and, occasionally, leading roles when I started having muscle weakness, stiffness, and spasms in my legs and balance problems. I was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. The weakness would last a few days or a week and then go away, but it was impossible to commit to going on the stage since I never knew when an attack would occur. Sometimes, like now, when I have an attack, I need the wheelchair. Sometimes a cane or a walker will do. And sometimes I just need my legs. So I gave up the stage and began to teach.

“We connected immediately during that test lesson. She liked my teaching style. I felt her interest and commitment. We both liked to laugh and play. And we enjoyed music and the theater. After a few weeks of lessons, Alessandra confessed she was struggling to pay her rent and would have to stop her lessons. My roommate had recently moved to California, and I was left with the rent on this three-bedroom apartment. I was using one bedroom and the second as my studio, but the third was empty. I really liked her. She worked hard, I thought she had promise, and having help with the rent would ease the pressure on me, so I invited her to move in and share the rent. She was so talented I insisted we continue the lessons without payment.” She smiled. “Sorry, this is my long-winded explanation of how we became roommates.

“By the time the building was going condo, Alessandra’s singing career had taken off. I couldn’t afford to buy the apartment, and I was petrified about finding somewhere nearby to live and teach. Alessandra came home one day and handed me some papers to sign. She’d purchased the apartment and put it in my name. And then she paid to have it remodeled to accommodate me when I’m in the wheelchair. She wasn’t living with me any longer, but she continued to deposit several thousand dollars in my checking account every month so I can live without worry and hire help when I need it. I keep the third bedroom for her, and she usually stays here when she’s in the city. She is, was, the best friend anyone could ask for.” She broke down.

“Were you in a relationship?”

“No. We were really close, but it was always friendship.”

Parker waited for her to gain control. “Did she ever mention anyone threatening her? Or do you know of anyone who would want to hurt her?”

Medina shook her head. “No one.”

“Did you know she left you something in her will?”

She shook her head again. “She told me she made a will, but I had no idea she included me. I can’t say I’m surprised, though. As I said, she’s been supplementing my income for several years, and it’s just like her to be sure that even if she’s not around, I’ll be taken care of.” She rubbed her head. “I’m sorry. Talking about her is stressful. Will we be much longer?”

Parker could see she was starting to fade. “Did you know Ms. Moreau was a trans woman?”

Parker saw recognition on Medina’s face. “Not officially. She never mentioned it, but after working with her vocally for a while, I figured it out. And, no, I never acknowledged that I knew. I assumed she’d tell me when she was ready.”

“How did you feel about it?”

“I like to think that even if I hadn’t been subject to judgmental stares and condescension when my balance isn’t good or when people see me in a wheelchair sometimes then walking others, that I’d still be open and loving toward her as I was. I’m sorry she felt she had to hide an important part of herself. She was a wonderful woman who gave more than she took, and not just financially. I hope she knew that I saw her. I hope she knew she could trust me.” She rubbed her temples again.

“Just one more question. Where were you between seven p.m. Tuesday and seven a.m. Wednesday?”

“Is that when it happened? I was here. My girlfriend, Elle, was with me. She made us dinner, then stayed the night. I guess you’ll want her contact information.” She handed Corelli her phone.

They stood. “Would you like me to call someone for you?”

Medina rolled her chair toward the door. “Thank you, but Elle will be here soon.”

* * *

“I haven’t been able to contact Terri Musetta, the fourth friend in her will,” Corelli said. “I’m going to try again.”

A breathless Musetta picked up Corelli’s call. “Hi, I just walked in the door. Give me a minute to put my suitcase down.” Two minutes later. “Sorry, I’m back. Who is this?”

“NYPD Detectives Corelli and Parker on speakerphone. We’ve been trying to reach you all day.”

“I just flew in from a four-day photo shoot in Bermuda. Are you calling about Alessandra?” She took a breath.

“Yes. When did you find out about Ms. Moreau?”

“A friend called me last night. I can’t believe it. I keep reaching for my phone to ask her if it’s true. I know that’s crazy, but we talked on the phone a lot, and when I think about her I usually call.” A sob escaped. “It’s a good thing we were only doing a few beach shots this morning, no closeups, because I cried most of the night and my face was a mess.”

“You were close?”

“Yes. We started our modelling careers at the same time and made an instant connection on a joint shoot. After that we hung out a lot and helped each other get jobs. Once she focused on singing, we didn’t spend as much time together, but she still referred me for jobs and we were still real tight. Oh God, I can’t believe it’s true.”

“Did she ever mention being threatened or feeling in danger?”

“There was that stalker, I forget his name, but she seemed to think he was harmless. Other than that, it never came up.” She blew her nose. “Wait. A couple of weeks ago she said some guy on her road team was harassing her, but I don’t think she told me his name.”

“Did you know that Ms. Moreau was a trans woman?”

Musetta was silent. Corelli could almost hear her thinking. “You’re mistaken. I mean I’ve seen her naked.” Corelli didn’t respond. “I didn’t know,” Musetta said in a whisper. “But does it matter? She was…my friend.”

Corelli waited for the sobs to subside. “Were you aware that you’re included in her will?”

“What? If you mean she left me something, the answer is I didn’t know. She told me she made a will now that she was making a lot of money, but she never said I was in it.”

Corelli ended her call with Musetta and laid her head back on the seat. “All four of her friends were distraught over Moreau’s death, couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt her except the roadie guy, and were gobsmacked to learn they were mentioned in her will.”

“Gobsmacked?” Parker moved her eyes from the road for a second and peered at Corelli. “Did you really say gobsmacked?”

“I did.” Corelli smirked. “Surely you’ve heard the word. It means flabbergasted or astounded.”

“I know what it means. But I never expected to hear it coming out of your mouth.”

“I read English mysteries, you know.”

Parker glared at her. “It’s just—forget it. And stop grinning. I’m assuming we’re going back to the station house to catch up.”

“Yeah. Then how about I go to yoga and after that we grab dinner in Chinatown and discuss the case?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

* * *

Parker leaned against the car reading a book on her phone, relieved that Corelli had decided to go to Yoga for Warriors tonight. She was already wound tight and learning that Brett needed to stay in Asia for another two weeks was pushing her toward the edge. The yoga usually relaxed her. Hopefully, Corelli’s psychiatrist, Major Magarelli, who owned the yoga studio, taught her yoga class, and ran the women veterans’ therapy group she attended, was back and Corelli could get some relief.

Her phone dinged with an incoming text. So much for dinner in Chinatown. The band members were available to meet with them in about an hour. They’d have to grab something afterward. She went back to her book.

“Must be interesting.”

Parker looked up. She’d been so engrossed in her English mystery she hadn’t heard Corelli approach. “Yes, it is. I have to read to enhance my knowledge of English slang so I can keep up with you.”

Corelli punched her shoulder. “Let’s go eat.”

“Chinatown is not in the cards for us tonight. We can grab something fast and eat it in the car or eat after we interview the members of the band on the Upper West Side.”

“Where are they located?”

Parker checked her phone. “West End Avenue and One Hundredth Street. The three female band members live there in a three-bedroom apartment, and Cody Spears, the drummer, lives alone in a high-rise in Hell’s Kitchen, but they wanted to be interviewed together.”

“Little Italy Pizza on Ninety-First and Broadway has great pizza. Let’s get a couple of slices.”

Parker headed uptown. “Do you know every good pizza place in the city?”

“Just a few.”

* * *

Corelli tossed their paper plates into the trash while Parker dumped their plastic bottles into the recycling bin. As they drove the ten blocks from the pizza place to the apartment building, they decided Corelli would take the lead. “They’ve probably already discussed this a lot, so I’ll send the ladies to their rooms and Spears to the kitchen and question them one at a time in the living room.”

The four band members stood while introductions were made. Interesting that all four, in contrast to Moreau, were tall, but height was the only thing they had in common. Corelli wondered whether Moreau had consciously sought musicians who looked so different from each other.

“Did you know Alessandra mentioned all of you in her will?” she asked, trying to relax them before the interviews.

The looks of surprise were followed by noes and headshakes.

“The exact quote is…” Corelli read from the page provided by Moreau’s attorney. “‘And to my four besties who made me look like a star every single night, Tamika Orens, Linda Weitz, Alana Everett, and Cody Spears—my friends, my band. I hoped but never dared to dream I would have great musicians like you to back me up.’” She noted the tears on all four faces. “Apparently you were close. So how long were you together?”

“A little over two and a half years,” Tamika Orens said.

“But I came on board two months after these three guys because their original drummer fell and broke both wrists,” Spears said softly. “A lucky break for me.” He smiled. “No pun intended.”

“It was uncanny how the five of us meshed from our very first jam session.” Alana cleared her throat. “We heard on the news that Alessandra was murdered, but can you tell us anything about how it happened or where? Do you have any idea who did it?” A sob escaped. “She was on fire career-wise and it’s horrible that some asshole robbed her of her future.”

“We’re at the beginning of the investigation, and we don’t have any answers yet.” Corelli gave them a few seconds. “So, here’s the plan. We’ll talk to you individually and then get back together to talk some more. We’ll start with Ms. Orens. Mr. Spears, please go into the kitchen, and Ms. Weitz and Ms. Everett, please go into your bedrooms. We’ll come for you when we’re ready.”

“Is that necessary?” Spears jumped up. “You think one of us killed Alessandra? Can’t you see we’re all hurting?”

“We understand you’re hurting. And we’re committed to finding Ms. Moreau’s killer as quickly as we can. But you may know something you’re not even aware of knowing, and right now we need to hear from each of you individually.” Corelli met his gaze. “If you’d prefer, we can talk at the station house.”

He sighed. “Sorry. I’m a little raw, but I get it.” He entered the kitchen and closed the door. His two bandmates went to their bedrooms.

Corelli and Parker moved to the chairs farthest from the kitchen to ensure Spears couldn’t hear them. With her brown eyes, golden skin, and mane of kinky black hair, Tamika Orens was striking. She sank into a chair facing them.

“Don’t take Cody personally. We all loved Alessandra, but he had a really big crush on her, and her death has devastated him even more than the rest of us.”

“Did Ms. Moreau return his feelings?”

“No. She made it very clear when we formed the group that getting romantically involved with another member of the band was a no-no. His crush seemed obvious to the three of us, but if Alessandra noticed, she ignored it.”

“How did Cody deal with that?”

“He seemed to accept it, but…” She glanced toward the kitchen.

“But?”

She lifted her shoulders. “I’ve wondered if something happened between them, because he seemed distant toward the end of the tour.”

“Do you think he could have hurt her?”

Her eyes widened. “Absolutely not. He adored her. He just wasn’t his usual cheerful self.”

“What instrument do you play in the band?”

“I’m the keyboardist. And I sing backup.”

“Where were you from seven p.m. Tuesday to seven a.m. Wednesday?”

“Our tour bus got back to the city late Tuesday morning. We were all tired, so Alana, Linda, and I stayed in. My boyfriend came over for dinner and stayed the night.”

“And the four of you were together the whole time?”

“Yes. Well, no. The four of us had dinner together, then Tommy and I went into my bedroom to watch TV. We were asleep by midnight. I assume Linda and Alana were in their rooms.”

“Did you know that Ms. Moreau was involved with someone for a couple of months recently?”

“I didn’t know, know, but I sensed something was going on. For a while she was dreamy and lighter than I’d ever seen her, but then she kind of closed down and seemed sad and introspective. Who was it?”

“What do you think she left you in her will?”

Orens seemed to drift off, but then she focused. “I didn’t know she had a will. And I can’t imagine what she would have left…Well, she knew I loved a necklace of hers, a vintage turquoise and sterling silver choker, so maybe that.” Her fingers went to her neck as if she was imagining the necklace.

“Did you know Ms. Moreau was a trans woman?”

“What?” Orens looked confused. “You mean like a man becoming a woman?” She shook her head. “Why would you say that about her?”

“Because it was true. Did anyone in the group know?”

“If they did, they didn’t mention it to me. Was that why she was so private?” Her fingers played a tune on the chair as she considered the idea. “Does that mean she had a man’s junk?” She pointed to her crotch.

“No, she had surgery years ago. How do you feel knowing that?”

“Like almost everyone who knew her, I cared about Alessandra. I wish she would have confided in me. It makes me feel even sadder that she’s dead, that she lived with such a huge secret.” Tears trickled down her face. “I’d like to think it wouldn’t have changed the way I felt about her, but I need time to absorb it.”

“Please give Detective Parker contact information for your boyfriend, then I’ll walk you to your room.”

* * *

Corelli returned with Linda Weitz. It was clear from her red blotchy skin that the green-eyed redhead had been crying.

“We understand you’re all in shock, but Cody seems devastated.” Corelli remained silent, waiting for Weitz to comment.

“We think he was in love with Alessandra, so her death is probably worse for him.”

“Do you think he knew Alessandra was a trans woman?”

“She what?” Her voice went up an octave. She chewed the cuticle on her thumb. “I don’t think that’s true.”

“It is. How do you feel about that?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s hard to take in.” She chewed her cuticle. “But I loved her, she was great, so I think it wouldn’t have mattered. I just wish I could talk to her about it.” She sniffed. “Or about anything.”

“Would any of the other members of the band have a hard time with it?”

“We never discussed it, so I can’t be sure, but I think everyone would be okay. Well, a lot of guys have problems with trans women, so it’s possible Cody would be upset by it.”

“Do you think Cody would be capable of hurting Alessandra?”

Weitz frowned. “If you mean kill her, the answer is no. In fact, he was very protective of her and nearly fought with our road manager, Tom Corwin, and Trip Adams, her agent, because he was offended by their treatment of her.”

“What instrument do you play in the band?”

“Bass guitar. And I sing backup.”

“Were you surprised to hear you were included in the will? And what do you think she left you?”

“I was shocked. Why would I think someone so young and vital would even have a will?” She chewed her lip. “She knew I coveted her guitar, so maybe she left it to me?”

“Where were you from seven p.m. Tuesday to seven a.m. Wednesday?”

“Is that when she was killed?” She sighed. “I was here all night with the others. I had dinner with Alana, Tamika, and her boyfriend, but I had a migraine, so I just picked at the food, then I took my medication and slept until morning.”

“Did you know Ms. Moreau was romantically involved with someone for a few months?”

“No. Tamika thought she was, and Cody suspected, but I couldn’t see it and neither could Alana.”

“I’ll walk you to your room and you can point me to Alana.”

* * *

With her black hair, blue eyes, and olive skin, Alana looked exotic.

“What instrument do you play?” Corelli asked.

“Cello, violin, or guitar depending on the song. I also sing backup.” She took a deep breath. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

“Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt her?”

She shook her head. “No, though a lot of people wanted a piece of her.”

“Like who?”

“Her creepy manager, Trip, for one. He was all handsy and kissy when she was in the room and then he would crack sexist jokes and make insulting comments when he thought it was just the guys. We kept Cody from getting into a fight with him a couple of times because of how he talked about Alessandra.” She looked at Parker then Corelli. “I assume one of the others mentioned that Cody has a crush on Alessandra?”

“It must have been frustrating for him being around her and have her not be interested in him. Do you think he would ever hurt her?”

“Absolutely not. He’s a moody guy, but he was always like a puppy dog when she was around. You know, just lapping up the attention.”

“How did his moods play out?”

“He was usually easygoing and sweet, but sometimes he would be all edgy and prickly. We usually hang out together after a performance, but on those nights he would take off, and when he showed up for sound check the next afternoon he would be back to himself. He told me from time to time he needed to get drunk and let off steam, you know, because of the pressure of performing, and he’d spend the night with a groupie.”

“Anyone else who might want to hurt her?”

“She had a huge fight with Tom Corwin, our road manager, a couple of days before she was murdered. And it wasn’t the first one. He ignored her orders and treated her like a piece of fluff, which she definitely wasn’t. He would say things like, ‘Don’t you worry your pretty head, darlin’, daddy knows what’s best.’ He stared at her as if he was undressing her, and somehow, he always managed to touch her inappropriately and then claim it was an accident. He’s a creep. She wanted him fired, but Trip insisted he was the only one who could do the job.” She leaned forward. “She told me a couple of weeks ago she was going to get rid of the two of them soon. Do you think they did it?”

“Where were you from seven p.m. Tuesday to seven a.m. Wednesday?”

Alana straightened at the change of topic. “Me? I…” She flushed. “After dinner with Linda, Tamika, and her boyfriend, I went out to a bar with friends to celebrate the end of the tour. I drank too much, and my friend Amelia brought me home and stayed with me to make sure I was okay.”

“Did you know Ms. Moreau was a trans woman?”

“You’re kidding.” She gazed at Corelli. “You’re not kidding. Wow. I had no idea. Good for her.”

“You seem supportive.”

“Yeah, one of my moms started out as my dad. She knew when she was eight years old that she was really a girl, but she was afraid to act on her feelings. It’s good for me because I wouldn’t have been born if she had. Though she says me and my two brothers are worth the pain of living as a man so long, I know she has lots of regrets. My brothers have had a hard time with the change.”

“Guys often have a hard time with it. How do you think Cody would have reacted if he’d known?”

“Hmm. I think he would have been shocked, but he probably would have been okay with it.”

“One final question. Did you know Ms. Moreau was involved with someone for a few months?”

“Tamika and I noticed she seem happier, but she never said anything and she was so private I never asked. I’m glad she had some love before…” She blinked, but the tears fell anyway.

* * *

“Where do you live, Mr. Spears, and where were you between seven p.m. Tuesday to seven a.m. Wednesday?”

“I live in Hell’s Kitchen on Forty-Fourth Street and Tenth Avenue.” He looked away, then wiped his eyes and turned back. “I had dinner at the West Bank Cafe on Forty-Second Street and sat at the bar drinking until about ten, then went home to my apartment. I didn’t go out again until Wednesday, about ten in the morning, when I went to the coffee shop for breakfast. I was alone, so I don’t have an alibi.”

“You and your bandmates appear to be close.”

“Alessandra was the sun around which we all orbited, but, yeah, the five of us are really tight. That’s why this is really hard.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I just can’t believe she’s gone.”

“Were you in love with her?”

“I had a heavy-duty crush on her. If she’d shown any interest, I could easily have fallen in love. But she made it clear when I joined the group that relationships between band members were not allowed, so I was just happy to be near her and to work with the group.”

“Did you know she was a trans woman?”

“What?” he shouted. His blue eyes wide, pale skin red, he glared at her.

Corelli remained silent.

He seemed to struggle with the idea for a moment. “I’ve known trans women and there’s usually some clue. But nothing about Alessandra hinted that she was a man at birth.” His eyes filled. He shook his head as if trying to clear it. “She was the most beautiful, the softest, the most seductive woman I’ve ever known, and you expect me to believe she was a man?”

“A trans woman.” Corelli gazed at him, trying to gauge his response. “How do you feel about having a crush on, maybe being in love with, a trans woman?”

His face flushed. “Shouldn’t I have been able to tell?” He narrowed his eyes. “I feel devastated that she’s dead. And now I feel bad that I’ll never get the chance to figure out if her being a trans woman makes a difference to me. It’s not something I’ve given any thought.”

“Are you aware of anyone who might want to hurt her?”

“That fucker, Trip Adams, and his lackey, Tom Corwin. They both wanted to fuck her, and both were disrespectful behind her back. And she thought Adams was stealing from her.”

“She told you that?”

“Yeah. She said she was going to fire him and Corwin.”

“When did she tell you this?”

“She was worried because I had been in a bad mood for a couple of days, and she invited me to her hotel room to talk, sometime the last week of the tour. She asked why I was angry. I said seeing how Trip and Tom treated her set me off. That’s when she confided in me.”

“Were you surprised to be included in her will?”

He leaned forward, his long blond hair falling around his face. “Yes and no. We haven’t known each other that long so it’s unexpected. On the other hand, we, the band, were really close, and she was generous, so it’s not surprising.”

“Do you have any idea what she might have left you?”

“No. Absolutely none.”

“Thank you, Cody. Let’s get the others back in here.” She waited until they all settled. “Does anyone have anything to add or anything you want to ask?”

Linda raised her hand. “Do we have to do something, or will someone contact us about the will?”

“Her attorney, Regina Fielder, or someone from her office will contact you all in the next day or so. And, Lara, her twin sister, said she’d like to meet you all. Can I pass on your cell numbers?”

“Oh, please do. I think I can speak for all of us. We’d love to meet her.” Linda looked at the others. “Did any of you guys know she had a twin?”

Corelli and Parker left them speculating about the will and the twin sister.

Parker got onto the West Side Highway going downtown. “You kept pressing the three women about Spears. Do you think he’s our killer?”

“No. But given that he must have felt rejected by her, I thought it was a good idea to fish a bit to see what came up. Interesting that Moreau chose to confide in him about Adams’s embezzlement. What did you think?”

Parker tapped the steering wheel. “Nobody set off any alarms for me. What motive would any of them have? Moreau’s death means they lose the huge income and the prestige of being part of a wildly popular group.”

They didn’t speak again until Parker pulled to the curb in front of Corelli’s building. “How are you doing without Brett?” She braced herself, since she could never be sure of Corelli’s reaction. Corelli’s breathing indicated she was calming herself and that was a good sign.

“I miss her. A lot. And…” She paused so long Parker didn’t think she would continue. “And because she’s not home, my nightmares are back. I’m only sleeping a few hours most nights. My feeling of unease about the media exposure and the backlash it’s stirred up in the department is real, but I think it’s heightened because of my lack of sleep.” She shifted to face Parker. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to dump my melodrama on you.”

“You didn’t dump. I asked.” Parker considered her reply and went with the truth. “Besides, I figured it out all by myself.”

Corelli nodded as if acknowledging what she’d said. “I’ve been thinking about Alessandra Moreau. It seemed that everyone loved her, some for who she was, others for what she could do for them, and others for how she looked or made them feel. What about her could have inspired her killer’s murderous rage? Since no one knew she was a trans woman, maybe it wasn’t related to that. Maybe it was Osman, Adams, or Tom Corwin, the roadie guy. Osman admitted he tried to rape her, so maybe he was humiliated by her besting him and threatening to have him fired. He seems weak and whiny, but who knows. And if Moreau had pursued charges against Adams, he stood to lose not just his best client and his livelihood, but his freedom as well. We haven’t looked into Corwin yet, but maybe he has a motive.”

“You think it’s a coincidence that she was murdered in the house of a leading trans advocate? Just when she’d decided to announce to the world she was a trans woman?” Parker sounded incredulous.

Corelli lightly punched Parker’s shoulder. “That’s right, throw my teaching in my face. It’s true, I believe there are no coincidences in homicides. If we assume she was murdered because she was a trans woman, we also have to assume someone knew her secret and where to find her. Obviously, the person who outed her on social media this morning knew. Were there others? Of the people we’ve spoken to, only Osman and Adams knew she was staying at Drayman’s house, and neither of their possible motives has to do with her being transgender.”


Chapter Ten

Friday Morning

Corelli stared at the headlines on the newspapers Parker had dumped in her lap when she got into the car this morning. Though the size of the headlines varied from paper to paper, their front pages all trumpeted the same story—Alessandra Moreau was a trans woman. The more responsible of them hedged, using words like “reputed to be” or “rumored to be” or “alleged to be” to indicate that the unsubstantiated information was divulged in an anonymous post in a trans haters group, but the right-wing, conservative papers did not hesitate to use the post to attack trans people in general and Moreau in particular. The story had also been breaking news on every TV news show last night, with the same range of responsibility in reporting.

Corelli groaned as Parker turned into the lot adjacent to the station house. She shouldn’t have been surprised to see the TV vans and the crowd of reporters, but she was. They must know that she and Parker wouldn’t confirm or deny the rumor, so why bother?

Parker laughed. “That didn’t take long. From dark Internet nastiness to full-on mainstream media extravaganza in twenty-four hours. Nice way to start the day.”

They elbowed their way through the media throng, repeating, “No comment” over and over. When they reached the group of annoyed-looking uniforms and detectives huddled near the entrance, one of them said, “Geez, Corelli, get rid of your friends.”

“Yeah, like we invited them. Why don’t you make yourselves useful and push them across the street?” Corelli said as they slipped inside.

Fifteen minutes later, the team was assembling around the conference table. “Okay, folks, let’s get started.” Corelli waited for everyone to settle. “Is the media still hanging around?”

“There was only one TV van when I came in just now,” Greene said. “They didn’t even try to interview me.”

“Good. Kim? Forlini? Anything to report?”

Kim raised her hand. “Yeah.” She glanced at her notes. “We talked to a Jimmy Dunn. He was coming home from a bar on Tenth Avenue about two a.m. the morning of the murder, and a guy stepped out of Drayman’s brownstone holding something that looked heavy, maybe a backpack. Dunn admitted he was high and couldn’t really describe the guy except to say he was tall and had blue hands.” She grinned. “We think our guy was wearing nitrile gloves to avoid leaving prints. Anyway, when the man noticed Dunn, he quickly pulled his baseball cap lower and turned to face the door. He seemed to fumble with his keys. Dunn walked past, but turned to look back and the guy was hustling toward Tenth Avenue.”

Corelli leaned forward. “Are there cameras in the area?”

“We’re waiting on copies of the tapes. And we’re going to canvas the neighbors again tonight.” Kim pointed to Forlini. “You’re up.”

“Me and Kim reinterviewed Osman, who as you probably figured out, has been fired by the law firm. He claimed he worked all afternoon after Moreau booted him and then went right home and stayed there all night. But a neighbor clocked him getting out of a taxi near midnight. We’re bringing him in. Adams’s alibi doesn’t hold water either. His wife, Janice Adams, said she attended a friend’s bachelorette party Tuesday. She took an Uber at seven and met the group about eight o’clock for dinner at Da Raffaele on First between Forty-Ninth and Fiftieth.”

He referred to his notes. “After dinner they went to Punish You: Male Strippers Dance, a club on the West Side Highway and didn’t get home until about four in the morning. She couldn’t confirm whether Trip was home because she’s filed for divorce, and they have separate bedrooms. We’re checking E-ZPass to see when he left the city and whether he drove back. That’s it for now.”

“Adams is looking better and better for it. Keep digging. Any progress on Moreau’s phone and computer?” Corelli looked around, not sure who was following up on the electronics.

“Not so far. They haven’t been able to crack her passwords,” Dietz said.

Corelli turned to Parker. “Maybe Moreau’s sister can give us some help with the passwords. And now that the mainstream media is onto Moreau, she might want to put out a statement confirming her sister was trans.”

“Good idea. I’ll contact her and discuss both.” Parker typed a note into her phone.

“On a different issue,” Dietz interjected, “we got a call from ADA Larry Mack at the DA’s office this morning to let us know he’s investigating Adams’s embezzlement from Moreau.”

“Thanks, Dietz. The report Fielder’s office compiled will be hard to defend against, so I’m confident they’ll get him off the street fairly quickly.”

Her gaze moved to Greene. “Any progress confirming David Lowe’s alibi?”

“Not really. I’ve exchanged messages with Daniel Gold, the guy he picked up, but we haven’t connected yet. I think he’s avoiding me. If he doesn’t meet me tonight or tomorrow, I’ll track him down and bring him in for questioning.”

“You’re up, Parker,” Corelli said.

“I couldn’t get through to Moreau’s sister, so I left a message asking her to call me,” Parker said. “Corelli and I interviewed the four members of Moreau’s band and the four friends named in her will. We’ve pretty much eliminated them all unless something turns up to implicate one of them. However, several band members and a couple of her friends pointed a finger at Adams and their road manager, Tom Corwin. Greene, do you have the time to look at Corwin?”

“Can do.” Greene made a note. “Do you have contact—”

“Call Holly, the receptionist at Breaking Out Theatrical Agency. She can probably give you his address and cell number. She likes to gossip, so get her to chat about him.”

Parker turned to Dietz. “Any luck tracking down attendance at the concert after parties?”

“I’m on it. It’s not easy going, but I will persist—as I always do,” he said.

“On that note, we’ll end. See you tomorrow morning or before, if anything breaks.” Corelli stood. “Let’s get some coffee, Parker.”

As they headed for the door, Parker received a text. “Lara and Francoise will be arriving at three this afternoon. She wants to know whether we can meet her at her hotel around five thirty this evening. I’m going to confirm.”


Chapter Eleven

Friday

There was no doubt that Lara and Alessandra were twins. Even red-eyed and swollen from crying, Lara was as beautiful as her sister, but she seemed more solid, less fragile, and she lacked the seductive sexuality evident in Alessandra’s videos and photos. But her art, from what they’d seen online, contained those very qualities, so perhaps mourning for her twin had turned her inward, preventing the essence of her from radiating out.

Holding hands with Francoise on the sofa in the hotel suite Regina Fielder had arranged for them, Lara was composed but muted. Corelli felt her pain.

“Thank you for coming.” Though not as breathy, Lara’s voice sounded the same as Alessandra’s had in the interviews she and Parker viewed to get a sense of the young woman.

“Please accept our condolences. We’re sorry to meet under such sad circumstances. We’ll try to keep this short.” Corelli paused. “The partial copy of the coming-out memoir Alessandra sent to Senator Drayman is missing. Did she send it to you, as well?”

Lara and Francoise had a brief conversation in French. “Sorry to speak French, but I find it easier when I’m distressed to fall back to the familiar. I have a copy on my computer. I will give it to you with the understanding that it’s not to be shared with the press or anyone, as I intend to complete it for Alessandra.” She brushed a tear from her cheek. “Where shall I send it?” She retrieved her laptop from the coffee table.

Parker reeled off her email address.

Corelli waited while Lara emailed the document. Hopefully, it would contain something helpful for their investigation. “Have either of you thought about who H might be or of anyone else who might want to hurt Alessandra?”

Francoise put her arm around Lara. “No to both questions. We can’t imagine anyone hating Alessandra.”

“Have you met the four friends and the members of the band who received bequests in her will?” Parker handed Lara a copy of the list of the others mentioned in the will.

Lara glanced at the page before handing it to Francoise. “At various times, Alessandra brought Jolie, Irena, and Terri to visit us in Paris. And she invited Margo to accompany her to Paris next month. We haven’t met the band, but we will arrange to meet with them while we’re in the States.”

“Have you thought about burial?”

“We will take her home to France,” Lara said, “but we’re not sure whether it will be her ashes or her body. We will discuss this, along with everything else, when we meet with Regina.”

Parker glanced at Corelli before asking her question. “Ms. Moreau password-protected her phone and her computer. Would you be willing to talk to our technical people to brainstorm about possible passwords?”

“Of course. I’d rather not give out my cell phone number, so have them call the hotel room tomorrow, late morning.”

Parker nodded. “One other thing, since the fact that Alessandra was trans has hit the mainstream media, you might think about whether you want to issue a statement.”

“Yes, we’ve seen the headlines. We are meeting with Senator Drayman this evening, and we will discuss the issue with her and with Regina Fielder when she arrives.” Lara took a breath. “I would like to see Alessandra.”

Moreau’s body was badly mutilated, but the killer had not touched her face. The morgue staff would cover her body with a sheet so Lara would be able to view her sister without seeing the destruction. Corelli jotted the number for the morgue on the hotel pad in front of her.

“Just call the morgue and arrange a convenient time. Call me or Detective Parker if you think of anything or if you need any help. We’ll let ourselves out. Thank you.”

* * *

Parker had a yen for chicken souvlaki in pita with a side of Greek salad, so Corelli called ahead to their favorite hole-in-the-wall Greek restaurant and ordered two of each. When they walked into the conference room, Watkins and Forlini were already eating at the table. Watkins greeted them. “Omar Osman is in the house, but we’re letting him stew for a while before we question him.”

“Where was Osman?” Parker asked as she unwrapped her lunch.

Forlini put his fork down. “At home in Queens. Apparently after you left yesterday, Fielder had him prepare a complete report of the findings of the Moreau study, then do a detailed presentation about Adams’s theft for her and several other entertainment attorneys on staff. After he answered everyone’s questions, she fired him and had him escorted off the premises. He’s teary and seems anxious. Anything you want us to ask?”

Corelli thought for a moment. “She was paranoid about anyone knowing she was meeting with Drayman, yet he claims she invited him to visit her there, so get the full story from him. Also probe for details on what he did after she threw him out. Find out why he was out so late that night.”

“Any questions, Parker?” Watkins stood and tossed his garbage in the bin.

“What Corelli said.”

“Let’s get this show on the road.” Watkins waved his arm, inviting Parker and Corelli to proceed him. “By the way, Adams is here, too, but he refused to speak without his attorney, so Louden Warfield III showed up a little while ago. They’re talking now.”

Parker frowned. “I didn’t think we had enough to bring him in. Did you come up with something new?”

Watkins looked sheepish. “We thought we could shake him up a little, but he outsmarted us.”

Corelli stopped short. “Really? And now we have to deal with Warfield?”

Watkins grinned. “You and Parker are lovey-dovey with Warfield, so you two should probably interview Adams, not me and Forlini.”

“That’s probably a good idea. He won’t go any easier on Parker and me, but he trusts us to be able to back up what we say.”

Forlini and Watkins waited for Corelli, Parker, Dietz, Kim, and Greene to settle into the room behind the mirror and then walked into the interview room. Osman raised his head. He glared at Watkins and Forlini. “I thought you forgot me.”

“You’re a forgettable guy, Omar. Did you really think Alessandra Moreau would want to fuck you?” Watkins shot back as he and Forlini sat facing him, but at different ends of the table so he could only look at one of them at a time.

Osman looked sick. “She was too good for me. I shouldn’t have—”

“Why did you call Ms. Moreau when you confirmed her agent was stealing from her?” Watkins interrupted.

Osman bolted up. “She seemed really upset during the Zoom call when we discussed the project, so I wanted to give her the information as soon as I had it.”

“Have you ever called a client before to give them the results of an audit or any other information?” Forlini barked the question. Osman’s head swiveled.

“N-no.” He turned to Watkins, anticipating a question.

“Why didn’t you bring the information to Regina Fielder as required?” He swiveled back to Forlini.

“I knew she wouldn’t let me talk to Alessandra, and I was desperate to see her.” He looked down.

“Were you stalking Ms. Moreau?” His head jerked up, and he turned to Watkins. “No. I mean…I never had, but after I saw how beautiful she was in person on the Zoom call, I became obsessed with her.”

“And before that?”

He looked down. “I’ve always been a big fan. I have all her records. I collect magazines with stories about her and I’ve flown around the country to attend her concerts.”

“So you’ve been obsessed for a while?” Forlini asked, his voice gentle.

Osman put his hand over his heart. “I loved her so much.”

“So how did you get her number and how did you convince her to see you?”

His head spun toward Watkins. “Her number is in her file.” He bit his lip, looked down, and then faced the detective. “I told her I was only allowed to deliver the information in person.”

“You lied?” Forlini spat the accusation out.

Osman lifted his shoulders. “I thought maybe if I helped her, she’d…” He drifted off.

“She’d what? Fuck you?” Watkins managed to convey his disgust in those two words.

“No.” He took a breath. “Yes. I wanted her to be with me.”

“And what did she say?” Forlini asked.

“When I said I wanted her to be my girlfriend, that I loved her and wanted to cherish her, to take care of her, she didn’t say anything. I thought she liked me, so I tried to kiss her.”

Watkins jumped right in. “Tried or did?”

Osman reddened. “Tried. She pushed me away, but I held on to her and we fell on the sofa with me on top of her. I was so, um, excited, I pulled at her pants, but she kneed me and I rolled on the floor. She jumped up and grabbed her phone. I got up. She was even more beautiful when she was angry. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She said her boyfriend was on the way, but she stared back at me so I thought she was changing her mind and I moved closer. She backed away and said she was going to tell Regina I attacked her. I froze, realizing what I’d done. And then she showed me she’d typed 911 into her phone. I left immediately.”

Osman cringed as Forlini leaned on the table, menacing him. “So, you tried to rape a woman half your size who managed to defeat you, then you decided she really wanted you to rape her and only left after she threatened to call the police. What did you do then?”

Osman sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “I was curious about her boyfriend, so I hid in a doorway across the street to wait for him. But a little while later she came out, walked to Tenth Avenue, and hailed a taxi. I got a taxi and followed her. She went into the building where Trip Adams has his office.” He paused, then hearing no question, continued, “She seemed agitated when she came out about fifteen minutes later. She hailed a taxi, but before she could get into it a tall blond guy grabbed her arm and started talking to her. She pulled away and got into the taxi. He and I both got taxis and followed her back to that apartment. By the time I got there, the blond guy was standing on the sidewalk banging on the door and yelling her name. After a couple of minutes, he stopped and seemed to be listening. Then he ran down the steps and walked toward Tenth Avenue. I waited to see what she did next.”

“How long did you wait? The truth this time or we’ll throw you in a cell and let you think about why you’re lying to us.”

“I was there until sometime after eleven. I was hungry and I needed a bathroom, so I started walking to Tenth Avenue to get a taxi home. But I heard banging behind me and turned. A man was standing at the top of the steps, knocking. I figured he was her boyfriend, so I kept walking.”

“Was it the man from earlier in the day?”

He shrugged. “I was too far away to make out his features. He was tall like that guy, though.”

“Did she let him in?”

“I don’t know. I was upset so I ran to Tenth without looking back.”

“What about the hours before you left? Did anyone else go in?”

Osman picked at his chin. “Yeah, around eight o’clock, a woman knocked on the door. She held up a couple of bags when Alessandra answered. I thought she was just a delivery person, but she went inside and didn’t come out for an hour or maybe more.”

Watkins and Forlini left Osman and joined the others in the hall. “Did we miss anything?”

“No. We did. When we questioned him yesterday, he lied about going back to the office after she threw him out and he failed to mention her saying she had a boyfriend.” Parker paused. “She’d stopped seeing H, the guy she was dating weeks ago. But the last entry in her diary indicates she agreed to see H again because she was afraid. So maybe H was the late-night visitor and maybe he’s our killer.”

Corelli spoke to Watkins and Forlini. “I’m taking bets that Osman has an altar set up in his apartment, but I’m not sure we have enough to hold him or get a warrant. Check with ADA Natalie Brooks and see what she says. Let him go if necessary. But let’s take a deep dive into him, interview his neighbors, colleagues, and any friends we can identify, and see if we can find anything on him.”

* * *

Louden Warfield III, resplendent in his usual navy suit, blue shirt that perfectly matched the color of his eyes, red tie, and red suspenders, stood when they entered. “Corelli, Parker, nice to see you again.” He smiled.

“Whose side are you on, Louden?” His client glared at him.

“Being polite doesn’t cost anything. Keep that in mind, Trip.”

“It’s always nice to see you, Mr. Warfield, but I’m confused as to why you’re here. We haven’t charged Mr. Adams with a crime.”

Adams jumped up and leaned over the table, presumably attempting to menace Corelli. “It’s preemptive. It seems the NYPD is out to get me.”

Warfield clasped a hand on his shoulder. “Let me do the talking, Trip. If you want to run the show, I’ll leave.”

Corelli glanced at the mirror. She imagined the group watching was enjoying themselves.

“Sorry. I’m frustrated by the lies,” Adams said, sagging under Warfield’s angry gaze.

Corelli and Parker sat, then Warfield eased into the chair next to his client. “Trip tells me he had words Tuesday afternoon with his client Alessandra Moreau. The same Alessandra Moreau found dead Wednesday, I presume.”

Corelli had lost the coin toss, so she was doing the questioning.

“That’s correct. And for the record from what we’ve heard, the words, tone of voice, and attitude were extremely harsh. Not only did Mr. Adams threaten to kill Ms. Moreau, but he ran after her when she left his office, accosted her while she waited for a taxi, then followed her to the house she was murdered in on Twentieth Street. No one else knew she was staying there.”

“Who told you those lies?” Adams half stood and leaned forward on the table, his voice angry, his posture threatening.

Warfield grabbed hold of Adams’s belt and pulled him back into his chair.

Corelli stared at him. “Like I said, your voice, words, and attitude were threatening.”

“You aren’t helping yourself, Trip.” Warfield didn’t seem upset since his clients often shaded the truth even when speaking to him. “Once more, no speeches. Only respond to questions I tell you to answer.” He nodded to indicate Corelli should continue.

“Our witness stated that Ms. Moreau didn’t let Mr. Adams in when he banged on the door, but she wasn’t killed until later that evening. We believe he went back and entered the house about eleven p.m.” She took a guess that it was him that Osman saw.

“That’s—”

Warfield held his hand up, cutting Adams off. “Why would Trip murder his most lucrative client?”

Corelli responded with a question of her own. “Perhaps Mr. Adams could tell us how much he stole from Ms. Moreau before she realized he was not only skimming off the top of her income but padding expenses?”

Adams opened his mouth, glanced at his attorney, and continued when he nodded. “I don’t know where Alessandra got the idea I was stealing from her. I’ve been in business a lot of years and I’ve never stolen from a client.”

“Really?” Corelli leaned in. “Because her attorney, Regina Fielder, did an audit of Moreau’s income and expenses and found proof you were indeed stealing. As I said, skimming off the top of income and bulking up expenses. And in fact, she’s so confident of the results of her audit that according to ADA Larry Mack you’re being investigated for embezzlement.”

“I don’t know what proof she thinks she found, but she’s mistaken.”

“Didn’t Ms. Moreau fire you and indicate she was going to have you arrested?”

“She was my biggest-earning client. Why would I steal from her?”

Louden tapped the table in front of his client. “This is not a dialogue, Trip, so for the last time, I caution you to answer the questions when I say you should and other than that to keep quiet. Answer the question.”

Louden knew her well enough to guess that she had witnesses who had heard the exchange.

Adams smiled that slick smile of his. “She may have said that in the heat of the moment, but everyone knows I’m the best in the business. I knew she’d regret it in the morning.”

“You also knew you’d lose your best client, your reputation, your business, and your freedom if she went public with the charges. Were you sure she’d regret it because you intended to kill her?”

He opened his mouth, but Louden’s hand on his arm stopped him. “Next question, detective.”

“What time did you leave your office after the argument on Tuesday?”

He glanced at Warfield, who nodded. “I drove home to Long Island around seven, my usual time. And before you ask, my wife and I had dinner, I did some work, and we went to bed around eleven thirty. For the record, I didn’t kill her.”

Warfield put his hand up. “Other than the hearsay proof of an argument, do you have any evidence to implicate my client?”

Gotcha. Corelli smiled. “According to your wife, she was out from the early evening Tuesday until four a.m. Wednesday, and she had no idea whether you were in bed when she got home because you don’t sleep together.”

Adams’s face burst into color, somewhere between red and purple, but Warfield’s hand on his arm kept him quiet and in his chair.

Corelli knew better than try to bamboozle Warfield. “So we have witnesses who can testify that he left his office right after Ms. Moreau and followed her to the apartment she was murdered in later that night, and the alibi he offered is a lie. But we’re still investigating and waiting on forensics and the autopsy for additional evidence.”

“So if you don’t have anything definitive right now, I say we end this meeting and wait for the results.” Warfield shut his briefcase and stood. “Let’s go, Trip.”

They watched them leave, then joined the others in the conference room. Corelli blew out a breath. “Well, that was fun. Our distaste for the guy made us bring him in too quickly. He has a strong motive, but let’s focus on finding proof that he’s our killer. Canvas his neighbors to find out when he got home and whether he left later that evening, find out whether he has E-ZPass, and see if we can track him leaving and returning to the city later. And when you’re checking the neighborhood cameras make sure we look for his car. Speak to ADA Mack about Adams’s finances. Find out if they know why he’s stealing.

“Also, let’s find the taxi drivers that picked him and Osman up. See if anyone can confirm Osman’s story about a woman entering around eight and someone going to the door around eleven o’clock. Let’s eliminate Osman and Adams or find evidence of their guilt. And, we need to do the same with Tom Corwin.”


Chapter Twelve

Friday

They spent the rest of the day in the conference room, Corelli reading Moreau’s partial manuscript and Parker reading her diary. Parker closed the book and stretched. “Though I know, intellectually, that a victim of murder loses not only her life but also her privacy, learning things about Moreau that I have no right to know makes my heart hurt for her.”

Corelli put down the page she was reading and gazed at Parker. She’d been in the homicide business much longer than Parker and the memoir wasn’t nearly as intensely personal as the diary, but the overwhelming sadness of Moreau’s life still pulled at her heartstrings.

“It’s hard, Parker. But we’re not reading the intimate thoughts and feelings Moreau recorded for voyeuristic reasons. Rather we’re hoping we’ll find something that will help us get justice for her. And that’s our job.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “We’ve been at this too long. Let’s break for the night.”

Ping.

Ping.

They reached for their phones.

Darla: Leigh stabbed & in surgery at NY Pres. Me in surg waiting room.

“What the hell?” Corelli texted Darla: Stabbed in your apartment?

Darla: She took a walk.

“Took a walk? Has she forgotten Moreau’s bloody body already? How are we supposed to protect people if they don’t listen? And where the hell were her bodyguards?” Corelli ranted as they dashed to their car.

They buckled in. Traffic in the Village was light, and they made it to the FDR Drive north quickly. Parker sensed Corelli breathing to calm herself.

“Why do you suppose Drayman went out for a walk? I told her to be careful. The message didn’t mention any bodyguards, so I’m betting she was alone.”

“You’re probably right.” Parker knew Corelli could easily tip over into rage, and that wouldn’t be pleasant for either of them. Or productive. “But I’m wondering if we’re wrong in thinking that Moreau, not Drayman, was the target of the killer. On the other hand, it could be just a random stabbing.”

“A random stabbing would be an interesting coincidence, don’t you think?” As Parker had hoped, Corelli’s attention shifted from Drayman’s foolish action to the case. “The question is how did the killer find her on the Upper East Side? Hopefully, Drayman or Darla can fill in the blanks.”

Corelli sank back into the seat and stared out the window, probably trying to put the pieces together. Parker turned off the FDR at the Sixty-First Street exit and headed to New York Presbyterian Hospital. They left the car with the valet after being reassured he would keep it nearby, then entered the hospital.

Darla and the two women sitting with her were the only people in the waiting room when they arrived. She fell into Corelli’s arms and sobbed. “She’s still in surgery.”

When she stopped sobbing, Corelli stepped back but squeezed Darla’s hand. “How did they know to call you?”

“I’m listed as her emergency contact in her phone.”

“How bad is she?”

“She’s critical, but they seemed confident she’ll live.”

“Do you know why she went out? And where her bodyguards were?”

“The bodyguards she wanted weren’t available to start until tomorrow or the next day, but since she’s still traumatized and hasn’t left the apartment at all, it didn’t seem to be a problem. Anyway, I was at the station when I got the call and she wasn’t conscious when I got here, so I have no idea why she would leave the apartment alone.”

She wiped her eyes. “You need to talk to these women.” She turned to the two young women who were sitting with her. “They saved her life. They’ve been waiting to talk to you.” The women stood. “Lane and Emily, Detectives Corelli and Parker.”

Corelli tipped her head, signaling that Parker should question the women.

“What time and where did the attack occur?”

“It happened in that park along the East River, Carl something or other. About nine-thirty?” Lane turned to Emily for confirmation.

“Carl Schurz Park.” Parker provided the name of the park that contained Gracie Mansion and overlooked the East River. “What were you doing there at that time?”

“Actually, Emily and I were strolling on the walkway along the river, and we heard a woman screaming as we were passing the park. We ran to help her and almost tripped on them. He had her on the ground, stabbing her, but Ms. Drayman was kicking, screaming, and struggling to get away. I jumped on him, and as I fought to get the knife, we rolled away from her. Emily called 911, then came to help me, and we were able to pin him down. He stopped fighting for a moment, then we heard the sirens and he bucked us off and ran. We chose to stay to help her and let the police deal with him.”

“Did he drop the knife?”

“Not that we saw. But one of the EMTs spotted a syringe in the grass nearby that could have been from the attack. I believe they handed it over to the police.”

“I see you’re both injured.” Parker tilted her head toward the bandages on their hands and arms and the bruises on their faces. “That was a brave thing to do. What impelled you to fight him?”

“We’re both former Marines. I was military police and Emily was a medic.” She shrugged. “We didn’t think. We just reacted to a woman in trouble.”

Corelli glanced at her partner and seeing no objection, took over the questioning. “Can you tell us anything about the assailant?”

“He was wearing a ski mask and nitrile gloves, but I saw his wrists. He was blue-eyed, white, about six feet tall, dressed in black, and wearing black dress shoes. He was right-handed.” She thought for a second. “Oh, blond hair sticking out of the mask and sandy hair on his wrists.”

“That’s a great description. How did you manage to take that in while fighting him?”

“MPs are taught to observe. He was dressed for stealth, but his shoes were leather-soled and that seemed weird to me. The knife was in his right hand when he was stabbing her and when he and I were battling for the knife I got a good look at both his hands. The right was bloody, and the left was pretty clean, so I’m sure he’s right-handed.”

“Did he say anything?”

The two witnesses looked at each other. “We thought he was saying ‘trans bitch’ as he stabbed her,” Emily said. “Is she a trans woman?”

Drayman was public about being trans, but Corelli and Parker turned to Darla, letting her friend decide. “Yes. She’s New York State Senator Leigh Drayman, and she’s very public about being trans.”

“Was Senator Drayman alert and did she say anything?”

“Briefly. She said, ‘Thank you, please call Darla,’ and then passed out. She was bleeding profusely. We did our best to slow it down, but if the EMTs hadn’t arrived so quickly she might not have made it. We didn’t realize her phone was in her pocket until we arrived in the ER.”

“Have the police interviewed you?”

“At the park, they were more interested in going after the attacker, but they tracked us down in the ER. We have to go in tomorrow to sign a statement.”

“We also might have more questions tomorrow, but for now would you like a ride to where you’re staying?”

“If it’s all right, we’d like to stay with Darla until Ms. Drayman is out of surgery.”

“Sure.” Corelli stood. “I’m going to call Captain Winfry to arrange round-the-clock guards outside her room.”

Parker stood as well. “I’ll call the local precinct to have the reports of the attack emailed to me.”


Chapter Thirteen

Friday/Saturday

A surgeon, still in scrubs and surgical cap, came into the waiting room at 2:37 a.m. She looked exhausted. As she eyed the three separate groups that were now waiting to hear the fate of their loved ones, Corelli wondered how long her day had been. “Anyone here for Leigh?”

“I am. We are,” Darla said, making sure the four of them were included. They crowded close to the surgeon to maintain some privacy for the senator.

“I’m Dr. Meena Shah.” Her gaze lingered on Darla. “The surgery went well, Ms. North. She’s a lucky woman. Only two of the ten stab wounds were life-threatening, and we were able to repair both.” She shifted her focus to Corelli. “As requested by you, Detective Corelli, we have her in a private recovery room with two police officers posted outside.”

Damn. The surgeon recognizing Darla, a TV personality, was one thing, but her knowing who she was could only be due to the recent PR blitz.

Unaware of Corelli’s unease, the surgeon continued, “She’s going to need lots of rest and time to recuperate, but she should recover fully. We had to heavily sedate her because of the number and extent of the wounds, so it will probably be two to three hours before she wakes up and another few hours before she’s able to carry on even a brief conversation. I suggest you visit for a minute, then go home and get some sleep.”

Darla glared at the doctor. “I’m staying. No way is she waking up alone in a hospital room.”

The doctor opened her mouth. Maybe it was Darla’s determination or maybe the surgeon realized that she could appear on TV tomorrow looking like an ass, but for whatever reason, she seemed to think better of saying Darla couldn’t stay. “Okay, Ms. North. I’ll make sure a recliner is placed in the room she goes to after recovery.”

Darla smiled. “Thank you, doctor.”

Before they entered the recovery room, Corelli displayed her shield and ID to the two officers standing at the door. “No one except Ms. North”—she pointed to Darla—“and medical personnel go in to her room. Make sure the nurse on duty introduces the new nurse at the shift change. Confirm that the new nurse is known to her and check everyone’s credentials carefully.” She read the female officer’s name tag. “Officer Genowitz, Ms. North is in charge, but go in with them, watch what they do, and do what Ms. North asks.”

* * *

Upon hearing Darla’s voice, Drayman opened her eyes but immediately fell asleep again. So, as advised, they only stayed a couple of minutes. By the time they retrieved their car and dropped the two women off at their Airbnb in Gramercy Park, it was close to five a.m. Parker dropped Corelli off at her building, then went home to her apartment in Battery Park City to shower and change clothes. She picked up Corelli at six thirty and drove them to the station house for the seven a.m. team meeting.

The Drayman attack hadn’t made the news yet, so they decided to hear what the team had to say about their investigations before revealing it. When everyone was seated at the table with their coffee and breakfast, Parker asked for reports. The teams interviewing Drayman’s neighbors, Trip Adams’s coworkers and neighbors, and Osman’s neighbors weren’t having much luck. Watkins went last. “Ms. Moreau’s backpack had an Apple AirTag tucked into the lining.”

“Excuse me, but I didn’t get any sleep last night. What’s an Apple AirTag?” Corelli asked.

“It’s a small device put out by Apple that allows you to track something or someone using the Find My Network app to ping the AirTag and get an update on its general location. They’re readily available,” Watkins answered.

Parker sipped her coffee. “And you think someone put it in her backpack to track her? With the amount of lost luggage these days, isn’t it likely she bought it and hadn’t gotten around to putting it in her suitcase yet?”

“As far as I know, she and her band only travelled on charter planes or on their own buses,” Watkins said. “So it could be she put it there or it could be her killer did.”

“AirTags could be the answer to a question Parker and I have been discussing. Senator Drayman was attacked in Carl Schurz Park last night and suffered multiple stab wounds. She had surgery and will recover.”

Corelli waited for everyone to express their shock. “Two young women, ex-Marines, who happened to be walking along the river, saved her, and they heard him call her a trans bitch as he was stabbing her. Parker and I have been trying to figure out how he found her and maybe this AirTag thing is it. Let’s get Shaunton to return to the station house. She’ll know what Drayman took with her when she left her house to go to Darla North’s.”

Corelli tapped her fingers on her coffee cup. “The attack on Drayman changes things. Maybe she was the target instead of Moreau. But Moreau wouldn’t be easily mistaken for Drayman, so why kill her? Because she was trans? But she hadn’t told anyone and the killer wouldn’t have known she was trans just by looking at her. In any case, we have to expand the investigation to look at Drayman. You guys hang around so we can bat some ideas around after Parker and I update Captain Winfry. Hopefully he’ll assign us more bodies, because I’m sure Drayman gets lots of threats.”

An hour later Shaunton came into the conference room. “You have questions for me?”

“Yes. Can you remember what Senator Drayman took with her Wednesday?”

“Um, sure. She packed a duffle with some medications, a toothbrush, toothpaste, makeup, jeans, tops, underwear, shoes, socks and stockings, then put two business suits, two silk shirts, and dress shoes into a garment bag. I offered to carry the duffle and the garment bag, but she said she’d rather I pick up her keys from the bowl and her briefcase from the table in the foyer. That was it. I heard she was attacked last night. Is she okay?”

“She will be. We’re trying to figure out why she left the apartment alone and how he knew where to find her. We think someone might have planted a tracking device somewhere in her things. So, were the duffle and the garment bag already packed?”

“No. She took them out of the closet and then selected the clothing, the pills, and other things from the bathroom.”

“Thanks for coming in, Shaunton.”

* * *

They were getting nowhere when Darla called near noon. Parker put her on speakerphone.

“Leigh is awake. She’s sore, exhausted, and in and out. She doesn’t remember anything after arriving at my apartment Wednesday. So you’re welcome to visit, but the doctor said she shouldn’t be pressured. I’ve taken a few days off from work to be with her during visiting hours. I’ll let you know if she remembers anything. Lane and Emily are here visiting, by the way. I’ll ask if they remember anything else.”

“Darla, we think it’s possible that someone planted a tracking device in Leigh’s things and that’s how he found her. Can we stop by and pick up your key so we can check?”

“Better yet, I’ll call my super and have him let you in. Her things are in the guest bedroom.”

Darla’s building was an older glass high-rise with a circular driveway and a garden area on the side. It looked expensive, but Darla came from money, so that wasn’t surprising. They stopped at the front desk and asked for the super. A few minutes later, a man emerged from a door at the rear of the lobby and unlocked a cabinet behind the desk. He handed Parker a set of keys with Darla’s name on them.

“Please don’t give the keys to anyone but me. Have the doorman call me when you leave. As you can see, we keep them locked up for security.”

They took the elevator to the fifteenth floor and entered her apartment, a large, comfortably furnished living room with a view of Central Park in the distance, an eat-in kitchen with modern appliances, and a small table with four chairs. A short hallway led to two bedrooms with a bathroom between them.

Parker moved into the smaller bedroom. “This looks like Drayman’s stuff.” They slipped on nitrile gloves, then checked her duffle, shook out all the clothing, and examined the garment bag and the clothing in it. Nothing. Parker opened the briefcase and removed all the papers, pens, and other things Drayman carried. She slid her fingers around the interior. “Nothing.”

“Damn. Hopefully, Drayman’s memory will return, and she’ll be able to tell us why she went out to the park. But for now, let’s go have lunch and get a couple of people looking into Drayman while we continue reading the diary and manuscript.”

* * *

Several hours later, Corelli looked up. “This manuscript is interesting. I mean reading about Moreau’s childhood, how she knew at an early age she was a girl and how she and Lara used to switch identities for days at a time and no one ever figured it out. But it’s painful to read. Their parents were rarely around, and they lived most of the time with a family friend, an older American woman, who was more a mother than the real one. Alice was the one who taught her English, got her hormones at an early age, and then paid for her surgeries. That probably explains why she was drawn to older women. It’s making me teary, but it’s not providing anything helpful for the investigation. Do you want to read it, Parker, or should I give it to Greene?”

“Give it to Greene. I might read it later, but right now the diary is more than enough for me.”

“Do you want to hand it off to someone else?”

Parker didn’t hesitate. “No. I feel protective of her, and I’d rather not have anyone else poking at her deep thoughts and feelings. But I could use a break. We didn’t sleep last night and it’s six o’clock. I say we get some dinner, then call it a night.”

Corelli yawned and stretched. “Is Mexican all right? Taco Juan around the corner from my building is good, and it’s early enough that we won’t have trouble getting a table.”


Chapter Fourteen

Saturday/Sunday

Parker’s phone danced on the table. She glanced at the screen. “It’s the Medical Examiner’s office.” She put her taco down, wiped her fingers on her napkin, and answered. “Detective Parker.”

“P.J.” There was a brief silence. “It’s Gloria. Gloria Ndep.”

“You’re back?” Parker looked at Corelli and mouthed, “Ndep.”

“Yes. A couple of weeks.” She paused. “I decided marriage to a man was my parents dream for me, not mine.” She laughed softly. “Anyway, Monday I rejoined the Medical Examiner’s office as a Medical Legal Investigator.”

Corelli tapped the table to get Parker’s attention, then signaled she was going to move to a nearby empty table.

“I’d love to get together to bring you up to date on my life, but that’s not what I’m calling you about.”

Parker grabbed Corelli’s sleeve and pulled her back. “What are you calling about?”

“Ms. Moreau.”

“Just a second, Gloria, we’re in a restaurant, but I’m putting you on speakerphone.”

Parker lowered the volume on her phone, and they leaned in so their conversation wouldn’t be overheard.

“Welcome back.” Corelli spoke so Ndep would know she was on the call.

“Thank you. So, I’ve been entering Ms. Moreau’s data into our database. You know—information about her clothing, birthmarks, tattoos, wounds, etc. And when I read the autopsy report describing the number and types of stab wounds and the chopped-off hair strewn over the body, the viciousness of the attack reminded me of another case I came across when I briefly worked up in the Bronx a couple of years ago. That case led me to a second case in the Bronx, two in Queens, and one in Brooklyn, all trans women, all stabbed multiple times with a focus on the breasts and the groin area, and hair chopped off. None solved.”

Stunned, Corelli and Parker stared at each other.

“Are you there? I printed everything I could off the database. Should I send it over?”

“Sorry. We’re here. I think we’re both…gobsmacked. Could you leave it at the front desk? We’ll drive over and pick it up in a little while. And, uh, Gloria, it’s nice to have you back. We’ve missed you. We need whatever help you can give us on this case.” Parker laughed. “I’ll give you a call when I have some free time, but you just dumped a load on us so it will be a while.” She disconnected. “Damn, Corelli, you planted that word in my subconscious.”

“Forget that. It sounds like we have a serial killer.”

* * *

Last night’s review of the limited information Ndep was able to provide on each case pointed to a serial killer. Her discovery changed the nature of the investigation so significantly that the captain needed to be briefed immediately. Which is why they’d requested he come into the station on a Sunday morning. And why Corelli and Parker were in his office watching him rub his shiny bald head, trying to absorb the information. He looked up.

“I can’t believe this. If Shakespeare had written a play about star-crossed detectives, you two would have been the protagonists. The brass is not going to like this.”

“Right. Like we planned it. And of course they’ll forget that you tried to assign the case to another team.” Corelli glanced at Parker and then spoke. “We figured we should keep this under the radar while we gather more information to confirm our suspicion. We’d like to meet with the detectives on each of the cases and review the murder books but keep it low-key and not mention that there are others we believe are connected.”

“Good idea.” Winfry rubbed his temples. “But we all know you’re just doing due diligence and eventually we’re going to need a task force to find this guy. Are you ready for that?”

“Yessir, we are,” Parker said. “Up to now it’s been one murder about every six months, but we’ve had a murder and an attempted murder in a week. He seems to be escalating. Best case scenario is that Moreau and Drayman were special in some way, and he’ll go back to his original schedule. But we’re going to need to move quickly to stop him before he kills again.”

Winfry stood. “Meet with the detectives on the cases as soon as possible. Who else knows about this?”

Parker and Corelli stood. “Just the three of us and Gloria Ndep. Do you have a problem if we continue to involve her?”

“No problem with her being involved, but let’s keep this information between the four of us until we figure out how to get the brass to see the light.”

They were lucky. The detectives on the more recent case in the Bronx had both retired, but the detectives on the other case were in today and could meet early this afternoon. And the detectives on one of the Queens cases were in and available in the late afternoon. But both detectives in the other Queens precinct were on vacation, so she convinced their captain to let them borrow the murder book. Parker ended the call with the Brooklyn detectives who handled the Bushwick case. “We’re on for five p.m. tomorrow.”

Corelli noted the appointment in the calendar on her iPhone. “Since we’ll be in Brooklyn anyway, are you up for dinner at Gianna’s afterward? She said she misses you. But be warned, the whole family will be there.”

“I’m definitely up for it. I miss Gianna and the kids, too. And you know I love your family.” Parker stood and stretched. “We need to get going if we’re going to make our appointment.”

On the way to the Bronx, Corelli turned from staring out the window. “I wonder if Drayman knows any of these murdered women. She’s involved in a lot of things in the trans community. Maybe she’s the thread that connects the women.”

“Interesting thought. Shall we visit her at the hospital on the way back from Queens this afternoon?”

“Let’s wait until after we’ve met with the detectives on all the cases.” Corelli went back to staring out the window. “He’s been really careful up to now, spacing the murders, skipping around the other boroughs but never Manhattan until this week. Six months is a long time between kills. I wonder if he’s murdered outside of New York City. I’d like to do a search of the FBI database, but not until we’ve gone public about a serial killer.”

Parker glanced at Corelli, then quickly turned back to the road. “What do you think about asking the FBI’s New York Field Office to do an off-the-record search?”

“Great idea, Parker.” Corelli laughed. “Of course, rather than remind our friend Assistant Director Ben Fine that he owes his job to us, we’ll just ask him for a favor.”

Parker smiled. “Do you want to call Fine while we’re on the road or should I do it later?”

“The sooner the better. I’ll do it now.” Corelli pulled her phone out and selected Fine’s name from her contact list. It was nice to have the director of the FBI’s New York Field Office on direct dial. She put him on speakerphone.

“Agent Fine.” And nice that he picked up right away when he saw her name.

“Ben. Corelli and Parker here. We need a discreet search on your database for trans women who have been stabbed to death anywhere in the country but particularly in the New York Metropolitan area. Is that possible?”

“Wait a second. Let me write this down.” Corelli heard movement on his side of the call. “So trans women stabbed to death anywhere in the US. Okay. Is this related to the murder of Moreau and the attempted murder of Drayman?”

Corelli raised her eyebrows at Parker and interpreted the lifted shoulder in return to mean “Do what you think is right.” So, caution. “Yeah. You know the press is already all over us, so we want to cover all the bases and stay ahead of them.”

He laughed. “Tell that to your bosses, but I know you guys. My guess is you’re on to something, and since I expect to be brought in when the time is right, I’ll play ball.”

“Thanks, Ben. By the way, did I say we need it ASAP?”

“Of course you do.” He laughed again and disconnected the call.

“Your destination is on the right,” the disembodied GPS voice announced.

Corelli didn’t know what she expected, but the well-kept, three-story, red-brick precinct house in the style of an Italian villa with a clock tower was a pleasant surprise, as was the beautiful door, half glass covered with metal grillwork. They stopped at the desk.

“Detectives Corelli and Parker here to see Detectives Alvarez and Malouf.”

“I’ll let them know you’re here.” The officer behind the desk picked up the phone and announced them. “Detective Malouf will be right with you.”

The dark-haired man who appeared a minute later was slender, young, and handsome. Corelli side-eyed Parker. Was her bisexual partner reacting to him? No. She was her professional self.

“Detective Corelli, Detective Parker, I’m Akeem Malouf, please come with me.”

All eyes were on them as Malouf led them through a large open area with desks to a small conference room where a shorter, older man waited at the table. Malouf introduced them. “Detective Alvarez, Detectives Corelli and Parker.”

When the three of them settled at the table with Alvarez, he sat back, hands on his stomach. “So what can us lowly slobs out in the hinterlands do for the Dream Team?”

Corelli felt Parker tense. Damn the brass and their publicity. She took a few controlled breaths. “Believe it or not, Alvarez, when we’re not being forced by the brass to be the face of the department, we actually work as detectives.”

Alvarez laughed. “I’m glad to hear it, but I’m still surprised that you’re interested enough in one of our cases to leave Manhattan for one of the outer boroughs.”

“I know it’s shocking, but we do visit the outer boroughs from time to time. In fact, I grew up in Brooklyn.” She paused as the tension in the room eased. “We’re here, as Parker indicated when she called, to talk about one of your cases from two years ago, the murder of Cheri Herrera. We think it might be related to our current case.”

Alvarez held up his hand. “Sorry for razzing you, Corelli. Me and Malouf get that you and Parker have tried to credit your team and others in the department who do the same work and we appreciate it.” He tapped one of the binders on the table. “We made a copy of the murder book for you, but there’s not a lot there. Do you recall that two officers in our precinct were murdered a couple of years ago?”

“Of course. The whole department focused on tracking down the killers.”

“Well, the officers’ bodies were discovered the day after we caught the Hererra case, and, like everyone else, we were ordered to drop everything to focus on finding their killers. The Hererra investigation was put on the back burner, and you know how it is, new cases piled up and we never really got back to it. That said, though, you’ll see we didn’t have much success in the day we did focus on her. It was difficult to get anyone to talk to us. We think her friends and acquaintances were protective because she was trans or maybe afraid because they were trans.”

“Did you have any leads at all?”

“Not really. She was last seen leaving the beauty parlor where she worked as a hairdresser and getting into a car with a blond woman. The only person who would talk to us, a hairdresser who worked with Hererra, said she told her she was having dinner with a friend. We couldn’t find any trace of this friend, but we assumed that after they had dinner Hererra met up with the killer later at a bar. But the hairdresser also said Hererra was very cautious and would never go out with someone who didn’t know she was trans. That shot down our original theory that the guy was enraged to find a penis when they had sex and stabbed her. But if she knew him, one would assume he knew she hadn’t had bottom surgery. She wasn’t found for a couple of days so we couldn’t test for a date-rape drug.”

“Where was she found?”

Alvarez paused and glanced out the window. “In a dumpster behind a supermarket.” His voice broke. “She was so badly mutilated that the man who found her didn’t immediately recognize that he was looking at a human.”

Malouf jumped in. “This case has haunted us. We’ve gone back several times in the last two years to talk to people, hoping we could shake something from their memories or maybe with time passing they’d be more open, but we always come up empty.”

Alvarez eyed Corelli and Parker. “So why does a two-year-old case of a trans woman viciously and violently stabbed to death in the Bronx interest the Dream Team?”

Ignoring the poke, Corelli made a snap decision to trust these two, who both clearly cared about the death of the trans woman.

“We’re just testing our theory, so this is confidential, but we believe it’s possible we have a serial killer in New York City. Besides Alessandra Moreau and Cheri Hererra, we’ve identified four other cases of trans women stabbed to death in exactly the same way by what appears to be an out-of-control killer. In fact, another trans woman was murdered in this precinct a little over a year ago. We were told that the detectives on the case, Alongi and Shaw, retired.”

Malouf picked up a slim binder. “Yeah, those two old guys coasted a couple of years before they retired at the end of last year. They considered prostitutes a waste and trans prostitutes expendable, and from the look of the murder book, they didn’t do much on the case even when it was fresh. It fell through the cracks when they left. The captain asked us to make a copy of the book for you. Darina Feloni was a trans prostitute who was stabbed and mutilated in much the same way as our victim. If we’d been paying attention, we might have caught on to a serial killer a year ago.”

“If we have a serial killer, you’re not the only ones who missed it.” Corelli grabbed the books, then stood. “Thanks, guys. We’ll get back to you when we know more.”

Parker entered the address of their next appointment into the GPS. “I don’t think I’m going out on a limb by saying we definitely are dealing with a serial killer who has benefited from police incompetence, prejudice toward trans women, and overwhelming workloads, preventing the research needed to connect these cases.”

Corelli sighed. “I agree. But we need to confirm that these five women all appear to be victims of the same killer so we can make the case for a task force. Onward to Queens.”


Chapter Fifteen

Sunday

“I’m sure you’re aware, detectives, that the trans community has not had great experience with the NYPD and most police departments around the country.” Detective Claire Redondo sighed. “So there’s no trust, which means no one comes forward for fear of being exposed themselves. The result is we got nothing from her friends and coworkers. We know Venetia Morgan was eighteen years old, that she was taking hormones but had not had surgery yet, that she worked as a barista and moonlighted as a prostitute, trying to earn enough money for bottom surgery. She was last seen getting into a dark-blue car with a white woman with long blond hair and was found two days later in a pool of blood in a garbage-strewn alleyway in Jamaica that’s frequented by drug addicts. There were defensive wounds on her arms, but no tissue under her nails and no forensic evidence. Of course, no one saw or heard anything.”

She glared at them. “And before you ask, we didn’t do a search to see if other trans women were being murdered. We have no excuse other than too many open cases and pressure to solve the many murders where the community demands action.”

Corelli wanted to punch Redondo’s partner, who didn’t even care enough to listen and focused instead on his phone. “What do you think, Chan?”

“What?” He looked up and stared blankly at her. “Um, what Redondo said. We have too much work to waste time on fake—”

“That’s enough, Chan.” Redondo’s angry tone caused him to sit up, but he shrugged and immediately went back to the game on his phone. “Sorry. That’s a good illustration of why we get no cooperation from the trans community. I’m assuming you’ve found other similar victims.” She paused.

Neither Parker nor Corelli responded. She sighed again. “Listen, I’d like to help if I can. And for what it’s worth, take the murder book and send it back when you’re finished. Come on, I’ll walk you out.” Chan was back to his phone and didn’t seem to notice when they left.

In the parking lot Redondo ran her fingers through her hair. “Listen, my sister is a trans woman and I worry about her every single day. I’m assuming you think we have a serial killer, and I’d like nothing more than to help bring him down.”

Parker opened the car door, then turned back to Redondo. “We’re trying to keep this low-key until we’re sure what we’re dealing with, so please keep your thoughts to yourself. We’ll keep you in mind if it goes anywhere.”

As Redondo left, Corelli keyed the address of the next Queens precinct into the GPS. “Unless you have plans tonight, I’d like to pick up the final murder book, get some takeout, and review the four cases we have before the meeting tomorrow morning.”

Parker snorted. “You’re pulling my leg, right? You know I don’t do plans during an investigation.”

“I know.” Corelli laughed. “But while we’re on the subject of your social life, how do you feel about Ndep coming back?”

Parker side-eyed Corelli. “If you’re asking me whether I want to get back together with her, the answer is no. I was done with her before she decided to go to Nigeria to marry a man.” Parker tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. When Corelli was in the throes of her PTSD in their first few months working together, she had been quick to attack Parker for getting personal, so she hesitated to share personal information with her.

“In fact, I’m dating someone, a doctor in my friend Nicole’s practice.” Corelli nodded without comment. “But I am happy Ndep is back. She felt obligated, as their culture requires, to agree to the marriage her parents arranged for her, but I was sure she would never be happy living in Nigeria and marrying a man, no matter how nice he is. I don’t understand people like her parents. They emigrate here for a better life, allow their children to grow up as Americans, and then expect them to adhere to the customs of a country they barely remember.” Parker blew out a breath. “Sorry to go off. In any case, I’m glad she chose herself, her own happiness.”

As promised, the murder book was at the front desk of the precinct. On the drive back, Corelli’s phone pinged. A text from Simone.

In the city w/Nicky sleeping ur place tonight. B there soon.

She turned to Parker. “Simone and Nicky came into Manhattan to hang out with friends and are planning to sleep at my place tonight even though we’ll see them tomorrow at Gianna’s house. I’m going to add to our takeout order.” Corelli texted back.

OK. Bringing Thai. See u about 40 mins.

She disconnected. “We can work while they do whatever two kids about to be college seniors usually do.” She called the Thai place and changed the order.

When they stepped off the elevator into Corelli’s loft, they were greeted by her cats weaving between their legs and loudly complaining about being starved. Simone and Nicky, also claiming starvation, hugged them, relieved them of the two huge bags of food, and quickly added the food, water, wine, and beer to the table they’d already set. While everyone focused on filling their plates the only conversation was “What is this dish?” and “Who’s drinking what?” Since Simone and Nicky were big Alessandra Moreau fans, they were curious about her, but the fact that she was trans wasn’t an issue for them. The younger generation was so much more enlightened than their elders.

Parker chewed a bite of pad thai and washed it down with a sip of beer. “So how are the internships going?”

Simone and Nicky were tangentially involved in one of their earlier cases and met and were offered internships by New York City Council Speaker Kate Burke and Winter Brokerage CEO Brett Cummings, who was now part of their family.

Simone put her fork down. “Speaker Burke is wonderful to work for. I’ve only been there two weeks, but I’m learning a lot about politics and management and strategy. I love it.” She picked up her wineglass, allowing Nicky to speak.

Simone and Nicky were the same age and as close as brother and sister, but Simone, like Corelli, was Nicky’s aunt. Corelli was fifteen years older but looked enough like the two of them that casual observers often mistook them for triplets or, if they looked closer, thought she was their mother.

Nicky wiped his mouth on his napkin. “I’m learning a lot about investments at Winter Brokerage. I can’t wait for Brett to get back from Asia, but the people she assigned me to work with have been terrific. I’m doing lots of gofer stuff, but I’m also sitting in on meetings and attending the investment classes with newly hired brokers. It’s a high-pressure environment, but it’s been great so far.”

Simone and Nicky volunteered to clean up, and Corelli and Parker moved into one of the many private sitting areas in the huge loft room. As soon as Corelli sat, the cats, who she referred to as her therapy animals, were in her lap. She slowly rubbed their heads, letting the rumble of their purrs relax her. She and Parker began going through the meager information available on each of the cases, looking for something besides the stab wounds and chopped hair that might connect them to a single killer.


Chapter Sixteen

Monday

Greene was seething as they sat down for the morning meeting. “I’ve had it with men who think they can ignore me because I’m a woman. I’m an NYPD detective, dammit, and they’re wasting my time.”

Corelli met Parker’s gaze, raised her eyebrows, but managed to suppress her smile. “What’s going on, Greene?”

“What’s going on is that I’m going to jail that weasel, Daniel Gold. All I need is for him to confirm the alibi of Drayman’s office manager, David Lowe, but he’s made one appointment after another and then cancelled at the last minute. I’m wondering if Gold and Lowe got high together and killed Moreau. And that prick Tom Corwin has been following the same script, making appointments, then cancelling them and condescending and sidestepping my questions when I get him on the phone. I’m dragging both their asses in for questioning this morning.” She looked around the table. “I’d appreciate some help.”

Forlini reached over and patted Greene’s shoulder. “Me and Watkins are available if you need some muscle.”

“And Parker and I are available if you want some more brain power,” Corelli said. The group cracked up; the quip provided the tension relief they needed. “Anybody else have anything this morning?”

“Me,” Forlini said. “Kim and I spoke to the two other agents in Adams’s office. Celia Darner was totally freaked by the violence of his argument with Moreau. She said he looked ready to kill when he left the office. She’s convinced he murdered Moreau. She already suspected him of skimming because she’d heard a few stories from other agents who picked up some of the smaller clients Adams had dropped and figured too many of those Adams supposedly let go had the same story for it to be nothing. She’s left the agency and is taking her clients with her. Her attorneys are working to untie the financial knots and separate her and her clients’ money from the agency’s funds.” He tipped his head to Kim.

“Larry Orville, the other agent, said he was skeptical about the skimming and padding accusation, but then he did a little investigation of his own and realized Adams was doing the same with his clients’ royalties. As the agency head, Adams was responsible for handling the inflow and outflow of money and royalty payments to clients. Orville and the other agents thought an accounting firm was handling all that, but it turned out that Adams had terminated the accounting firm and was handling the financials himself.”

“Anybody else?” No one spoke. Then Hernandez poked his head in the room. “Gold is in the house.”

Corelli stood. “Let’s go watch Greene squash this guy.”

Everyone except Greene and Forlini sat behind the mirror. Daniel Gold looked uneasy, which was good. The door to the interview room opened and Greene stepped in. Forlini followed her.

“Geez, Forlini, you really beat the shit out of that guy.”

“I’m tired of these assholes wasting our time.”

They sat facing Gold, who was looking a little sick as Greene glared at him.

“So what’s your story, Mr. Gold. Either you give me some answers, or I’ll haul David Lowe in here and charge the two of you with the murder of Alessandra Moreau.”

Gold looked like he might pass out. “W-w-what?”

“You’ve been avoiding me. This is your last chance to answer my questions before we take you to a cell. Were you with David Lowe the night Moreau was murdered?”

Forlini cracked his knuckles. Eyes wide, Gold gazed at Forlini’s hands, then quickly looked away.

“We met at the Tiffany Club, you know, on Eleventh Avenue and Nineteenth Street about two in the morning. We danced for about an hour, then I went home with him. I left his apartment about seven the next morning.”

“Now, wasn’t that easy?” Greene said. “Why have you been giving me the runaround?”

Gold hesitated. “David called and told me Alessandra Moreau had been murdered and because he had spent a few minutes with her the police were trying to railroad him. He begged me to say we met at nine and spent the entire night together.” He stared down at his hands. “I said I would, but when I thought about it, I knew it was wrong. I thought if I could avoid talking to you, you would find the killer and I wouldn’t have to lie.”

Forlini pushed a pad and pen over to Gold. “Write down exactly what you told us and sign it.”

It only took a minute or two for Gold to put the pen down and slide the pad over to Forlini. After a quick glance at the statement, Forlini stood. “Follow me.” While Forlini escorted Gold out, Greene met with Corelli and Parker.

“That was fun.” Corelli laughed. “Have David Lowe picked up. It seems he was close enough to Drayman’s apartment to kill Moreau, then stroll over to dance and find an alibi.”

“Corwin is up next,” Greene said. “He’s figured out how to press my buttons, so I’m thinking it would be better for you two to take him.”

Corelli gazed at Greene. If fear was causing her to step aside, she would insist Greene confront him, but Greene appeared to be her usual strong, no-nonsense self, choosing to do what was best for the case. “Okay.”

They observed Corwin through the mirror for a few minutes. He sprawled in the chair, his legs reaching the other side, which would make it difficult for someone to sit opposite him. His head lolled back, his eyes closed, he appeared relaxed, but Parker pointed to the clenching and unclenching of his right hand. Corelli realized that the position couldn’t have been comfortable and was intended to demonstrate his indifference to being brought in for questioning. Suddenly he straightened, stretched, glared at the mirror, then slipped back into that same uncomfortable position. They waited a couple of minutes, then just before they thought he might need to stretch, they entered. The click of the door closing sounded loud in the quiet, but they didn’t speak or attempt to sit. It took about twenty seconds for him to straighten and swivel to look at them.

“Sorry to interrupt your meditation.”

His gaze followed Parker as she took the chair opposite him, then he turned back to Corelli. She locked eyes with him, and he quickly looked away. She waited a few seconds, then sat next to Parker. They were both going to be questioning him, which would, hopefully, throw him off balance.

Corelli continued to stare at him. Another tall, good-looking man who thought the world of himself. And felt entitled to harass and intimidate women. He was probably a failed actor like his pal Trip Adams.

He leaned in over the table and offered a slimy smile. “No wonder the police department is touting you two beauties. You’re even better in person than on TV.”

“And I didn’t think it was possible, but you’re even more offensive than Alessandra Moreau described in her diary,” Corelli shot back.

“A man can’t be nice these days. That’s the trouble with you bitches.”

Corelli wasn’t in the mood to play games. And with assholes like this it was better to go on the offence than to tap-dance around the issue.

“Is that why you killed Alessandra Moreau? Because she refused to play your games? She wouldn’t let you be nice?”

“Whoa.” He reared back, with his hands in a defensive position. “I didn’t kill the…her. And I was always nice even when she wasn’t.”

“Really? Touching a woman when she says she’s not interested is not being nice. Looming over her is threatening, not nice. Crass and insulting remarks are not nice. Ignoring the instructions of your female boss is not nice.” Corelli held his gaze. “You knew she was planning to fire you at the end of the tour. Not being able to intimidate such a small and fragile woman must have been frustrating. And I’ll bet you were enraged that such a beautiful, sexy woman despised you. And I’ll bet you enjoyed killing her, seeing her blood drain, hearing her cries. I’ll bet it turned you on.”

He paled. “Wait a minute. Wait a minute. I didn’t kill her.” He looked away. “I’ll admit I lusted after her. What man wouldn’t? And I’ll admit some consider me an abusive, condescending asshole. But I. Did. Not. Murder. Her.”

“Then why the games?”

He ran his hands through his hair. “Trip wanted me to do it. I think he felt it would make her run into his arms for protection.”

“So you two double-teamed women so they’d be so scared they’d beg for you to take care of them?” Parker made no attempt to hide her disgust.

He shrugged. “Alessandra didn’t.”

Parker was not going to let him act innocent. “According to her diary, you terrified her. She thought you were going to hurt her.”

“I guess she was a better actress than I thought because she fooled me. Besides, everybody knows girls write about their fantasies and dreams in their diaries. She probably made up what she wished I would do to her.” He smirked.

“Other people on the tour confirmed everything she said, without knowing what was in her diary. And they also confirmed the abusive and threatening language you and your pal Trip used when talking about her and when discussing what you wanted to do to her.”

He shrugged. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Parker controlled a sudden urge to punch his self-satisfied face and went for a verbal punch instead. “When did you find out Moreau was a trans woman?”

“Hah. I saw that shit online. If she was a man in disguise, I’m a giraffe. Just because she was friends with that tranny senator doesn’t mean she was one.”

Seeing the lack of humor on Parker’s face, he turned to Corelli. “I would never be attracted to a trans woman and believe me, Alessandra was a turn-on.”

They were silent. He shifted uncomfortably. “What do you want me to say?”

Corelli glared at him. “How about answering the question?”

He gazed at her, switched to Parker, then back. “You’re not kidding, are you?” He shook his head. “No shit? A trans woman? She sure played us all for fools.”

“Did that enrage you?” Corelli leaned into his face. “Did you try to rape her to teach her a lesson? Did she fight so hard that you were forced to kill her? Cowards like you like to attack smaller people to make yourself feel important, powerful. Based on what we saw at the scene of her murder, she bested you.”

“I told you—” He started to stand, then seeing their hands go to their weapons, seemed to think better of it. Breathing heavily, he avoided their eyes and sat. After a few minutes, he was calm enough to speak. “I’ve already confessed to being an asshole, but I can’t confess to being a murderer because I’m not. I had no idea she was trans. And, yeah, being tricked like that would have embarrassed me enough to beat the shit out of her, but not enough to commit murder.”

He blew out a breath. “Look, according to the news, she was killed sometime Tuesday night. There’s no way I could have done it. When I got off the bus late Tuesday morning, I grabbed my stuff and took the subway to my apartment in Queens. Sometime between six and seven, I went across the street to Hank’s Inn, my neighborhood bar, where I had a burger, watched sports, and threw the bull. A woman I know came in around eight. We danced and began drinking beer and tequila shots. By nine o’clock, we were smashed, and I took her back to my apartment. I passed out after we fu—had sex, but she was in bed when I woke up noonish on Wednesday. She left then, but I’m between gigs, so I spent the day in bed watching TV. They know me at the bar so you can confirm my story. And I’m sure Melanie will confirm it too.”

“What’s her full name and cell number?”

“Melanie Fitzpatrick.”

Parker wrote her name down. “Cell?”

He read her number from the contacts on his phone.

“You know, Corwin, you could have saved us all a lot of time if you’d just answered Detective Greene’s questions and given her this information.”

“As I said, I’m an asshole sometimes, especially around women, even woman detectives.” He chewed his thumbnail. “I’m still trying to get my head around Alessandra being trans. I’ve always thought of trans women as men trying to pass as women, but she wasn’t at all like what I imagined.”

Corelli and Parker stood. “You can go. We’ll be in touch.”

Corwin followed them into the hallway. “You know,” he said, “you should talk to that drummer of hers. He was always sniffing around her.”


Chapter Seventeen

Monday

The lead detective on the cold case in Bushwick called from the scene of a homicide to say he wouldn’t be able to meet with them for a few days. They’d planned to have an early dinner with the Corelli clan at Gianna and Marco’s house after the meeting, so they arranged to pick up the murder book at his station house. As they pulled up to the Benelli house, it occurred to Parker that it was unusual for the family to get together on a weeknight. Then again, Corelli’s parents closed their restaurant on Mondays so maybe it was a logical choice.

Gianna greeted them at the door to the brownstone and hugged both of them. On her first visit here, Parker assumed she was coming to a restaurant and was shocked to find it was Gianna’s home and that Gianna, whom she’d guessed was Corelli’s lover, was her sister. Now, not even a year later, she counted opting to watch Corelli’s back as the best decision she’d made in a very long time. Not only did she get trained by the leading NYPD homicide detective, but she also gained a family and two close friends, Gianna and Brett.

In the living room, Parker and Corelli were swarmed by four of the six Benelli kids, all girls eight years old or younger. Little arms encircled their legs, faces turned up with huge smiles. She and Corelli had rescued the youngest three from a child sex trafficking ring late last year, and Gianna and Marco were in the process of adopting them. Though Gianna said they still suffered occasional nightmares, they seemed to be flourishing in the love of their adoptive parents, their eight-year-old sister, two teenage siblings, and the extended family that was an everyday part of their lives. Parker adored Gianna’s four youngest girls, and they seemed to feel the same way about her, especially Maria, the oldest of the three they’d rescued. After she learned that P.J.’s name was Penelope Jasmine, she said she was changing her name to Penelope and asked everyone to call her Penny.

Dinner was loud as it usually was when the Corelli clan gathered, but Parker loved being there, felt privileged to be considered part of the family, and enjoyed the easy teasing and laughter. She also loved the food Corelli’s older sisters, Gianna and Patrizia, prepared. After dinner, Parker sat on the floor drawing pictures with Gianna’s girls and Patrizia’s two little ones, while Corelli, her three sisters, and two brothers-in-law whispered in a corner. Simone, the youngest, appeared to be taking notes. Their gazes often went to their parents as they conferred. Mr. Corelli was usually quiet, but tonight he just stared ahead and appeared confused when anyone spoke to him. Mrs. Corelli, who always buzzed around him responding to his every need, looked exhausted. Corelli had mentioned her dad was having memory problems. It must be getting worse, because he’d never looked so out of it.

Corelli was introspective as they drove into Manhattan, so Parker was surprised when she spoke.

“I noticed you watching me and my sisters earlier. My dad has Alzheimer’s. We’ve known for a quite some time, but it seems like suddenly he’s almost totally gone. My mom can’t handle him or the restaurant anymore, but she won’t hear of putting him in a facility. We were making a plan to deal with the situation. He’s not violent, so we’re bringing in round-the-clock caretakers to help my mom. And since none of us is interested in running the restaurant, we’re closing it and putting it up for sale. I thought you might want to know.”

“Thanks for sharing.” Parker considered what to say to comfort Corelli. Brett would have known, but she wasn’t here, so it was up to her. “I know you and your dad haven’t been on the best of terms, but I saw him when you were shot last year, and it was clear that he and your mom love you very much. And, he seems to have softened a lot since then. He certainly always seems happy to see you and Brett.” She hesitated. “Though my uncle prevented Jesse and Annie from legally adopting me, I consider them my mom and dad. If that happened to either of them, I would be devastated. I’m really sorry.”

She weighed whether to push Corelli to talk and risk her anger or let her internalize it all. “You’ve given me the facts, but how are you feeling about losing him?” She focused on the highway and left Corelli to her thoughts.

After a long silence, Corelli cleared her throat. “Mostly, I’m sad. We lost so many years because he wouldn’t accept that I’m a lesbian and that I do what he considers men’s work—being a police officer and going to war. And I’m hurting. Even though he came around when I was shot and welcomed Brett with open arms, we never really bridged the distance between us, and now we’ll never have the chance. I’m mad at myself for thinking I had unlimited time to reconcile with him.”

Parker was thrilled that Corelli was talking about her feelings. “Since we put our lives on the line every day, you’d think we, of all people, would understand that tomorrow isn’t guaranteed. But we’re human. He’s the one who should have had regrets. A dad should love their child for who they are. The important thing is you’ve lived your life as you wanted, not as he commanded.”

Instead of immediately getting out of the car when they arrived at her building, Corelli turned to Parker. “Are you up for reviewing the murder book we picked up earlier?”

If this is what Corelli needed to distract herself, so be it. “Sure. Let’s go up.”

* * *

Parker closed the book on the fifth cold case. “It fits the pattern, so it’s definite we have a serial killer. How do you think we should handle suggesting a task force?”

Corelli stroked the cats purring in her lap and stared into space for a moment.

“I see a couple of options. One, send it up the chain of command and hope they approve it. Two, hold a press conference, put it out to the media, and hope they demand it. Or three, inform Senator Drayman of our findings and ask her to lead the charge. I’m tending toward three.”

“I agree. Senator Drayman represents the transgender community and knows how to work the media. She’s still in the hospital, but when I spoke to Darla this afternoon, she said Leigh is awake and alert.” She glanced at her phone. “It’s nine-thirty. Are you up for a sick call?”

* * *

“Please, call me Leigh.” Even propped up in her hospital bed, obviously in pain, Leigh Drayman looked regal and in control. And when she graced the room with her brilliant smile, she could have been hosting a dinner party.

Corelli admired the senator’s resilience. It was nice to hear her voice sounding husky and strong, as usual, rather than muted and anguished as it had after she’d discovered Alessandra Moreau butchered in her living room or so weak immediately after surgery.

“Once again, let me apologize for barging in, but we have some questions and some information to share.”

Parker leaned forward. “Before we start, Leigh, could you explain how you and Darla know each other?”

She laughed, coughed, then hugged a pillow to her chest. “Sorry. The doctor says I’ll be tender for a while.” She grinned at Darla, who was sitting in a chair next to her holding her hand. “We met the first day of nursery school when we were almost four and we’ve been best friends since. The very first thing I said to Darla was ‘I’m really a girl but don’t tell anybody.’ She said, ‘Oh, okay, do you want to play dolls?’ Unlike my family, she accepted me immediately. And as we got close, so did her parents. All the Norths were with me every step of my transition to Leigh. Needless to say, I was beyond thrilled when Darla moved here from Texas.” She tugged Darla closer and kissed her cheek. “Darla can fill you in on my history if you’d like, but I have limited strength right now and I know you’ve got a killer to catch, so how can I help you?”

Corelli was interested in her story, but Drayman was right, they needed her to focus. “According to the officer on your case, you have no memory of the attack or why you were in the park? Is that still true?”

“Yes. The doctor said sometimes the amnesia disappears after a while, sometimes the memories never come back. Do you think the man who killed Alessandra attacked me? Was I the target all along?”

“To be honest, we don’t know. We found a tracking device in Ms. Moreau’s backpack, so it appears someone was stalking her. Besides, she—”

“Tracking device?” Drayman put up a hand, interrupting Corelli.

“Yes, an Apple AirTag. It’s small and—”

“One sec.” Drayman retrieved an envelope from the drawer in the side table and dumped its contents into her lap. “Like this?” She held out a small round object.

Corelli took it from Drayman. “Yes, that’s an AirTag.” She showed it to Parker. “Where was it?”

“Apparently it was in my jacket pocket along with Darla’s keys and some cash when I arrived in the ER.” Drayman frowned. “Do you think he could have put it there while he was stabbing me?”

“More likely it was before that and that’s how he knew where you were.”

Darla walked to the closet. “This is the jacket you were wearing when you came to my apartment Wednesday afternoon, and you didn’t go out until Friday night.”

“Did you speak to anyone between leaving your house with Officer Shaunton and entering Darla’s apartment?”

“No. We went right out to the police car.” She closed her eyes. “Wait, there was a crowd and a blond woman bumped into me. She apologized and asked what was going on. I said someone had been murdered. Then Officer Shaunton moved between us and helped me into the car.”

Corelli glanced at Parker. Clearly, she was thinking the same thing as she was. The killer was in the crowd outside the apartment. They’d have to examine all photos available. “Do you remember what the woman looked like?”

“She was tall, had short blond hair, and was heavily made up. I thought maybe she was trans because of her voice and her Adam’s apple.” She met Corelli’s eyes. “Do you think she was the killer? That she intended to kill me? And Alessandra was a mistake?”

Corelli didn’t hesitate. Drayman needed to know to protect herself. “I’d say she was the killer or an accomplice. We aren’t positive which of you was the target. But you and Ms. Moreau are total opposites in terms of coloring and height. It would be difficult to confuse you, so we’re assuming it wasn’t a case of mistaken identity. It’s likely she was the target and the killer came after you out of fear she confided something.”

“Well, she was mistaken. We barely talked. Alessandra was stressed and anxious when she called. She asked to meet and talk with me in private about coming out as a trans woman, but that was the extent of what she confided. By the way, my assistant says her memoir hasn’t turned up in my Albany office.”

“Her sister, Lara, gave us a copy. We’re still going through it, but so far it hasn’t helped with the investigation.” Corelli paused. “Senator, five trans women have been stabbed to death in New York City in the last two years or so. Two in the Bronx, two in Queens, and one in Brooklyn. Each case was handled by different detectives, and none have been solved. The level of violence, the focus on the victim’s breasts and genital areas, and the cropping of their hair were the same as in the attack on Ms. Moreau. As you are too well aware, transgender people are not a priority for many police. As far as we can tell, some detectives just ignored the cases and other cases petered out for lack of cooperation from the victim’s community. In all of the cases, the detectives were unaware of the other murders, and, for various reasons, none attempted to determine whether there were others.”

Corelli met Drayman’s eyes. “Parker and I believe a serial killer or group of anti-trans killers is at work. Those attacks were roughly six months apart. Because the murder of Ms. Moreau and the attempt on your life were so close, it’s possible something triggered the killer, and he feels a need to kill more frequently. We have to move quickly to stop him.”

Drayman jerked back, winced, and then took a couple of deep breaths. “You two are reputed to keep an open mind during investigations, to not take the easy way out and to persist until you solve the case. And, probably most important, you’re known to treat every victim with respect. Can you take on the investigation into these murders and hopefully find the killer or killers before more of us are murdered?”

Corelli hesitated, giving Parker the opportunity to answer. A glance at Parker confirmed that it was up to her.

“Although some news outlets would have you believe we pick and choose our cases, that’s not how it works. In fact, cases are assigned randomly, and we investigate whatever homicide occurs when it’s our turn. Besides, only Ms. Moreau was murdered in Manhattan and we can’t just take cases from other precincts. In order to accomplish what you want, a task force responsible for the murder of a transgender person anywhere in New York City would have to be set up. And we can’t do it. In the past, the mayor and department higher-ups have been reluctant for the public to know a serial killer is on the loose. We believe if we suggest it, we’ll be shot down. I’m sorry.”

“I hear you.” Drayman rubbed her chest. “The doctor is releasing me tomorrow, and I’ve arranged a press conference for six o’clock to address all the calls coming into my office about the attack. What if I say my sources tell me that trans women are being murdered around the city and demand that you and Detective Parker head up a citywide task force. It’s not a glamorous or high-profile job, but from what I know of you that isn’t important. So would you both be willing, if I could make it happen?”

Corelli took a breath. It was what was needed. They’d already told the captain they’d be willing to take it on, but it wasn’t too late to change their minds. They weren’t labelled the Dream Team for nothing. They were the best team for the job. But leading the task force would put them in the spotlight again and she was all too aware of how the intense focus of the past month was fanning the embers of her PTSD, stoking her anger and making her feel out of control. Parker was the one who would bear the brunt of her anger, so she’d leave it up to her.

“What do you think, Parker?”

“We’re both feeling the need to be out of the spotlight, to avoid high-profile cases. Then again, while the task force would likely get some media attention when it’s announced, neither the media nor the NYPD paid much attention to the five murdered trans women in the past, so hopefully after the initial flurry of interest the task force would fly under the media’s radar. And that’s exactly where we want to be.”

Parker gazed at Corelli, probably assessing her agreement. “But even if we do garner some media attention at least we’ll be working to stop the killer and give these victims the justice they deserve.” She paused, then turned to the senator. “We hoped you might take this on, Leigh. Serial killers are difficult to trace, so we can’t promise an arrest, but we’ll do our best in whatever time they allow us to work the task force. So, yes, we’d accept the job if it was offered.”

She should have known Parker would be willing to put up with her PTSD in order to serve and protect those society and the department deemed less worthy.

“You know how to play the game, Senator, and are a tough negotiator, so once you get the brass to agree to the task force, demand we head it up. Since they’ve been touting us as the ‘Dream Team,’ this is probably a good time for you to insist on the best.”

Leigh grinned. “I was sure I could count on you two, but I didn’t want to assume. This is very personal to me, as it is to every trans person. I’m fortunate. Until I out myself, most people see me as a cisgender woman. But the dilemma I, and other trans women and men face, is if we hide being trans, we live in fear of being found out and exposed. And if we acknowledge we’re trans, we live in fear of losing everything and being disparaged or threatened.” She leaned forward and took both their hands. “Hopefully when you’re in charge you’ll remember that’s why I’m so bitchy and demanding. Thank you.”

Darla stood. “It’s late. Leigh needs to rest, so let’s end this.”

“Thanks, detectives.” Drayman smiled. She turned to Darla. “Thanks, sweetie, and give my love to Mom and Dad when you speak to them tonight.”

Darla kissed Drayman’s forehead and led Corelli and Parker out of the room. “There’s a coffee shop on the ground floor. Let’s talk.”

They were quiet in the elevator and while they got their coffees. They sat at an out-of-the-way table.

“Leigh is quite the powerhouse,” Parker said.

Darla nodded. “She’s awesome. And one of the bravest people I know. She knew who she was from an early age and insisted on being her authentic self in the face of incredible pressure from her parents, who should have loved her unconditionally.

“She’s open about her life and won’t mind me telling her story. She’s always known she was a girl and somewhere around three or four years old she started demanding that the world recognize her as such. When we met at nursery school, she was already being beaten by her dad whenever she mentioned wanting her nails polished or a barrette in her hair or when she asked to wear a dress. She learned to keep it from him. But the older she got, the harder she fought and the more she flaunted it. She never told anyone he was beating her almost every day. When she was eleven, he lost it. She was almost unconscious when he physically threw her out of the house and told her not to come back until she figured out she was a boy. She managed to crawl to a nearby friend’s house and call me. I told my mom and we picked her up. My mom is a psychotherapist, and she and my dad were aware of Leigh’s struggle, but they hadn’t realized she was being abused. When Mom saw the bruises on her body, she drove right to the hospital, took pictures, and threatened to expose her parents. My mom and dad went to court, won legal custody of her, and she became part of our family.”

“Is that what she meant when she said you’d been on her journey with her?” Corelli asked.

“Yes. My parents raised her. She went to therapy, and when it was time she started on hormones, and when she was ready, they paid for her surgery. When she turned twenty-one, her parents sued to keep her from getting access to a multimillion-dollar trust fund her maternal grandparents had set up for her, but my parents fought them in court and won the case. As soon as she had control of the money, she wrote a check to pay my parents back for the surgery. They refused to take it, so she contributed the money to a clinic that provides low cost services to trans women.”

“Lucky woman,” Corelli said. That explained her financial situation.

“And she knows it. Without my parents she probably would have ended up on the streets. But that doesn’t mean her life has been easy. Like every trans person, having your body reflect who you are and being accepted by family and friends are important parts of the struggle. The other big part, being who you are, living your life, can attract ridicule, rejection, and violence. That’s what drives Leigh. She wants to improve the lives of all trans people. To make them safe.” Darla took a deep breath. “Sorry for the lecture. I worry about her.”

“Thanks for sharing her story,” Parker said. “And for the record, I didn’t feel lectured. So how come you never mentioned how close you are to the senator?”

“I cover her from time to time, and I try to keep our friendship quiet, like I do with you two. In both cases, Bear, my camerawoman, goes beyond her role and helps keep me objective. Or at least, keeps me from being totally skewed. So far, I’ve managed.”


Chapter Eighteen

Tuesday

Energy was low this morning. No wonder. All the interviews, all the searches, the review of articles about Moreau, the search of her house upstate, and the focus on Drayman’s life and the threats she received daily had turned up nothing. They were drowning in detail with no clues. So far, the only suspect they’d eliminated was Senator Hank Ferris, the conservative senator caught on video threatening Drayman in the senate hearing room in Albany. He and his wife arrived at JFK airport at 6:30 p.m. and were on a 9:45 p.m. flight to London the night Moreau was murdered.

Trip Adams was still their best suspect, but unless they were missing something important, his motive for killing Moreau was to keep her from exposing his theft, not that she was trans. Osman was still on the list but they hadn’t uncovered any trans hate issues in his background so if he killed Moreau it was probably because he “loved her so much” and she rejected him. Neither Adams nor Osman had a motive for going after Drayman, and it was unlikely either was the serial killer. The woman who was Tom Corwin’s alibi had disappeared. David Lowe had a family emergency in Florida, and they hadn’t been able to question him about his false alibi. Unable to find enough to eliminate or charge Corwin, Osman, Lowe, or Adams, they would have to continue to dig into the Moreau and Drayman cases while also working the five cold cases.

Corelli tapped on the table to get everyone’s attention. “Good morning. MLI Gloria Ndep is back at the Medical Examiner’s office.” The group looked puzzled. “Are you wondering why the social chitchat while our investigation is floundering?”

A few yeses, a few heads nodding.

“Well, it turns out that when Ms. Ndep read Alessandra Moreau’s autopsy report, she recalled a similar case in the Bronx several years ago. And after a little research she found four additional cases of trans women being murdered in a similar manner in the outer boroughs. Parker and I have met with some of the detectives and reviewed the murder books for the five cases, and we believe we have a serial killer.”

She paused to let that statement sink in.

“All the victims were trans women, two fully transitioned, three not. All were repeatedly stabbed with the focus on the breast and genital areas, their hair was shorn and strewn over them, and their bodies tossed somewhere outside. There are no witnesses. For one reason or another, all the investigations were perfunctory. Friends and acquaintances were reluctant to talk to detectives. The little forensic evidence that was gathered was never tested.”

She looked at each of the detectives. “You know the brass won’t want to hear about a serial killer, so we need to keep that tidbit in this group until we figure out how to handle it. Take the rest of today off, relax, and be ready tomorrow morning to get to work with a fresh eye.”

* * *

Corelli had surprised both of them by taking Parker’s suggestion to do a session at Yoga for Warriors, then have dinner and watch Drayman’s news conference together at Parker’s Battery Park City apartment. She needed the yoga to reduce her stress, and the invitation for dinner rescued her from another lonely night sitting with her phone in hand hoping for a call from Brett. She understood that the time difference and the demands of the work Brett was in Asia to accomplish made it difficult to connect, but she missed her terribly. No doubt Parker was, rightly, attributing her short temper to the absence of Brett’s calming influence.

She stood in front of the windows overlooking the Hudson River and New Jersey. “So, Parker, are you enjoying living here?”

“What?” Parker looked up from the jazz record she was putting back into its jacket. “Sorry. Could you repeat the question?”

“Are you enjoying living here?”

Parker shot a glance at Corelli. “Why do you ask?” She walked to the window.

Corelli cringed. Their work relationship had changed to a solid partnership, but Parker was still wary of her, still leery of sharing personal information. She knew if she wanted Parker to confide in her she would have to totally dismantle the protective glass wall she’d built between her and the world. Those who cared to look hard—like Parker, Gianna, Brett, and Major Billy Magarelli, her therapist—knew the wall was there. More and more Gianna and Brett were able to breach the wall, and because it was difficult for her to hide in her therapy group, the other women veterans and the major often saw behind it too. Though she trusted Parker totally and was trying, she still shared very little of her feelings with her.

She’d been thrilled when Parker confided she was dating, a woman, a doctor. Was it just her grouchiness that was putting Parker off? She’d been making an effort to be more open, to share more.

“I’m missing Brett and you haven’t said much about the apartment, so I’m curious.”

Parker stared out the window, seeming to weigh her answer. “It’s a beautiful apartment in a beautiful location, and Brett, my beautiful landlady, is charging me a more than reasonable rent, so how could I not enjoy it? And reconnecting with old college friends I’d lost touch with who live in the same building, has been an unexpected bonus.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Ready for dinner and some TV news?”

They sat on the sofa with the containers of Chinese food on the coffee table in front of them. After she served herself, Parker turned on the large-screen TV. “Shall we watch WNYN or check out the reactions on some of the less liberal channels?”

Corelli chewed a piece of orange chicken and gave it some thought. “I really want to hear what Drayman has to say and I’m confident Darla won’t drone over her with stupid commentary, so let’s go with her.”

Parker switched the channel to WNYN. “We can catch snippets of the attacks on reruns or read the papers tomorrow.”

Darla stood with the media pack in the atrium of the hospital, discussing the background for Drayman’s news conference, reminding viewers of the recent attempt to stab her to death and the fact that Alessandra Moreau had been murdered in her apartment. The roar of the media rose when Drayman was wheeled into the lobby by the surgeon who had operated on her. The two women who had saved her life accompanied them. Drayman was pale but gorgeous in a green short-sleeved dress that matched the green of her eyes, showed every curve, and didn’t hide the bandages on her chest and arms.

The surgeon parked the wheelchair next to the podium, then stood at the microphone. She stared out at the cameras, waiting for the room to quiet. “Good evening. I’m Doctor Meena Shah. Senator Drayman asked me to address her injuries with you. As you can see, she is alive and on the road to recovery after being stabbed multiple times in Carl Schurz Park. She was bleeding extensively when she arrived at our emergency room, but due to the actions of the two women who fought off her attacker”—she dipped her head toward the women standing nearby—“and the quick response of the EMTs who treated her on the scene, she was alive. We rushed her into surgery and spent several hours treating and closing her wounds, including two which could have ended her life. The wounds were deep and will require time to heal.” She turned to Drayman. “Now, though her wounds are very painful, and in spite of my orders, Senator Drayman will stand to address you.” She helped Drayman out of the wheelchair.

Obviously in pain, the senator stood ramrod straight and gripped the podium. Nothing moved except her eyes as she made contact with reporters in the audience. It took a moment, but the crowd, mostly media people, a few hospital visitors, and some hospital personnel, quieted and focused on her. She started off at a conversational level, talking about herself, about being a trans woman, and then as she talked about the hardships and the dangers transgender people, especially trans women, face every day for the mere fact of being alive, she paused and stared at the cameras for a few seconds.

“I’m sure most of you have seen or read about the hateful attacks on Alessandra Moreau in various anti-trans Internet hate groups. Alessandra’s twin, Lara, wanted me to let you know that she is proud of her sister, that though Alessandra was seen as a cisgendered woman by the world, she was a trans woman. In fact, even though she was aware of the potential impact on her career and her life, she was preparing to share the truth of her situation at the time of her murder. Even Ms. Moreau, white, successful, and wealthy, lived in fear of being found out. There are many who loved her, who were her fans, who adored her talent, who nonetheless will not mourn her death for the simple matter that she was trans.” She stopped to drink the water the doctor handed to her. “Think about that.

“As Dr. Shah said, I was attacked and stabbed multiple times and if it weren’t for Lane Colby and Emily Stubs, both former Marines, who happened to be taking a walk along the East River, I wouldn’t be here today.” She nodded toward them. “They heard my screams and bravely dashed toward danger. Both sustained stab wounds on their arms and hands as they dragged the attacker off me. They attempted to restrain him until help arrived, but he managed to get away. They called 911 and kept me from bleeding to death before the EMTs arrived. Give these women a hand. They deserve a medal. I can’t imagine the courage it takes to tackle a knife-wielding man intent on killing.”

While the audience clapped and cheered, Drayman drank some more water, and then with the microphone in hand she stepped away from the podium. She swayed and grabbed the podium with her free hand to steady herself. The surgeon said something to Colby and Stubs. They moved to stand behind Drayman.

Corelli glanced at Parker. She was entranced, too. Drayman took a deep breath, then, staying close enough to the podium to grab it if she needed to, she was in motion, body graceful, despite the obvious pain, a cross between a preacher and a rock star. She was mesmerizing. She held the audience in the room and, Corelli assumed from how she was feeling, the audience watching her on TV, in the palm of her hand. By the time she listed her demands, Corelli had no doubt Drayman would get what she wanted: that the New York Police Department take the murders of trans women, of trans people, seriously, that they consolidate all past and future cases from across the city under a task force and that the task force be led by the best the NYPD had to offer. She didn’t mention their names, but the questions that followed indicated everyone knew that by the best she meant Corelli and Parker.

Corelli was on her feet and pacing the living room. “I don’t see how they can refuse her.”

Though Drayman appeared exhausted and leaned on the podium, she answered every single question honestly and thoughtfully, trying to communicate, to make sure they understood this was not theater but an attempt to save lives. “Okay, one last question.” She looked around the room and pointed at one of the fake news TV anchors who was known to be anti-trans and anti-police.

The right-wing entertainer preened for a second, then lifted his mic. “Andrew Baron, Channel 43. Why should the NYPD waste more resources on the killings of these…these male prostitutes posing as women than on normal people. And why would they assign Corelli and Parker?”

Drayman smiled. She had known exactly what she was doing by picking him. “Your ignorance is showing, sir. You assume trans people are not normal people, and I’m here to tell you that we are very normal. You assume trans women are men posing as women, and I’m here to tell you we are not. You assume that all trans people are sex workers, and I’m here to tell you we are not. You assume it’s all right if trans people are murdered and tossed aside without a thought, and I’m here to tell you it is not. I’m also here to tell you that, regardless of employment, every trans person in this country, in every state, city, or town deserves justice. And I’m here to demand that the NYPD step up and do the job it was created to do, to protect and serve all its citizens, including trans citizens. That it expend not more resources than it does on heteronormative people, but as many.” She stared at him.

“So, Mr. Baron, even though you know nothing about and care diddly-squat about trans people, I gather you don’t think NYPD should expend equal resources for all citizens, that you don’t agree the task force is necessary to ensure that trans citizens get the same justice and protection as others, and that you think assigning the police department’s best, Detectives Chiara Corelli and P.J. Parker, to head up this task force, is a waste of resources. If you and”—she waved in the direction of the media pack—“your colleagues don’t support this task force, you are part of the problem, and all of you, the mayor, and the NYPD leadership, will have the blood of innocents on your hands.”

The camera moved in on Baron, who stood there shaking his head and smiling smugly. The cameras focused a few seconds on him before Drayman pulled the attention back to her. “I know most of you don’t agree with Mr. Baron,” she said, indicating the media again. “I’d appreciate your help encouraging the NYPD to do the right thing. Thank you all for your support.” She all but collapsed as the doctor and one of the women eased her into the wheelchair, then rolled her away from the cameras.

Parker turned to Corelli. “Wow. Not only did she get her point across, she managed to zing Andrew Baron while doing it.”

“I don’t know where she got the strength to perform like that.” Corelli grinned. “But it looks likely that we’re going to be heading up a task force.”


Chapter Nineteen

Wednesday

Shaking his head, Captain Winfry put the phone down. “The brass seemed surprised that none of the cases of the five trans women murdered in the other boroughs were solved and that none are being actively investigated.”

Corelli cracked her knuckles. “I’m convinced when they get promoted above a certain level, their brains are wiped clean to ensure they have absolutely no knowledge of policing.”

He raised his eyebrows but ignored her comment. He ran his hands over his bald head, a sign of his frustration.

“That was Chief Broderick on the phone. The brass isn’t thrilled about the task force or about you two ‘being wasted’ leading it. But they feel cornered by Drayman, so they’ve given approval to go ahead with it. Broderick knows you’ve been unhappy with all the PR lately, but he’s under pressure to get you to agree. He wants me to convince you to take it on.”

“Asshole,” Corelli muttered. She believed Broderick was so afraid he might lose his precious job as Chief of Detectives that he’d abandoned his principles and avoided dealing with issues head on. It enraged her.

“Thank you, sir,” Parker said. “Given the lack of sensitivity to the trans community in the department, we’re still thinking we’re the best team to handle the case. Right, Corelli?”

Corelli shifted, glared at her, then took several deep breaths. Parker was probably trying to defuse the situation before she lost control and said things that shouldn’t be said to their captain. She unlocked her fingers from the arm of her chair and flexed them. Parker visibly relaxed too.

“I’m not surprised the brass caved to her public demand for the task force. And I’m not surprised spineless Broderick asked you to do his dirty work and convince us to do something he was sure we’d fight. That said, I agree with Parker. We’d be honored to lead the task force.”

Once again, Winfry chose to ignore Corelli’s disparaging description of Chief of Detectives Broderick. He stared at Corelli. “You two didn’t have anything to do with Drayman’s task force idea, did you?”

Corelli trusted him, so she offered the truth. “She wanted us to take over all the cases, and we told her we don’t get to choose what we work on or deal with murders in different sectors, that only a task force could do that. She asked if we would be willing to lead a task force if she could convince the department.”

“And you agreed?” He studied them for a second. “I know you said you would take on a task force, but Drayman’s very public demand raises the profile of the task force and will bring intense scrutiny.”

“We did agree,” Parker said, “because we don’t think it will be high profile. The first victim of this killer that we know of at this point goes back more than two years and other than a brief mention, if that, none of these victims has been considered newsworthy by the media. We expect a flurry of coverage when the news gets out that we’re heading up the task force, but we’re betting the media will quickly lose interest and leave us to our investigation.”

Winfry tapped his fingers on his desk. “Capturing a serial killer isn’t easy. How will Drayman react if you fail?”

“She won’t like it, but neither will we. She knows it’s a possibility.”

Winfry eyed the two of them. “Okay, then. The task force is officially yours and the clock is ticking. I know these are cold cases, but do I need to say we need to solve them and the Moreau murder as soon as possible? You’ll work out of here and have whatever resources you need. Dietz will coordinate as usual. My inclination is to keep this low-key, but a press release will go out immediately after I let Broderick know you’re on board, so be prepared for that flurry of attention you mentioned. What’s your next step, Parker?”

“In addition to Dietz, Watkins, Greene, Kim, and Forlini, we’ll need as many detectives as you can spare.”

“Off the top of my head, only Erin O’Malley comes to mind. She mentioned the other day that she’s had it with public relations and would like to get back to investigations. What do you think?” He looked at Parker.

“I met her only briefly after we were shot at during the GALS case, so I don’t know how she is to work with.”

Winfry frowned. “Which one was the GALS case?”

“The murders of two gay men and a lesbian. The press labelled the killer the Gay and Lesbian Shooter, thus the acronym GALS,” Parker answered. She looked at Corelli. “What do you think about O’Malley?”

“She can be a pain in the ass, but she’s a good detective and would be an asset.”

Corelli realized this would be a good time to try to pull in the others they’d decided would be assets. “Captain, a couple of detectives working on the cold cases showed an interest and seemed like they would be a good fit. Any possibility we can recruit Detectives Luis Alvarez and Akeem Malouf from the Bronx and Detective Claire Redondo from Queens for the team?”

Winfry jotted some notes. “Okay, I’ll have Dietz get the paperwork going on the transfer of those three and O’Malley. Keep me posted.” He stood, dismissing them. “Close the door when you leave.”

Corelli stopped in the hall. “Thanks, Parker.” She shook her head. “I know Broderick is an asshole, so I’m not sure why he continues to tick me off, but he does. And for the record, I did think about telling him to stuff it. Did Winfry notice?”

“Maybe. He seemed intensely interested in what I was saying and studiously avoided looking at you. So probably.”

“Yeah, I figured.” Corelli started walking again.

Parker caught up. “Let’s talk to Dietz and get the ball rolling.”


Chapter Twenty

Friday

Three days after the official press release announcing the formation of the Trans Woman Murder Task Force, Corelli, Parker and the nine members of the team gathered around the table in the conference room assigned to the task force. It was larger than the previous room but just as shabby, with standard police department-issue furniture—six black fake-wood-and-metal desks, each with a worn chair, an aging computer, and multiline phone, a black metal-and-wood conference table with twelve chairs, several well-used file cabinets, and a whiteboard. As expected, the media had focused on the Dream Team, questioning why they had been assigned to lead the task force when they should be focusing on Moreau’s murder and the attack on Drayman. Also as expected, they had shown little concern for the five other murdered trans women.

Corelli stood at the whiteboard. “I believe you’ve all met, so I’ll get right into it. This task force, this team, has several jobs. First, to ensure we’ve identified every trans woman murdered in New York City in the last two years or so. Second, to investigate each one as if it’s a new case. We’ll use whatever the original detectives turned up, but we want fresh eyes and a fresh prospective that starts with the assumption that these women deserve justice. Third, to identify similarities between the cases, threads that might help us bring down a serial killer or killers. Any questions?”

Detective Erin O’Malley looked pointedly around at the group. “Seems like a lot of work for such a small team. Will we be getting additional resources?”

“Welcome to the real world, O’Malley.” Corelli paused. “We’ve been promised all the resources we need, but you know how that goes. We’ve added Detectives Alvarez, Malouf, and Redondo from other precincts”—she nodded toward them—“because they worked on two of the cases, and we’ll pull in as many other detectives as we can as we go along. Officers Hernandez and Shaunton have also been assigned full time. So the short answer is, we will, as usual, be understaffed, but we’ll be adding to the team as we proceed. Parker.”

She stepped aside and Parker took her place. “Corelli and I have put together a preliminary roadmap for proceeding, but we welcome your input. We’ve formed four two-person teams—Watkins and Malouf, Kim and Forlini, O’Malley and Redondo, and Alvarez and Greene—each responsible for a cold case. Each team will review the murder book, reinterview witnesses, interview the original detectives, have any evidence that was collected tested, and hopefully develop new leads and new evidence. Corelli and I will focus on the Moreau and Drayman cases. Hernandez and Shaunton will provide support across the board as needed. We’ll meet at seven a.m. every day to share our findings.”

She paused to make sure they were still with her. “We have a new case. Roberta Marie Davis, a trans woman, was murdered Wednesday night in Coney Island, and since it’s more likely to have threads we can pull than an older case we’ll start with it. Detectives Haley Wells and Guy Bergman from the Coney Island precinct are working the case and will join us in few minutes. In the meantime, let’s take a break.”

The task force team stood around the room talking in small groups while sipping coffee and eating the donuts and bagels Corelli and Parker had provided. Corelli was deep in conversation with O’Malley, who was explaining why she wanted out of public relations, and Parker was pouring herself a cup of coffee when a loud bang pulled all eyes toward the table they’d been sitting at. Every hand reached for a weapon. A man, probably in his late fifties, was leaning over the table, rubbing his hands together after slamming a box on its surface. Behind him cringed a woman in her early thirties. The man surveyed the room before his gaze settled on Corelli and Parker, who was now at her side. “Ah, Cagney and Lacey. There’s everything you’ll need for the Davis case.”

Corelli bristled. She opened her mouth to lay into him, but Parker’s touch to her wrist warned her to stop and think. She met Parker’s gaze. This must be the Coney Island crew. She would probably be angry too if a case was jerked away from her without discussion. She’d give the guy the benefit of the doubt for now.

“Ah, you didn’t get the memo, it seems. Actually, the department decided we should be called the Dream Team. Right, O’Malley?” The choked laugh nearby confirmed her suspicion that O’Malley had come up with that catchy little title. “Detectives Wells and Bergman, I presume.” She walked over and extended her hand to Bergman. “I’m Corelli.” He hesitated, then shook it. She turned. “And this is Parker.” They shook hands and then they both greeted Wells. “Help yourselves to coffee and something to eat and then we’ll get to work.”

“You want us to stay?” Bergman seemed shocked.

Corelli got it. Someone in Coney Island was trying to cause trouble. But was it the case, the task force, or her and Parker they were trying to disrupt?

“I don’t know why you weren’t told, but we asked to have you review the case with us and, depending on how things shake out, maybe work with us on the investigation.”

Wells and Bergman exchanged a look. Wells smacked his arm. “I told you it didn’t sound right that they just wanted the two of us to deliver everything to the task force and leave.”

When they settled at the table again, Parker asked everyone to go around and officially introduce themselves, then summarized their proposed approach for the two new detectives.

“We’re eager to hear about the Davis case, so please fill us in.”

Bergman nodded. “I’m going to let Wells do the honors, if that’s all right with her.”

The young woman blanched.

“And I’ll jump in when necessary to help out.” He dipped his head and offered a reassuring smile. “Start with the 911 call.”

Wells pulled over the box of materials they’d brought with them and unpacked its contents onto the table. She opened the murder book.

Corelli awarded them points for setting up the book at the start of the case, rather than as an afterthought as many detectives did.

Wells cleared her throat. “A transcript and a flash drive with the 911 call are included in the murder book, but I copied it to my phone because hearing it gives you a feel that you don’t get just reading the words.” She pressed Play.

“Hello, I want to report a murder of a woman. No, a man. No, an it. A fucking IT. You’ll see. It’s under the boardwalk near Brighton 6th Street.” Then there was a giggle, and he or she, it was hard to tell, started to sing. “Under the boardwalk, down by the sea, me and the It had some fun, didn’t we?”

The tune and the start of the lyrics were familiar, but not the end phrase. Wells turned her phone off. “The call came in at 11:45 p.m. Wednesday.”

The group was silent for a moment.

“Creepy asshole.” Detective Kim shuddered. “It sounds like it could be a guy or a woman, but my money is on a guy.”

“Based on the size of the handprint found at Moreau’s scene, you’re probably right that we’re looking for a man, Kim.” Corelli turned to Wells. “So she was murdered the day after Senator Drayman’s news conference?”

“Yes. Tuesday evening the senator was on TV demanding a task force to investigate the murders of trans women, and late Wednesday we got called out to the scene of the murder of Ms. Davis. We only found out she was trans yesterday at the autopsy. The medical examiner’s office referred the case to your task force, and we got the order to…” Wells glanced at Bergman, then continued, “To immediately dump everything on you.”

Hostility from within the department wasn’t unusual when a case was pulled away from detectives and reassigned, but it was surprising when it was a citywide task force taking over. Given Bergman’s angry entry, Corelli assumed the hostility was directed at her and Parker and coming from the senior officers at the Coney Island precinct.

“Our guy seems to be escalating,” Corelli said. “And taunting us. As far as I know this is the first time he’s called in the kill, so let’s get that recording analyzed. Maybe we can pick up some background noise or something distinctive about his speech or voice. Do you have any idea where the call came from?”

“Her phone. But it didn’t turn up in a search of the area. It could be we missed it somewhere in the sand.” Wells took a sip of her coffee.

“We’re waiting on information from the telephone provider to give us a list of her calls. Hopefully, they’ll be able to determine whether the call was made from the murder scene or somewhere else,” Bergman said. “Go on, Wells.”

Wells picked up a large manila envelope and dumped its contents in front of Watkins, who was sitting next to her. “These are the crime scene photos.” He examined each photo and then passed it to Greene, sitting next to him.

When everyone had reviewed the photos, Wells continued the update. “As you saw, she was naked but covered with sand. That made it difficult to determine the extent of her wounds and even more difficult to get any forensic evidence off her body or from the surrounding area.”

She picked up another envelope, pulled out a small stack of photos, and handed them to Watkins. “These photos were taken at the autopsy. With the sand washed off, the numerous stab wounds all over her body both front and back but especially her breasts and stomach, are visible. A knife, probably the same one, had also been inserted in her vagina, which had been slashed. Wounds on her arms and legs seemed to indicate she tried to block the blows, but the ME found nothing under her nails. He indicated the attack appeared to be frantic, that the killer seemed to be in a rage.” Wells glanced at Bergman. He dipped his head, then offered a quick thumbs-up.

Corelli noted the connection between the two detectives. Clearly, he was mentoring her and giving her the opportunity to present the case was part of her training.

“Does anyone recall a knife or anything else being inserted into the vagina of the other women that had transitioned?” Corelli waited a moment. “I’ll take the silence as a no. And I’ll take the slashing of Davis’s vagina to mean he’s losing control.”

When the autopsy photos had made their way around the table, Wells continued, “So far we’ve interviewed two of her friends and three coworkers. She lived in a studio apartment in Bensonhurst and worked as a graphic artist at a print shop in downtown Brooklyn. The consensus is that she was an outgoing and fun-loving bisexual who was open about being trans with the men and women she dated. A friend from work remembered her mentioning having dinner with a woman she’d met online, but she wasn’t sure whether it was the night she was murdered or the night before.”

“To be frank,” Bergman said, “we don’t have any suspects. We’re going through her computer, but we’ve got nothing. Our plan was to continue to interview her friends and coworkers, to talk to people in her building and nearby who might have seen her with someone and to canvas restaurants and bars in the area near the murder scene to see if we can get a handle on where she was and who she was with that night.”

These two would make a great addition to the task force, Corelli thought, but she would confer with Parker before inviting them to join. She gave them a few seconds, but neither Wells or Bergman added anything else. “Anyone have any questions or suggestions?”

Everyone was silent.

“Okay, good job. It seems your presentation answered all our questions. Let’s take a ten-minute break.”

Parker was in total agreement on adding Bergman and Wells to the team, so they approached them.

“We’d like you two to continue to pursue this case but as part of the task force. That means you’d report to us on this investigation and participate in the overall investigation into the seven murders. It will require longer hours and a lot more work than just this one case. And it means meeting here every day at seven a.m. What do you say?”

“You have the power and authority to take over this case and bring us on board?” Bergman asked.

“That’s what we demanded before agreeing to lead the task force, and that’s what the brass promised.” Parker laughed. “If you’re interested, you’ll be our test case.”

Bergman turned to Wells. “This would be a good opportunity for you, but we’ll probably get grief at the precinct. Are you interested?”

“Only if you are, Bergman. This is my first murder, so I’d like to pursue it. And I like the idea of looking into all the murders. But if you’re not interested, neither am I.”

Bergman puffed up like a proud father. “Okay. We’re in. But since it’s a long drive here, meeting at seven p.m. would be better for us. Coming into the city in the morning means we lose a minimum of three hours out of our day, three hours that would be better spent working the case.”

It made sense. “You okay with that, Parker?”

“Good idea. Let’s do it.”

“Unless you need something from us, you can take off and continue your investigation as usual. Our cell numbers, those of the rest of the team, and the summaries of all the other cases are in the packet you each received.” Corelli dipped her head to the envelopes Bergman and Wells were holding. “Call me, Parker, or Dietz, if you need anything.”

“Thanks,” Bergman said.

They all returned to the room. “Listen up, folks.” Corelli waited for everyone to quiet. “Bergman and Wells will be joining the task force. In deference to their schedules, starting tomorrow we’ll meet at seven p.m. rather than seven a.m. See you then.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Saturday

Corelli tapped the table with her pen. “We have a lot to cover tonight, so pick up a soda or coffee and a sandwich and take a seat.”

When everyone was settled, Parker stood. “Medical Legal Investigator Gloria Ndep from the Medical Examiner’s office”—she nodded at her—“is the person who connected the five cold cases and raised the alarm that resulted in the formation of the task force. Now she’s officially joined us. She’s analyzed all the autopsy reports to identify similarities and differences and has examined the bodies of Alessandra Moreau and Roberta Marie Davis. Ndep, please share your findings.”

Exuding power and confidence, the stately dark-skinned woman rose. “Thank you, Parker.” She met the eyes of each member of the task force before speaking. “I’m happy to work with all of you to bring down this killer. I’ll be projecting some exhibits, so you’ll need to shift your chairs to face the screen behind you.” She waited while everyone repositioned themselves.

“My analysis confirms to my satisfaction that these women were all murdered by the same killer. All suffered multiple wounds from a slender double-edged knife with a sharp stabbing point and sharp edges.”

She pressed a key on her computer and a picture flashed on the screen.

“Something like this Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife issued to British units during World War II. It was designed for surprise attack and is often described as a stiletto. As you can see, the approximately seven-inch blade is acutely tapered and sharply pointed. It can easily penetrate a ribcage and did in each and every one of the women. And for all of them, though there were wounds on the back and the legs, most of the wounds were concentrated on the breasts and between the hip bones, the external approximation of the location of the vagina.”

She changed to a slide showing a body with all the knife entry points clearly marked.

“All the women died from exsanguination resulting from their carotid arteries being severed. Looking at the crime scenes photos, it appears that the killer was in a rage and out of control. But the clean cut of the carotids and the clean edges of the stab wounds indicate to me that he was very much in control. However, the slashing of the vagina of Ms. Davis, his latest victim, may indicate that he’s starting to lose control. And, though I’m using a masculine pronoun, a man or a woman could be trained to fight with that knife.”

She gazed at the group. “Any questions?”

Kim waved her hand.

“Yes, Detective Kim?”

“How does one discreetly carry around a knife like that without stabbing oneself?”

“Oh, sorry. The knife I showed you comes with its own scabbard so it can be hooked onto a belt or carried in a large purse without endangering yourself.” She displayed a slide on the screen. “Like this one. Any other questions?”

“These knives were issued during World War II. Are they still available?”

“Good point, Watkins. Not those specifically, but I understand that Special Forces in the US military and elsewhere are trained to use knives like this.”

Corelli stood.

“Although a woman could wield this knife, we’re pretty sure our killer is a man because of the size of the handprint found at Moreau’s scene. But that we’re not dealing with someone in a drug-induced or emotional frenzy is a game changer. The lack of evidence left at the scenes and the fact he’s been able to kill under the radar probably means he’s organized and a planner. Since he seems to be accelerating his kill schedule, Ndep, did you find any variation in the wounds of Roberta Marie Davis, his latest victim?”

“Though the slashing of the vagina was a first, her wounds exhibited the same controlled clean edges. But if he continues to kill, I believe that will change. That he called this one in and spoke disparagingly of Ms. Davis, I believe, shows an emotional shift. It’s possible he’s taken the formation of the task force as a challenge and will taunt us while killing more frequently.”

“Thank you, Ndep.” Parker waited until she was seated. “Has anyone come across anything that indicates how the killer finds his victims?” The room was silent. “We need to figure this out. What organizations did they belong to, LGBTQI or other? A church? If they had surgery, where? Doctor’s name? Therapist’s name? They must all be taking hormones and pharmacies sometimes specialize, so did they use the same pharmacy? We need to create and maintain a spreadsheet that tracks whatever we find for each woman so we can cross-check for connections. Any volunteers?”

“I’ll do it,” Shaunton said. “Give me whatever you have now and update me as you get more information.”

Parker looked around the table. “Anything else?”

“Yeah.” Bergman spoke up. “We might have a witness. A homeless woman who sleeps under the boardwalk. She’s an alcoholic, and she’s been raving about rivers of blood. We have her sobering up in a cell. Hopefully, we’ll get something useful from her.”

Corelli pulled her phone out and read the text that just came in. She handed the phone to Parker. Parker read the text, then took a deep breath.

“One more thing before we end the meeting. We asked the FBI to do an unofficial search for trans women stabbed to death anywhere in the country.” She raised the phone. “This text says they identified several cases in upstate New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut, then extended the search and found cases in California, Illinois, Florida, Arizona, Colorado, and New Mexico. They’ll send us what they have on these cases tomorrow. If they fit our profile, we have a much bigger problem than we thought.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Sunday

The team went through the documentation the FBI had sent on the twenty cases they’d identified and, after they pulled the five already known, concluded that the two trans women murdered in upstate New York and the one each in New Jersey, Connecticut, Los Angeles, Chicago, Miami, and Denver all appeared to be victims of the same killer. Ndep volunteered to request copies of the autopsy reports for the eight additional cases and analyze them to be sure.

Corelli stood at the whiteboard ready to take notes. “So what do we know about our killer?”

“He probably lives in the tristate area,” Watkins threw out.

“He travels to big cities,” Wells said.

“The every six months schedule is out the window. And the killings seem more random, opportunistic,” Forlini said. “You know, ‘I happen to be in Chicago on business or for a conference or whatever, so I might as well kill a trans woman.’”

Corelli added Timing of murders opportunistic to the whiteboard. “That’s a good thought, Forlini. Let’s find out whether any notable events were scheduled for those cities on those dates. Anybody else?”

Kim leaned forward, her arms on the table. “I’ve been assuming this guy or woman is driven by a sexual need that he can control for about six months before he has to find another trans woman to satisfy the craving. Now I’m not sure. Maybe it’s purely a deep hatred of trans women that he or she acts on when possible.”

“Interesting,” Corelli said. She made a note, Sexual or just hatred of trans women?

“Ndep, do we know whether the women were raped?”

“There’s no mention of semen in any of the autopsies, though he might have worn a condom. But probably not.”

Corelli wrote, No sign of semen, no rape?

“Anything else?”

Watkins raised his hand. “He’s a planner. Picks his victim, gets her to go with him, brings his handy dandy, super-sharp dagger and probably a change of clothes because with the amount of blood at the scenes we’ve studied, there’s no way he could walk away without being noticed.”

“Okay.” Corelli wrote, Planner, comes prepared.

“Ndep, were date-rape drugs found in any of the women?”

“We’re testing Davis and Moreau, but none of the autopsy reports for the older cases mentions testing for drugs.”

“Thanks.” Corelli noted, Cold cases not tested for date-rape drugs.

“It’s too soon for the results of drug testing on Moreau and Davis to come back, Parker, but let’s check to see whether the analysis of the contents of the hypodermic found at the scene of Drayman’s attack is done.” She put the marker down.

“Okay, folks, some questions to think about. Can he fly with his knife in checked luggage? Or is he travelling by train or car? Does he pick his victims before he gets to his destination? How does he find those who aren’t sex workers? Is he using date-rape drugs? Does he bring a change of clothes or does he put on some kind of hazmat suit before he starts stabbing them? How does he dispose of the hazmat or whatever he uses after the killing? Should we be checking dumps?”

She gave it a few seconds, then walked back to her seat at the table.

“Okay. Anybody come up with anything brilliant since last night?”

Bergman nodded to Wells. She cleared her throat.

“We might have the answer to one of the questions. After she sobered up, we interviewed the homeless woman who we think witnessed the murder of Roberta Marie Davis. According to her, she was drinking most of the day but wasn’t drunk when they came on to the beach. She described two women arriving, a very tall blonde and a slender dark-haired woman. We asked if either of them seemed to be distressed, and she said they appeared chummy, but the dark-haired one seemed kind of out of it, like maybe she’d been drinking. Then when she talked about her fractured memories of the stabbing, she described a tall brown-haired man stabbing the woman repeatedly. And then she said the man took off coveralls, like a mechanic would wear, put them in a large backpack, and the tall blond woman dressed, and left.

“When we confronted her about discrepancies in her description, she said she was in and out, but that was what she remembered. She thinks she fainted when she saw him stabbing the woman with a big knife, but the doctors in the ER found a cut and a bump on her head, and forensics found traces of hair and blood under the boardwalk where we discovered her. So our theory is she stood up fast and knocked herself out, and that’s why she doesn’t remember much about the killing itself. Based on her memories, our killer is probably a man dressed like a woman who changed into coveralls or something like that to kill Davis, then changed back. And the blond hair is probably a wig.

“Linda, our homeless witness, was afraid to move, then she heard footsteps on the boardwalk overhead, so she crawled out and followed. The blonde sat on a bench and made a phone call, then walked a block to a black car. She couldn’t identify the make, but said it wasn’t an SUV, and she was able to see part of the plate—B31—as she drove away. Linda couldn’t say if it was a New York plate.”

Wells glanced at Bergman. “We’re getting a little flack in the precinct, so it would be better if the task force could put someone on trying to trace the plate.”

Parker spoke into the silence that followed Wells’s story. “Did you bring in the sketch artist to work with her?”

“We did,” Bergman said, “but she couldn’t fill in any detail. It was dark and we think she was too scared to really look at his or her face.”

“So our killer disguises himself as a woman. Are there any cameras on the boardwalk or nearby?”

Wells glanced at Bergman and seeing a dip of his head, responded. “Yes. And we’re pulling whatever we can from the boardwalk, the area he parked in, and nearby restaurants and clubs. We’ll need help looking at the video we get, and we could use some help canvassing the neighborhood.”

“Let’s address resources separately later.” Parker took Bergman’s thumbs-up as agreement. “It seems like our assumptions were correct. It sounds like Davis was drugged. And, since we believe our killer is a man, maybe he gets them to go with him by pretending to be a woman. I’d suggest you keep Linda sober and question her again. Dietz. If we have any tapes from the earlier murders, let’s scan them again and look for a tall woman with blond hair. Hernandez, please follow up on the license plate.”

Corelli stood. “Let’s take a break while we work out the resource issue for the Davis investigation.”

As the team milled around discussing what they knew, Parker and Corelli decided who to assign to help with the Coney Island case. Calling for their attention, Corelli announced their decision. “Kim, Malouf, O’Malley, Greene, and Hernandez, you’ll work with Bergman and Wells tomorrow, so set up a meeting place and time. See everyone tomorrow night.”

* * *

“I think it’s time to talk to Senator Drayman again,” Corelli said, as they parked in front of the entrance to her building.

“Good idea.” Parker glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “It’s almost eight thirty. I’ll text Darla and see if they’re available.” After a few texts back and forth, Parker started the car. “Darla says we should come over.”

Corelli was pleased to see the two bodyguards outside Darla’s apartment. “What’s the schedule?” she asked them as she and Parker displayed their shields and IDs.

“Two guards, two seven to seven shifts per day, seven days,” the older one responded. He opened the door for them.

Drayman, looking more like herself than the last time they saw her, put down her book when they entered the living room. “Detectives. How can I help you?”

Parker brought her up to date, including finding the eight additional cases in other parts of the country.

“Only eight cases?” Drayman made no effort to hide her rage. “There must be more than that. Just reading the newspapers I know trans women are being murdered at alarming rates.”

Parker put a hand up to stop a tirade. “You’re right. The FBI is undertaking an in-depth study of all trans women murdered in the last five years or so, but these eight women are the only ones that appear to have been murdered by our killer in our time frame.”

She gave Drayman a minute to absorb that statement, then handed her a sheet of paper. “This is a list of dates and cities where the eight addition murders occurred. Do you know of any trans-related events that might have coincided with the murders?”

Drayman studied the list. “No. But I’ll have someone in my office do a search.”

“That would be great, but we’re trying to keep this under wraps so don’t tell the person why you’re interested.” Parker handed her another sheet of paper. “These are the names of the trans women we’re sure he’s murdered. Do you recognize any of them?”

Drayman scanned the list. She shook her head. “No.” She took a breath. “Do you want me to match the names against my mailing list?”

“That would be helpful. But, again, don’t identify them to—”

“I have the list on my computer. I’ll check after you leave if that’s all right.”

Drayman had paled and seemed exhausted. Parker was sympathetic. As a black woman, she understood the feelings of helplessness and anger and the fear of being targeted by hate just for being who you are, something you had no control over.

Darla stood. “I think that’s enough for tonight.”

“Just one more question and then we’ll leave. We believe the killer is someone very organized and controlled, probably a tall brown-haired white man wearing a blond wig.”

“I just glanced at the trans woman who put that tracker thing in my pocket when I left my house, but she could have been a tall, white man wearing a blond wig and pretending to be a trans woman.”

“Can you think of any anti-trans activists that match that rather broad description?”

Drayman leaned forward, elbows on her knees, head in her hands. After a few seconds she looked up. “I can’t. Not right now. But I assure you, I’ll give it a lot of thought tomorrow.”

Corelli walked to the door. Parker remained seated and spoke to Drayman. “Sorry, one more thing. Please don’t share any of that description. If it gets out, he’ll change it and lessen our chances of finding him.” She stood. “Thank you. Good night.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Monday

Corelli seated herself at the conference table the next morning and took a bite of her bagel with a schmear of cream cheese. “Let’s take another look at the report of Drayman’s attack.”

Parker sorted through the stack of reports on the table and slid one across to Corelli. “What’s on your mind?”

“I want to look at how the two women who saved Drayman described the attacker.”

Parker sipped her coffee. “I believe it was—”

“A tall white guy with long blond hair and sandy hair on his arm.” Corelli grinned. “And they did find some blond hairs on Drayman’s clothing. Let’s get them tested. See what it tells us. Maybe it’s hers, maybe it’s from a wig. You know, if the officers were chasing a guy with long blond hair and he took the wig off, he could easily have faded away. Let’s also send someone to talk to the surgeon to confirm that the wounds could have been made by a knife like the one Ndep showed us.”

She chewed her bagel. “Up to now we didn’t know anything about him. But if the trans woman that Drayman thought she saw after Moreau’s murder was him, it’s possible that’s how he gets his victims to come with him. Dropping that tracker thing in Drayman’s pocket and attacking her in Carl Schurz Park was not his usual way of operating. Nor was killing Davis so soon after Moreau.”

Parker straightened. “Since we think he’s probably going to kill again soon, we should issue a warning.”

“Not us, but you’re right.” Corelli stood and began to pace. “I should have thought of this last night. Maybe Drayman could put out a warning directly to her list. Or maybe Darla could interview Drayman, and she could include a warning.”

“We need to talk to Darla and Drayman again.” Parker glanced at her phone. “It’s seven-thirty. Let me see whether they’re even awake.”

Parker was grinning when she ended the call. “They’re up for a visit, but only if we bring breakfast pastries. Darla gave me the name of a bakery near her apartment.”

“Terrific. We’re trying to solve multiple murders and they want a pastry delivery,” Corelli grumbled as they walked to the car. “And I suppose I’m going to be the one to go in and order? How the hell will I know what they like?”

“Don’t worry. She gave me a list.” Parker turned the car toward the East River Drive.

* * *

They sat around the kitchen table. Corelli sipped her coffee and waited for Drayman and Darla to finish their pastries. She cleared her throat to get their attention. “We’re sorry to bother you again and so early, but we believe our killer is going to strike again soon.”

Drayman put her cup on the table and sat back. “You’ve already told me that. What can I do?”

“We believe you should issue a statement warning trans women and encouraging them to be careful of going out alone with men or women they haven’t known for a while. We thought you could send an email to your mailing list and/or you could bring it up in an interview with Darla.”

They all turned to look at Darla. She put her pastry down and wiped her fingers. “That would be a conflict of interest with Leigh staying here.” She took a sip of coffee. “Besides, it would be better if she could talk to a few different outlets to get the widest coverage.” She turned to Drayman. “If you’re up to another news conference, that would be best.”

Drayman stared at the table. “How about I call a news conference in front of my house and indicate Alessandra was murdered there?”

“Not a good idea.” Parker jumped in. “The murder site is public information, but the last thing you want is to highlight where you live. What about your office on Seventh Avenue? It’s public and you could probably accommodate the crowd.”

Drayman tapped her fingers on the table as she thought about the suggestion. “Good idea. I’ll have my PR person set it up for six tonight so we can hit the seven o’clock news and later. Darla, can I have a pen and some paper?” Darla reached behind her for the pad and pen stuck to the refrigerator. “Okay. What’s the pitch?”

Parker leaned in. “Start off by reminding the audience that your demand that the NYPD set up a task force to address the murders of trans women was successful. Issue a warning that trans people, especially trans women, should be wary of strangers, watch their drinks in bars and restaurants to avoid being drugged, and never go out alone with a man or woman they’ve just met. Suggest a buddy system, encourage them to watch out for each other. Add whatever you think will get their attention, then at the end ask them to call the task force’s anonymous tip line to report anyone or anything they think is suspicious. We really want them to be careful while this guy is on the loose.”

Drayman noted the points Parker made. “Got it.” She doodled for a second. “You know, most street sex workers live day to day and need the money, so even if they hear the warning, they may not pay any attention. I’ll contact the sex worker support groups as well, and, hopefully, they’ll get bodies out on the street with flyers and a personal touch to push the issue. It’s all we can do for now, but even if it works, it will only last a day or two, then they’ll go back to work. You need to find this guy sooner rather than later.”

“Don’t we know it.”

* * *

Corelli stared out the passenger window as they drove downtown in the tail end of morning rush hour traffic. “We usually get involved after someone is dead and finding the killer means finding justice for the victim. But in this case, finding the killer also means saving lives.”

Parker focused on the road, knowing Corelli would share her thoughts when she was ready.

“Damn!”

Parker jumped. “Whoa, you startled me. What?”

Corelli shifted to face Parker. “I’ve had a feeling, no, a thought, that has been floating in my head, something that doesn’t fit. I knew it was important, but I haven’t been able to grab it. You know what I mean?”

“I do. And now you know what it is?”

“Yeah.” Corelli waited for Parker to back the car into a space in front of her building and turn it off before explaining.

“Moreau is different than the others. Hers was the only crime scene we actually saw, and we both thought it felt crazed but personal. The comments we’ve heard about the other scenes is that the killer seemed crazed, but no one mentioned them seeming personal. She’s also the only one who was killed or at least was found inside. If we have a single killer, my guess is he knew Moreau, but the other trans women were strangers targeted to scratch an itch. We need to refocus on Moreau. Reread her diary, retrace her steps.”

“You think we might have two different killers?”

Corelli lifted her shoulders. “Could be. Was Moreau killed because she was trans? Maybe. But unlikely, since almost no one knew that. And going after Drayman might appear to be because she’s trans, but it could also be because the killer sees her as the competition for Moreau’s affection or thinks she knows something that points to him. At least we don’t have to worry about her now that she has two guards with her at all times.”

Corelli put her head back on the seat and closed her eyes.

“Perhaps you and I should refocus on Moreau and Drayman, while the team concentrates on the other murders including Roberta Marie Davis.” Not getting a response, Parker turned to Corelli. She’d fallen asleep. Knowing she needed the rest, Parker leaned back and relaxed while she waited.

Corelli’s moans startled Parker awake. She recognized the sounds of a nightmare from the nights she’d slept in Corelli’s apartment to help care for her after she was shot during a recent case. As she’d learned to do then, she stayed clear of swinging arms and spoke softly, gently coaxing Corelli awake.

Corelli opened her eyes, stared at the clock on the dashboard, then turned to Parker. “Did I fall asleep?”

Parker stretched. “We both did. I guess it’s the stress.”

“Yeah, well, I’m too old to be sleeping in a car.” She stretched too. “You know it’s a good thing no one called us in as two dead bodies in a car at the curb.”

“Could you see the headlines?” Parker laughed. “We would never have heard the end of that.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Tuesday

They’d been in the conference room for almost two hours, and except for Dietz and his team of researchers speaking softly in the background, it had been quiet as they reviewed the Moreau crime scene photos, the reports of the officers on the scene, Drayman’s statement, the forensic and autopsy reports, and the witness interview notes. They’d examined the photos taken in front of Drayman’s apartment the day of the murder. None of those that included the tall blond woman showed her face.

Parker yawned and stretched. “I’m going to call Regina Fielder to see whether they have the dates of Moreau’s concerts for the last two years.”

Corelli looked up. “Didn’t Dietz get that so they could figure out the identity of H?”

“No. He asked for the list of people who attended the after party at her LA concert where they met. I’ll make the call, then let’s sit down with Dietz and review what he has. We can pick up on the diary later.”

* * *

Dietz placed several sheets of paper on the table. “According to Moreau’s security detail everyone had to provide ID before being allowed to attend an after party and this is the complete list of those who were at the LA concert after party.” He handed the papers to Corelli. Parker leaned in.

Corelli ran her finger down the list. “None of these names sounds like H to me.”

Parker stared at the list and tapped on a name near the bottom. “This is a long shot, but I knew a woman named Rachel in law school who everyone called Rach. Introducing yourself as Rach or Rachel in a noisy room might sound like you’re saying, ‘Hi, I’m H.’”

She’d expected to be laughed at, but Corelli seemed to be considering it. “That would mean H is a woman. In this case, Rachel Woodman. Moreau’s sister would probably know whether she was into women or men or both.”

Parker opened her laptop. “First, let’s see what Google has to say about Woodman.” She typed the name into the search bar.

“Hmm. She’s a senior vice president at Moreau’s record company, which is how Moreau described H. She’s an out lesbian and, based on the number of photos of her with beautiful, sexy actresses, singers, and other female performers, a player. A very beautiful, tall, pale-skinned, blue-eyed, redheaded player. If she is H, then Moreau was a lesbian or maybe bisexual.”

She scrolled down. “Woodman is quoted as saying she gets bored easily and dates many different women. Lots of gossipy articles, a couple talking about her hot temper leading to scuffles with paparazzi and occasionally with a date, but no mention of Moreau, that I see. If it’s true she has a temper, she looks big and strong enough to overcome Moreau. Want to take a ride uptown?”

* * *

Corelli had called ahead to the record company, so Woodman was expecting them. She stood as her assistant escorted them into her large, light-filled office. She glanced at the cards they’d handed her.

“Detectives Corelli and Parker. Please sit.” She frowned. “I’m puzzled. How can I help you.”

They slipped into the two chairs facing her desk. Woodman, who was even more beautiful in person then in the online pictures, perched on her chair, hands folded in front of her, and stared at them. Parker met her eyes and didn’t speak until Woodman’s gaze shifted to the window, signaling she was uncomfortable.

“When was the last time you saw Alessandra Moreau?”

Woodman flushed but recovered quickly. “I’m sorry. You’re mistaken. I had nothing to do with the late Ms. Moreau’s recordings or her contract.” She stood. “I’ll have my assistant take you to the responsible executive.”

Parker and Corelli remained seated. “But you did have a personal relationship with Alessandra.” Woodman paled and sank back into her big leather executive chair.

“Am I right, H?”

Her eyelids fluttered. “I…” She clasped her hands on her desk and faced Parker. “Yes. We slept together a few times. I wouldn’t call it a relationship.”

“When was the last time you saw or spoke to Ms. Moreau?”

Her gaze went to the windows again. “Several months ago, when I broke it off with her.”

Parker felt Corelli shift next to her, probably losing patience with the woman’s lies. Parker opened her bag and displayed the turquoise leather diary. “You might as well tell the truth, Ms. Woodman. We have Ms. Moreau’s diary, so we know who did the dumping. I’ll ask again. When did you last see Ms. Moreau?”

Woodman’s pale skin flushed bright red.

“Tuesday, the night she died, around eight.” She shifted in her chair. “I picked up dinner from her favorite Italian restaurant and went to the brownstone she was staying in. We ate and talked. I knew she cared for me, and I was hurt that she had dumped me without an explanation. She claimed her career required all her attention, leaving no time for a relationship, but I sensed there was more. We went round and round repeating the same points until I finally told her I wouldn’t give up and left about nine-thirty. I took an Uber if you want to verify that.” She sat back.

“And when did you find out she was a trans woman?”

Woodman turned away, but not fast enough to hide the anger, distaste, and pain the idea triggered.

“Were you angry to learn she was a trans woman?”

“Of course.” She glared at Parker. “Wouldn’t you be in a rage to find out you’d made love with a man pretending to be a woman?”

“You consider her a man even though she’d transitioned?”

“God made her a man. You don’t just decide to change your essence, who you are, who you’re born as.” Her jaw rigid, she seemed to be struggling for control as she turned to the window again.

“Yet you were in love with her.” Parker’s voice pulled her attention back.

“I wouldn’t have given her a second look if I’d known. But he seemed so feminine, so sweet, so funny, and so loveable that he fooled me. Men pretending to be women are disgusting.”

Parker knew she was off the track with this question, but she was curious. “Obviously she was woman enough for you to be attracted to, woman enough for you to have sex with, and woman enough for you to fall in love with. Why does the sex she was assigned at birth matter?”

She stared at her hands. “It’s not normal. She, he, was an abomination.”

“But you loved her.”

Her eyes filled. “Yes.” A tear trickled down her face. Then the tears flowed freely, she covered her face with her hands and struggled to suppress a sob.

“You know, there are some who believe lesbians are not normal.” Parker spoke softly, then paused to let that to sink in. “But you haven’t answered my question. When did you learn she was a trans woman?”

Woodman dabbed her face with a tissue, then raised her gaze. “Not until after…” She took a deep breath. “I saw a social media posting saying she was trans the day after she was…died.”

“You’re a member of the trans hater chat group where it was posted?”

“Yes.” She shivered. “I’m glad she insisted on keeping our, whatever we were doing, secret.”

“What did you do after you left her that last time?”

“I needed to be alone, so I had the Uber take me to my garage and drove out to my East Hampton house. It was late when I arrived, but my neighbors were having a party and insisted I come over for a drink. I was upset and I drank way too much. I passed out on their couch and woke up near noon with a hell of a hangover.”

After getting the information they needed to confirm her alibi, they left Woodman standing at the window, looking lost.

Corelli didn’t speak until they were in the car. “I almost told her Moreau rejected her because of her anti-trans comments, but I realized that would be cruel. She’ll find out soon enough if Lara publishes Moreau’s memoir.” She snapped her seatbelt in place. “Do you still think Woodman is a suspect?”

“It’s obvious she was in love with Alessandra and now that she knows she was a trans woman she’s experiencing cognitive dissonance trying to reconcile that love with her hatred of trans women. We’ll check her alibi, but I don’t think she killed Moreau or the other trans women and I can’t see her attacking Drayman, even if she thought they were involved.”

Corelli stared out the side window. Hating trans women was an abstraction, but finding out the woman you fell in love with was trans would certainly rock your world. “Moreau managed to keep her real self a secret from the world and it’s unlikely Woodman knew Moreau was a trans woman before she was murdered, but even if she knew and killed her in anger, I agree, I don’t see her as a serial killer.”

* * *

As soon as they settled at the conference table, Watkins and Shaunton joined them. Watkins, who was always laid-back, was practically vibrating. “If you have the time, I think you’ll be interested in a video Shaunton found when she was researching Senator Drayman.”

This must be important. Corelli side-eyed Parker, noting her lips quirking. “Bring it on.” They shifted, making room for Shaunton between them.

Shaunton opened her laptop and started the video. Corelli and Parker leaned forward as the violence unfolded on the screen.

“That’s Jared Thomas, the leading anti-trans lobbyist in Albany, who is actively trying to stop Drayman’s bill from becoming a law. He was obviously enraged, saying she and all the horrors like her were contaminating the world and should be terminated, not making laws that would enable them to abuse children.” The spittle flying out of his mouth made him look like a mad dog as he attacked. The striking difference between them, his six-foot plus, well-developed, muscular body versus her willowy female body, didn’t stop him from invading her space, roughly pushing her until she was effectively pinned against the wall. He loomed over her, his hands planted on either side of her head, trapping her in place while he spewed curses and anti-trans invective in her face. She cowered, trembling, and covered her head with her arms while onlookers screamed at him to stop. Two young men tried to pull him away from her, but he flicked them away as if they were insects bothering him. Finally, senate security arrived and got him under control.

Drayman looked dazed and leaned against the wall, breathing heavily, arms wrapped around her body as if holding herself together. One of the guards turned to her. “Do you want to press charges?”

She took a deep breath. “No, it was just a loud difference of opinion.”

Jared Thomas shook free of the guards and bent over to retrieve the folders he had dropped, then sauntered off. Obviously still shaken, Drayman smiled and thanked the two bystanders who picked up her purse and gathered the folders that had fallen out of her briefcase when it popped open. She hesitated a few seconds, then slowly walked away.

They watched the video several more times.

Corelli felt sick to her stomach. “Thomas’s rage and hatred seemed so great that he could have easily killed Drayman, even with an audience, if he’d lost control.”

She looked at the three others who’d watched the videos. Parker and Watkins seemed upset too. But Shaunton was showing no emotion. “Shaunton, you’ve spent some time with Drayman. Did watching her being attacked shake you?”

“It did, but…” She raised her eyes, a flush creeped up from her neck. “I know this isn’t politically correct. While I’ll always do my job and protect anyone, even trans people, I can’t…I don’t really see them as women. I wouldn’t feel comfortable undressing in a locker room with a trans woman there.”

“Hey, you feel what you feel. I appreciate your being honest with us. I think most of us struggle to understand how someone can feel so at odds with their body. I don’t have a problem with your bias if you don’t let it interfere with doing your job. What’s important is that you continue to deal with Drayman and any other trans people we encounter in a professional and respectful manner. You didn’t let your distaste keep you from being kind and helpful to Drayman when she was devastated at seeing Moreau’s mutilated body. And you found and brought this video of the man who could be the killer to our attention. That’s being a professional and a caring human being. That’s all we require.”

Shaunton met Corelli’s eyes. “Thank you. Getting to know Drayman and reading about trans women has made me more sympathetic. Maybe one day I’ll be more accepting.”

Watkins cleared his throat. “After Shaunton discovered the video this morning, she and I visited Senator Drayman to ask about Jared Thomas. She said she didn’t file charges against him because it’s always more trouble than it’s worth. Besides, she thought his attacking her might help make the case for her bill to be passed into law.

“One more very interesting thing. When she viewed the video, which she hadn’t seen, she noticed Thomas pick up a red folder that had slid out of her briefcase when it popped open. According to her, that was the folder that contained Alessandra Moreau’s manuscript and had her notes about their meeting, time and place. Another thing. She believes he was headed to the train station to come back to the city. She’d planned to catch the same train they often both took, but she was shaken by the violence of the encounter and needed time alone to collect herself so she texted Moreau to let her know she was staying in Albany for the night. They agreed to meet around noon on Wednesday.”

“Thanks, Watkins. Great work, Shaunton. Let’s gather some background on Thomas and then bring him in for questioning. If you can, find out if he travels and where he’s been recently.”

“One more thing,” Watkins said as they stood to leave. “Shaunton also discovered that Moreau had an active stalker by the name of Mark Staley. Moreau’s caretaker found him living in her upstate house in Red Hook, and the local police arrested him for trespassing. Apparently, it’s not the first time. The caretaker said she’s found him there several times, but never while Moreau was there. He wasn’t there when we sent the police to check the place, so he could have been in the city at the time. I’m thinking we should send someone to Red Hook to question him.”

“Has he ever tried to hurt her?” Parker asked.

Shaunton shook her head. “No. He writes her letters and leaves her flowers and gifts. When she’s in the city or up in Red Hook, he’s always nearby, but he’s never tried to make physical contact.”

Parker turned to Corelli. “He may not be our killer but it’s possible he knew she was in the city and might have seen something. We should send someone upstate to question him.”

Corelli’s cell rang. She didn’t recognize the number. “Corelli.”

“I’m in Central Park looking at the body of a trans woman who was stabbed to death. I need you to get up here quickly.” Ndep was so agitated she didn’t even identify herself, but Corelli recognized her voice.

Corelli jotted down the details of the location in the park. “Will do.” She pocketed her phone and turned to Parker and Watkins. “A trans woman has been found dead in the Ravine, near the waterfall, in the North Woods section of Central Park.” She checked to see who else was in the room. “Watkins, take Forlini, Alvarez, and Shaunton and enter on East One Hundred and Fifth Street. I’m sure the path will be marked. We’ll meet you there.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Tuesday

Ndep looked relieved when she spotted them walking along the stream. “Thanks for coming so quickly. They’ve been harassing me because I refused to examine her until you two could see her in situ. Oh, oh.” Her gaze slid past them.

Corelli turned to see what upset her. Oh. Not what. Who. Upset her. “Captain Benson.”

“Corelli.” He was hostile, as usual. They’d been friends when she was under his command. But that was before her last deployment in Afghanistan where she’d witnessed her girlfriend, Marnie, being blown up. Before she’d come home not caring whether she lived or died and agreed to go undercover to investigate her colleagues and friends. Before she’d exposed the ring of dirty cops operating under his nose.

“I should have known it was you causing trouble, Corelli. What’s going on here, Williams?”

Detective Jack Williams hiked up his pants. “MLI said he’s a trans woman and refused to move him until they could see him where we found him. His junk looks like someone tried to make minced meat, but you can still tell that’s a man. We and the CSU guys have all been wasting time hanging around waiting for them. And for you.”

Benson stared down at the bloody woman. “What’s your interest here, Corelli? He’s a man. I thought you were in charge of the trannie murders.”

She ignored him. “Ndep, how did you determine she’s a trans woman?”

“Look at her full breasts and the shape of her body. You can see through her shredded shorts that she hasn’t had bottom surgery, but I would guess she’s been taking hormones for quite a while. And then there’s the external signals like the cut and style of her hair, her long polished fingernails, her makeup, and the high heels.”

“And that’s all it takes?” Benson shook his head. “If I take a few hormones, I can say I’m a woman and pee in the ladies’ room?”

Corelli looked him in the eye. “It’s way more complicated and difficult than that, Captain. Let’s talk about it in detail after you take hormones and try living as a trans woman in that station house of yours and out in the world. I doubt you have the courage necessary to go through what these trans women live with every single hour of every day.”

“My heart bleeds for them.” Benson sneered. “You really think that hybrid thing is a female? You used to have better taste in women, Corelli.”

She refused to take the bait. “While it’s always wonderful to chat with you, Captain, we’re taking over this case.” She turned her back to him just as Lopez signaled she was finished taking pictures of the body in its current position. Corelli turned to Ndep. “Anything else we should know?”

Benson spoke to her back or maybe to the detectives and techs gathered nearby. “You know, Corelli, you and Parker should do a Thelma and Louise, find a nice high cliff overlooking the Hudson and drive off it.”

She swiveled toward him. “Geez, Captain, even your insults are old and boring.” She laughed.

Even with her back to him again she could feel his rage. The tension was palpable. Everyone—Parker, Ndep, Lopez, Watkins, Alvarez, Forlini, Shaunton, the CSU team, and even Benson’s own people—looked uncomfortable. She watched Parker watch Benson and knew she and her team would spring to her defense if he tried anything, so she continued to ignore him. He huffed and he puffed and cursed and at last seemed to realize there was nothing he could do since the task force took precedence. He stomped off and his people followed.

Ndep blew out a breath. “That was tense.”

“Thank you for resisting and waiting for us to arrive before examining her.” Corelli turned to Parker. “Did I hear you speaking to Dietz?”

“Yes, he’s going have the academy send a team to search the entire area. But Watkins, Alvarez, Shaunton, and Forlini, why don’t you guys do a quick search of the nearby area to see if he left anything of hers.”

“If you’re ready, I can start.”

They watched Ndep examine the body. She pointed out the slashed carotid arteries, the multiple stab wounds in the breasts, and the particularly violent stabbing of the genitals. Parker helped her turn the woman. They stepped back to allow Lopez to take photos. She was lying in a pool of blood. Ndep examined her back, noting the lack of stab wounds there or on the back of her legs. After Ndep took the woman’s anal temperature, they turned her again. Ndep examined and bagged her hands, looked closely at the stab wounds, then stood.

“I’d say it was the same killer, but the carotids on the other victims were neatly sliced and the stab wounds were precise. Not so on her. It appears as usual he cut the carotids first and most of the stab wounds were postmortem. I’d guess he was rushed or even more frenzied than with the others, and given the amount blood under her, I believe, like his last victim in Coney Island, she was killed here, not just dumped.”

“She was probably drugged and he walked her in.” Parker looked up as Forlini and the others came back holding several evidence bags.

“He’s getting careless,” Forlini said. “He tossed her handbag in the water, a little downstream.” He waved an evidence bag containing a wallet and a set of keys. “Her name is Ginger Gaynor. She’s twenty and lives in Harlem. Unless you need me here, I’ll take Shaunton and check out her apartment.”

“Go.” Corelli studied the body. So young. Drayman was right. Not everyone would heed her warning. The younger ones always felt invincible, as though bad things only happened to others. She glanced at Parker’s nearly complete sketch. “You can take her, Ndep.”

“You think you can wheel her out?” Ndep asked as the team from the morgue approached. The man and woman must have confirmed that they could, because the three of them successfully maneuvered the young woman into a body bag and onto the gurney, then rolled her out.

Corelli turned to Watkins, who was logging in the evidence they’d recovered. “Was there anything that might be helpful?”

“We just looked quickly, but other than a vial of hormones and her cell phone, I didn’t see anything. The cell was out of charge, so we’ll have to wait to check it.”

When the rumble of voices alerted them to the approach of the academy students, Corelli and Parker headed back to the station, leaving Watkins and Alvarez to supervise the CSU techs working the scene and the ground search team.

* * *

Forlini and Shaunton were searching Gaynor’s apartment in Harlem and interviewing her neighbors, Watkins and Alvarez were still at the scene, Ndep was in the morgue, and Bergman and Wells were collecting camera tapes and chasing down witnesses in Coney Island. So attendance at the evening meeting was sparse. Those who were there were upset they had failed to stop the killer in time to avoid another death but were hopeful the murder would provide some clues to help them find the bastard.

Corelli waited for the side conversations to die down.

“So far we’ve been unable to locate next of kin for Gaynor. It’s likely she’s not in contact with her family. Hopefully, we’ll have more information tomorrow. O’Malley and Redondo, locate any street cameras between One Hundredth and One Hundred and Eighth Streets and Fifth Avenue that might have picked up the murderer’s car and/or them walking to the One Hundred and Third Street entrance to the park. I would guess some of the apartment buildings across from the park have security cameras. Also, check to see whether there are any cameras in Central Park. Pull in anybody you can get to review the tapes.”

Corelli turned to Parker. “Anything else?”

“Yes. It just occurred to me that we don’t know how or who discovered the body. Dietz, can you try to track that down? Check with the 911 call center and—” She turned to Corelli. “What was the name of the detective who was on the scene when we arrived?”

“Detective Jack Williams at the Eighteenth Precinct. He’s a team player when Captain Benson isn’t around. Give him a call.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Wednesday

They should have anticipated this. They’d watched the news last night while eating the pizza they’d had delivered, and it was obvious Benson had sicced the right-wing media on them. And now they were waiting to ambush them outside the station house.

Corelli groaned. “It’s too early to deal with this shit.”

Parker patted her arm. “Deal we must. We can sit in the car and wait for the captain to arrive and order them to the other side of the street. Or we can give them a little something and go inside and get to work.”

Corelli swiveled to face Parker. “Aren’t you the wise one this morning.”

Parker laughed. “I’m sure I learned that piece of wisdom from you. What do you think?”

Corelli stared at the growing crowd of TV vans and reporters. “You’re right. The longer we sit here, the more of them will be waiting. Do you want to speak or shall I?”

“I could do it if you prefer, but since Benson probably stoked this fire, I think they’ll want you.”

“Okay. Just a couple of questions.” They stepped out of the car and moved toward the front of the station house. The crowd surged toward them and reporters shouted questions. They stood side by side. Parker, alert for any trouble, kept her hand on her Glock. Corelli held her hands up high, signaling them to quiet down. It took a minute or two for everyone to get the message, and when she thought she’d be heard, she spoke.

“As long as you remain civil, we’ll take two questions. And I’ll select who gets to ask them.” She took their silence as acquiescence. “Okay, Mr. Melnick, the Daily Post is up.”

Her nemesis stepped close to her and turned so the TV cameras would include him. “My sources tell me you grabbed the Ginger Gaynor murder case from the precinct it rightly belongs to, which leads me to conclude that you, as usual, are after the glory but are not doing the work necessary to keep these people from being murdered.”

“That was a statement, not a question. But I’ll respond to what I believe are the two implied questions. First of all, let me remind you that Detective Parker and I are leading a citywide task force established by the NYPD to investigate the murder of any trans woman that occurs anywhere in New York City.” She paused.

“If you’d done even a tiny bit of research, Mr. Melnick, you would know that Central Park is in New York City.” She paused while the laughter continued and Melnick was red-faced. “You know, rather than amplifying the territorial claims of some NYPD officers who should know better, you would better serve your readers by focusing on the horror of these killings, reporting on the death of Ms. Gaynor, who was a trans woman, and enlisting the public in helping the task force. As to your second implied question, I believe that by ‘these people’ you mean trans women, and I assure you we are doing everything possible to find this killer. However, as you should be aware, we can’t share information about an active investigation, which this definitely is.”

“But, but…”

Corelli looked beyond Melnick. “Ms. Duggin, what is your question?”

The TV reporter and her cameraman moved closer. “Thank you, Detective Corelli. Most of us do realize you can’t share information about the investigation into the murder of Ginger Gaynor. What can you tell us about her, and what can the media do to help?”

“Do they teach media people to always ask two questions in media school?”

The laughter gave Corelli a few seconds to gather her thoughts.

“Other than choosing to live openly as the self she knew herself to be, Ginger Gaynor, like all the trans women murdered, did nothing to deserve a violent death at the hand of a deranged murderer.” She stared into the camera. “Ms. Gaynor was twenty years old, lived in Harlem, worked as a barista and occasionally as a sex worker, trying to accumulate the money for the surgery that would bring her body into alignment with the woman she knew herself to be.

“As to your second question, focus on helping the public understand what it means to be a trans woman or a trans man and the price trans people pay for being open.” She paused for the buzz to quiet. “We’d also appreciate you encouraging trans women to avoid engaging with strangers and to only travel in pairs. Also, we believe the killer is using date-rape drugs to sedate his victims, so trans women need to be especially careful in situations where drinking is involved. Thank you.”

Corelli and Parker ignored the questions being thrown out and headed into the station house.

“Nice job calling out Melnick.” Parker held the door to the conference room for Corelli.

“He’s an asshole with an agenda.” She moved to the conference table. “You’re in early, Shaunton.”

The officer looked up from her laptop. “I couldn’t sleep, so I came in to research Jared Thomas.” She retrieved something from the printer and sat at the table again. “I’ve discovered some interesting things about him.” She slid a page in front of each of them.

Thomas is a huge Moreau fan. His Facebook page is filled with pictures of her and with her. He also states his undying love for her.

He’s flown around the country to attend her concerts. Here are the dates I found.

He and Rachel Woodman are besties and she’s in some of the pictures he posted at the concerts.

Though Thomas and Woodman serve on the board of directors of Damn the Trans, the largest anti-trans group in the country dedicated to fighting to deny trans people, especially trans youth, medical care, and lobbying against any trans positive bills anywhere in the country, that information doesn’t appear anywhere on his Facebook page. He’s also a paid lobbyist for that group.

He’s been arrested quite a few times for harassing and/or beating up trans women, but he’s managed to get away with a fine or community service each time, so I’m guessing he’s connected.

Woodman’s Facebook page doesn’t mention Moreau, Thomas, or Damn the Trans.

Thomas lives in easy walking distance from Senator Drayman in a luxury high-rise in Hudson Yards. Studios there start at around $3,500 a month.

Someone on the train from Albany took a picture of him and linked it to the video of him beating up Drayman. A red folder is open in front of him. If that was Drayman’s folder, then he knew Moreau was trans when he arrived in the city and had the time and place of their meeting.

Corelli and Parker read through the bullet points. “This definitely elevates Thomas as a suspect.” Corelli addressed Shaunton. “Was he in the other cities where a trans woman was murdered?”

“I didn’t think to check that, but I’ll get on it when Dietz gets here.” Shaunton bit her lip and averted her eyes.

“Shaunton.” Corelli waited for the officer to look at her. “You’ve done a fabulous job, and the fact that you thought to include Woodman is really helpful. Verifying Thomas’s presence in the cities where trans women were murdered is the next step in your process.”

“I second that, Shaunton. Great work.” Parker raised the page in front of her. “We knew Thomas was antagonistic towards Drayman. Now we know he has a history of beating up trans women and was in love with Moreau. And it’s likely he not only knew she was a trans woman but where to find her when he arrived in the city. What a betrayal. Given the temper we witnessed in his video beating of Drayman over a potential law, it’s likely his rage toward Moreau would be murderous.”

Parker placed the sheet of paper on the table and gazed first at Shaunton, then Corelli. “Drayman said the folder with the memoir had her notes about their discussion and contact information. That probably included Moreau’s cell phone number. I wonder if he knew Woodman had been involved with Moreau?”

“We need to have another conversation with Woodman.” Corelli tapped her fingers on her coffee cup. “Let’s have her brought here.”

“Ah, here’s Dietz. Shaunton, get on those dates right away.” Parker turned back to Corelli. “And I’m thinking after we speak to Woodman, the attack on Drayman is enough to bring Jared Thomas in. Agreed?”

“Before we do that, let’s try to confirm that he has Moreau’s memoir, if we can. And let’s see if he has a military background. I’ve been thinking about what Ndep said about the knife, that a military person would have been trained to use it or something like it.”

* * *

They looked up when Watkins walked in. “Woodman is in room three. She’s pissed. She’s only here because I threatened to arrest her if she didn’t come willingly.”

They let her stew for a while, then observed her for a moment before going in. She looked less put together, more vulnerable, than the executive they’d questioned only days ago. Hopefully they’d be able to shake some information out of her.

Woodman made no attempt to hide her fury as Corelli sat down across from her and Parker sat on her side of the table.

“What the hell, detectives? I answered all your questions, I bared my heart to you. Why drag me down here?”

Corelli had no sympathy for the woman. She might not have wielded a physical knife, but her prejudice had deeply wounded the woman she claimed to love, the woman who loved her.

“You may not have heard, Ms. Woodman, but we’re not only investigating Ms. Moreau’s murder, but also the murders of fifteen other trans women, women who, like her, did absolutely nothing to deserve being brutally stabbed multiple times by a vicious killer trying to obliterate all traces of them being women. Since you loved Alessandra, we hoped you would want to help.”

Woodman paled. She rubbed her temples. “I’m sorry. I do want to help. I’ve been struggling to understand how I could love a trans woman when I’d always considered people like her an abomination.” She stared at her hands. “But I did. I can’t help wondering if I would have allowed myself to love her if she’d told me. Or would I have let the hate I felt towards one trans woman keep me from the only woman I’ve ever truly loved?” Her eyes filled. “What did you want to ask me?”

Knowing that Parker’s gentleness was needed right now, Corelli signaled her to proceed.

“Do you know Jared Thomas?”

She frowned. “Yes. We’re good friends. We bonded over our love for Alessandra’s music, and until two days ago when I submitted my letter of resignation, we served together on the board of Damn the Trans. What does he have to do—”

“Did you know that he has been arrested several times for beating and nearly killing trans women?”

“No.”

“Have you seen a video that’s gone viral of him beating Senator Leigh Drayman in Albany the day Alessandra was murdered?”

“No. I’ve pulled back from everyone and everything especially social media. But what does this have to do with Alessandra’s murder? Surely—”

“When was the last time you spoke to Mr. Thomas?”

She closed her eyes, but the flush travelling from her neck to her face gave her away.

“Or should I ask whether you’d like to correct any statement you made the last time we spoke?”

Woodman took a deep breath. “Jared called me the night I visited Alessandra at Leigh Drayman’s house. I was on Route Twenty-Seven about a half hour from East Hampton when my cell rang. He was ranting and raving about trans bitches, and I didn’t realize he was talking about her until he calmed down. He told me he’d had a run-in with Drayman and afterward had picked up a file of hers by mistake that contained what appeared to be Alessandra’s memoir and in it she claimed to be a trans woman. I was so stunned, I could barely see, and I had to pull off the road until I stopped shaking. He went off again, screaming how she tricked him, tricked us all, calling her vile names. I tuned him out, then I lied and said I had to hang up because a police car was flashing its lights at me. I thought about calling her but decided to return in the morning and confront her. Anyway, I didn’t know what to do with that information. That’s why I got so drunk. I’m sorry I lied to you. I was afraid you’d think I’d killed her.”

“And you didn’t think to tell us about Jared Thomas? Did he know about your affair?”

“No. Alessandra wanted it to be a secret, and I never told anyone. As for Jared, he was angry, but he claimed to be in love with her, and I didn’t think he was capable of that kind of violence.” She wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “You think he killed her?”

“Take a look at this video and tell me what you think?”

Parker opened her computer and played the video of Thomas attacking Drayman in Albany. Woodman gasped, her eyes widened, her hand came up to cover her mouth as if to hold back a scream. “Oh, my God, that poor woman must have been terrified.”

Corelli met Parker’s eyes. Had Woodman changed that much, or was she just responding as a woman seeing a woman being threatened by a brute of a man?

“I can’t believe it. I’ve seen him extremely angry, but I’ve never seen him violent. Whenever we’ve talked about trans people, the conversation has always been reasoned and analytic, nothing even close to that in words or action. Damn the Trans doesn’t advocate violence. Its goals are to protect children from being treated medically and deny trans people the right to live as anything but the sex they were assigned at birth.”

She grimaced, as if hearing for the first time, the oppressive, repressive nature of what she’d supported until now. “Are you going to arrest him?”

“He’s one suspect among many,” Parker said. “Right now we’re gathering information. But we need you to keep this conversation confidential.”

“Of course.”

Parker and Corelli stood. Woodman did the same. Corelli opened the door, but Parker hesitated.

“This is just me being curious, so you don’t have to answer these questions. What made you so virulently anti-trans? And what made you resign from the Damn the Trans board?”

Woodman grabbed the back of the chair and seemed to go inside herself. Corelli was almost certain she would deflect.

“I grew up in Mississippi with a preacher father and a toadying mother who agreed with him throwing me out of the house when I came out to them as a lesbian at eighteen.” Her eyes filled. “I haven’t seen or spoken to either of them since that day. Luckily, I had a full scholarship for college, so I didn’t need them. My freshman year I met Myra in the library. She wasn’t a student, just someone there doing research. We talked and flirted and I thought I was in love, so when she invited me to her hotel room I didn’t hesitate. She undressed me but only took her blouse and bra off before making love to me. It was wonderful and I wanted to do the same for her. She was reluctant. But I started unzipping her pants. She put her hand over mine and said we needed to talk first. But I was impatient. I pulled her jeans and underwear off and was horrified. With her full breasts and male genitalia, she looked like a monster to me. I gagged. She begged me to let her explain, but I dressed and left. I was traumatized. I felt used and dirty. At that time, I didn’t know trans people existed, but when they started becoming visible, I decided to take a stand against men pretending to be women so they could prey on women.” She lifted her shoulders, as if in apology. “I didn’t even attempt sex with anyone for three years, and that was only after I’d seen the woman naked in the locker room. Silly me. I didn’t know then that bottom surgery was possible.

“As for the board”—Woodman’s smile was sad—“I’ve been thinking a lot about Myra, about Alessandra, about trans women. I can’t say I fully understand, but I’ve been reading Leigh Drayman’s writings, and I’ve read a couple of memoirs by trans women talking about growing up knowing that they were not the sex they were assigned at birth. I’m feeling more open, more sympathetic and I don’t want to be associated with hate anymore. I’m devastated that the love of my life had to be murdered for me to get to this point. When I left her that last night, she kissed me and told me she loved me, but it was impossible for us to be together. She said she was complicated, her life was complicated, and when I knew who she was, really knew her, I would hate her. I laughed and said I doubted I could ever hate her. She was right, though. It would have been gut-wrenching to let her go, but I would have hated her.” She wiped the tears running freely down her face. “I’m sorry, it’s painful. Is there anything else?”

“No. Thank you for answering my questions. You’re free to leave.”

On the silent walk back to the conference room, Corelli mused about the hatred directed at trans people, especially trans women, by people like Rachel Woodman. If at any time in the twenty-four years since her encounter with Myra she’d attempted to understand trans women, to understand the drive to reconcile their self-image with their bodies, she might have allowed herself to love and be loved by Alessandra Moreau.

“I’m asking Forlini, Hernandez, and Watkins to bring in Jared Thomas unless you object.” Parker’s voice pulled Corelli out of her reverie.

“You’re suggesting three of them because you think he may resist?”

“He’s a big guy, and we’ve seen how strong he is when he’s angry.”

“True.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Wednesday Evening

It was late when Forlini, Hernandez, and Watkins returned to the conference room. “We had a hard time locating Jared Thomas,” Forlini said. “He has an attitude, lots of complaints, and claims he has no idea why the police would want to speak to him. But he didn’t resist.”

Unlike most people left to stew in the interview room, Thomas appeared relaxed when they entered. Probably the result of lots of practice. His eyes widened, and he smirked when they walked in.

“Ah, I love me a beautiful woman and two are better yet. A great improvement on the beasts who dragged me here.”

Parker met his eyes. “You love women?”

“Oh, yeah, I love all women.” He leaned back and licked his lips, and the smirk was back.

“Except trans women, I believe.”

The smirk was replaced by tight lips and angry eyes.

“But I’m confused. The last time I looked at your social media you were broadcasting your love for Alessandra Moreau, a trans woman. You even flew around the country to attend her concerts.”

“That lying bitch deserved to die. Acting like a real woman, tricking real men like me into falling for her. I’m glad she’s dead.”

“Is that why you killed her? Because you found out she was a trans woman when you read her memoir, the one you stole from Senator Drayman.”

He sneered. “Drayman is another trans bastard that should be dead.” His head jerked as what she’d said registered. “Wait a minute! I didn’t kill Alessandra. I was just expressing my anger toward the deceitful bastard. I can’t say bitch because bitches are women and these trans bastards are men pretending to be women. They’re a danger to our women and children and need to be shoved back into the hole they crawled out of.” He sat back, apparently satisfied with that defense.

Parker gazed at him. He lowered his eyes. “We see it differently.”

She held up her hand with one finger extended. “First, you were enraged because you couldn’t kill Senator Drayman’s trans rights bill and might have beaten her to death if you hadn’t been stopped.”

Parker pulled another finger up. “Second, you stole a folder from the stack of the senator’s files that spilled to the ground when you attacked her.”

She raised another finger. “While on the train to New York City, you read the documents in that folder—a note from Alessandra Moreau to Senator Drayman confirming her cell phone number plus the date, time, and place of their meeting to discuss her coming out as a trans woman, and a copy of her memoir. Already seething from your inability to stop the trans bill, reading that the woman you loved was trans stoked your rage.”

Not getting any response, Parker continued, “Fourth, seething all day at being tricked into loving a trans woman, you went to the senator’s apartment and stabbed the love of your life to death.”

“I didn’t kill her.” Thomas jumped up. “I was angry and confused.”

“Sit, Jared,” Corelli commanded. He hesitated, then dropped into his chair.

“I want my attorney.”

Parker ignored him. “And then, several days later, you went after Senator Drayman trying to finish the job you started in Albany.”

He turned, refusing to look at them. “I want my attorney.”

They left him staring at the table, waiting for someone to take him to a phone so he could call his attorney.

Corelli’s phone buzzed as they stepped out of the interview room. She glanced at the screen. “Hi, give me a second.” She turned to Parker. “It’s Brett. I’ll meet you in the conference room.”

Corelli ducked into an empty interview room and sank into a chair. “How are you, love?”

“I’m tired but otherwise fine. Listen, I’d planned to surprise you and fly home tonight, but it looks like I’ll be here at least another week, maybe two. I miss you so much. All I can think about is getting home to you, but I need to be here.” Brett’s voice broke. “I feel horrible about calling you so infrequently, but I’m working sixteen-hour days and by the time I get back to my hotel I’m so exhausted I often fall asleep with my clothes on. I know you’re suffering too.”

Brett seemed to choke, but then Corelli realized she was sobbing. Her heart bled. “It’s all right, honey. It’s hard and I really miss you too, but I understand you have responsibilities. Just focus on doing what you have to do and come home as soon as you can.”

Brett took a breath. “Are your nightmares back?”

“How did you know?”

“I know you, sweetheart. Can you lean on Gianna and Parker for support?”

“The Moreau case is complicated, so I’ve been spending lots of time with Parker. But she’s not you and I’m not sleeping with her.” Corelli laughed. “Well, actually, we both fell asleep in the car the other day and I had a nightmare but she calmed me.”

“I’m relieved to hear you’re not sleeping with Parker like you sleep with me.” Brett laughed. “I have to go. I’ll call again soon. I love you, Chiara. Take care of yourself.”

Corelli ended the call and took a deep breath. She felt lighter after speaking with Brett, but at the same time her heart hurt. She took a moment to pull herself together. Being separated was hard, but she knew Brett would come home sometime soon. Lara Demirci, on the other hand, would never see her sister Alessandra again. She needed to focus on finding this killer, finding justice for Moreau and the other murdered women.

* * *

Corelli sank into a chair next to Parker at the conference table. “I’ve been wondering whether trans haters ever stop to think about what it is that is so incredibly compelling that it drives a cis male to give up his male privilege and transition to a woman. It must be an overwhelming need.”

Parker knew Corelli’s question was rhetorical, so she asked the question on her mind.

“Do you think Thomas is our killer?”

“I’m not convinced. Our killer is a planner, controlled, and skilled with the knife. Jared Thomas is a hothead, reacts with his fists, and doesn’t think about consequences. Besides, we don’t have anything that places him at the murder scene or at the scene of Drayman’s attack. And unless we can tie him to the other murdered trans women, our case against him as the serial killer is weak. We could try to get a warrant to search his apartment, but it’s unlikely a judge would sign it.”

“So what do you suggest?”

Corelli elbowed Parker. “What do you suggest?”

Parker frowned. “I thought I graduated. Is this Detection 301?”

Corelli shrugged. “You know the saying about giving a woman a fish or teaching her to fish, right? I could tell you, but it’s better for you to work it out so next time you don’t have to ask.”

Parker flushed. “Okay, I get it. I’m being lazy. If our favorite food truck is still outside, let’s pick up dinner and go back to your apartment to eat while I think.”

The Middle Eastern truck was getting ready to close, but the owner filled their orders, a falafel pita sandwich for Parker and for Corelli her usual falafel platter with rice, salad, and extra hot sauce. The drive to Corelli’s apartment was quick, and they settled at the table to eat. Corelli read the newspaper while Parker made notes.

When they finished eating, Corelli tossed their garbage into the bin and sat down again. “Ready?”

Parker put her pen down.

“I am. Let’s discuss what I’m proposing and then in the morning start on whatever we agree to do.” Not hearing any objection, she read the first item on her list.

“I should have asked Thomas where he went after he called Woodman. So once his attorney shows up, we’ll need to determine whether he has an alibi.

“We need to put together a list of questions to help eliminate suspects—does he have military service that would have provided knife skills, is there something in his background that would trigger killing trans women, does his life/lifestyle facilitate travelling to the places we know trans women have been murdered—and other things like that.

“At the same time, we need to lay out visually the dates and locations of all the murders we’ve identified and map our suspects travel against them. Moreau’s killer is likely to be responsible for all the murders we’ve identified, so we also need to map the dates and locations of her concerts and appearances against the dates and locations of the murders.” Parker sat back.

“Sounds good. Seeing this on the wall rather than on separate sheets of paper will be helpful. So, in the morning let’s ask Dietz to get a roll of white paper and some colored markers. Who do you think are our prime suspects?”

“Jared Thomas is my number one, then Trip Adams, Omar Osman, and Tom Corwin. And I haven’t eliminated David Lowe, Drayman’s office manager, whose alibi didn’t check out.”

“What about her stalker? Mark Staley, is it?”

“I don’t see him for our killer. He’s been stalking Moreau for years without making contact, he couldn’t have known she was transgender, and, like most stalkers, he’s totally focused on the subject of his affections, so I don’t see him killing the other women.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Thursday

First thing in the morning, Parker put her plan into action. Dietz was off in search of a roll of paper they could use to lay out the timelines. Corelli, along with O’Malley, Malouf, Redondo, and Greene, who happened to be in the conference room early, were brainstorming a list of questions they could apply to each of their suspects, and Parker was organizing the dates of the murders and tracking down the dates of Moreau’s concerts for the last two years. Once the list of questions was prepared, Corelli set the team of analysts that Dietz had rounded up to digging into the background of their suspects, looking for answers to the questions and anything else they could find.

Corelli pointed to the wall. “How’s the timeline chart coming?”

“Good. We’ve discovered that every murder in New York City occurred when Moreau and her band were at home in the city, and every murder in another city coincided with her concert in that city.” Parker let that sink in.

Corelli moved closer to get a better look at the chart. “Great work, Parker.” She settled at the table. “You’ve proven our assumption that Moreau is at the center of all the murders we know of. But since no one knew she was trans, I’m wondering how the killer’s obsession with trans women connects to her. Also, it seems like the killings started with Moreau’s appearance on the scene, but maybe that’s the tail wagging the dog. Did something trigger him to start killing in the last two years? Or would we find other cases if we look far enough back?”

Parker considered Corelli’s questions. “This case is like a kaleidoscope. Shake it a bit and the whole thing shifts and changes.” She paced for a minute, then plopped down in her seat again. “You’re absolutely right. We arbitrarily limited our search to the dates of the cases Ndep found initially. I’m going to ask her to extend the search to look for any trans women murdered in the same manner in the last twenty years. Should we ask Agent Fine to do the same?”

Corelli shook her head. “The FBI didn’t put any limits on dates, so what they sent us is what they found, but we only asked for details on cases in the last two years.”

Parker put Ndep on speakerphone, then laid out their thinking about possible older cases. When Ndep didn’t respond immediately, Parker was concerned they’d insulted her. Should she apologize?

“You’re right. I’ll get right on the extended search.” Ndep laughed. “I fell into my own trap. When I did the original search, I knew the case I remembered was relatively recent, so I limited the criteria to the last five years, and since the cases that came up were clustered in the last two years, I was excited and didn’t take the next step. Sorry, I’m usually more logical.”

“Hey, we fell into the same trap, so no need to apologize. And if we don’t find other cases, we’ll at least have confirmation that our killer has only been at it for two years. Stay in touch.”

As Parker lowered her phone to the table, another call came in. “Parker here.” She listened, nodded, gave Corelli a thumbs-up, then disconnected. “That was Susan Butler, the tech from the lab. Using the information Lara Demirci provided, she was able to break the password on Moreau’s computer and is combing through it as we speak.”

“So it seems like we have a few threads that could move us along. Anything on the cold cases or the Central Park or Coney Island murders?”

Parker scanned the report Dietz had placed on the table earlier. “Just one thing. Wells realized she hadn’t checked Davis’s car registration and guess what? Her license plate is LCB3118 but they haven’t been able to locate the car.”

“So she must have picked him up and driven to the boardwalk,” Corelli said. “He probably dumped it after he drove from the murder scene.”

“Sounds about right. Anyway, since Drayman’s appeal, we’ve received a few calls from friends of the women offering to help, but nothing solid so far. And Bergman and Wells found a couple of shots of Davis and the killer on the boardwalk, but he’s wearing a hat that shades his face. The only positive is that they’ve been able to estimate his height in comparison to her. He’s between five foot eleven and six feet, one inch.”

Dietz dropped a manila envelope on the table in front of Parker. “Your friend at Adams’s agency just dropped this off for you.”

“Thanks, Dietz.” Parker opened the envelope and scanned the pages she pulled out. “I called Holly at Breaking Out Theatrical Agency early this morning to ask if she could get me a list of the places Adams has travelled to in the last two years. She agreed, then said if I needed anything else I should ask soon since her last day is a week from tomorrow. All the agents are leaving the agency and taking their clients with them. And now that the news of his stealing from clients is common knowledge, Adams’s clients have all given him notice so she’s helping him wind down thing. She’s starting a new job in two weeks.”

“How does it look?”

“Why don’t I enter the data on the chart?” Parker stood and moved to the wall.

“Just so you know, we’re color coding the suspects. Adams is hot pink. Osman is yellow, and Thomas is green.” She picked up the hot-pink marker and began to post Adams’s travel to the chart.

“Holly noted the reason for the travel and it’s clear Adams attended the shows of many clients. He didn’t attend all of Moreau’s concerts, but he was at those where trans women were murdered. And he was in the city on the dates of the murders that occurred here. He claims he was in Massachusetts for his daughter’s Harvard graduation the day of Ginger Gaynor’s murder in Central Park, but we’ll check.”

She tossed the marker on the table. “Adams will spend a lot of time in prison for embezzling from clients, but I’m hoping we nail him for the murders as well.”

Corelli glanced at the clock on the wall.

“Oh, I forgot to tell you, I cancelled tonight’s status meeting to give everyone a break. We can leave whenever you’d like.” Parker was rewarded with a huge Corelli smile. The door opened and Captain Winfry poked his head it. The room went quiet.

“Corelli, Parker, my office please.” They followed him out.

“Sorry to interrupt, but Chief Broderick is here and wants an update on the task force. I was going to put him off, but I figured better on our turf than you having to waste time trekking down to One Police Plaza.”

Broderick really got on Corelli’s nerves. Parker hoped she wouldn’t blow up at him. She elbowed Corelli. “Want me to do it?”

“Go for it, but I can’t promise to be good.”

That didn’t bode well. Corelli was never good when Broderick was involved.

He was leaning against the wall when they entered. “Well, if it isn’t the Dream Team.”

Parker felt her hackles rise. She fought the urge to smack the smirk off his face. Either he was clueless about Corelli’s sensitivity about that nickname, or he was intent on provoking her. Or both.

Happily, Corelli didn’t take the bait. “Nice to see you too, chief.”

Parker suppressed a smile. Someone who didn’t know Corelli hearing her say “chief” might expect the word to be followed by a click of her heels and a salute. They’d completely miss the insolence and disrespect conveyed in using his title. But Broderick knew Corelli, and, based on the angry flush replacing the smirk, he clearly had gotten the real message.

As the captain shifted nervously on one side of her and Corelli squared her body for battle on the other side, Parker rushed to calm the room. “Chief Broderick, Captain Winfry indicated you asked for an update on the task force?”

Broderick switched his gaze from Corelli to Parker. “That’s right, Detective Parker. Instead of the quick result we expected we seem to be getting more and more brazen murders. Has the Dream Team lost its magic? Do we need to dismantle the task force and return these cases to the precincts where they occurred?”

“Dismantling the task force is your prerogative, of course, but we’re tasked with solving many murders, both cold cases and new, that occurred in multiple locations over a period of several years. I’m sure you remember from your time in the field that dealing with a serial killer is not a simple undertaking, because there usually isn’t any obvious connection to the victims. Despite that, we’ve identified a number of suspects, and we’re digging deep into their lives to figure out if any of them is our murderer. We’re working to overcome the department’s negative relationship with the trans community, and we’ve started to get their cooperation. I’d say we’re making progress. Maybe not as fast as any of us would like, but, as you know, solving sixteen murders that occurred over several years in multiple cities while the killer is still active is far from easy.”

“What do you think, Corelli?” Broderick seemed intent on drawing Corelli into the conversation. Was he hoping for a confrontation so he could legitimately sideline her?

“As Parker said, we’re operating on a number of fronts, with minimal staff all dedicated to finding and stopping this bastard. We’re doing all we can, as fast as we can.”

“When do you think you’ll find him?”

Corelli was right. Broderick was an asshole. Rather than have Corelli dump on him for asking a stupid question, Parker again took the lead. “Chief, we’d be lying if we gave you a date. We can only say that we’re working hard to end this as soon as possible.”

Broderick stared at Parker. “Keep me posted.”

It wasn’t a clear dismissal, so they hesitated.

“You can go back to work,” Winfry said.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Friday

Ndep was right behind them when they arrived at the station house at seven a.m. She deposited a bag and a cardboard holder with three coffees on the table. “Latte for Parker and a cappuccino for Corelli. Right?” She handed them each a paper cup, then pulled pastries out of the bag and placed them on napkins. She waved a hand over two scones, two cheese danishes, and two croissants. “Help yourselves.” Before sitting, she moved a couple of folders from her briefcase to the table.

Corelli sipped her cappuccino. “What are we celebrating?”

“You two. Because you figured out the killer probably started much earlier than we believed.” She handed them each a folder. “I found two additional cases. A trans woman murdered in the East Village sixteen years ago and another in Greenwich Village nine months later. Based on the autopsy reports and photos, the same or a similar knife was used, the number and placement of the wounds was similar, the hair was chopped off, and the cutting of the carotids was the same. The difference, it seems to me, is that the killer wasn’t as confident, so the cutting on the carotids and the stab wounds were not so precise. I would guess these were the killer’s first victims or certainly very early ones.”

Parker put her latte on the table. “This is a game changer. We’ll have to verify whether any of our suspects were even in the city at that time.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Parker. We need to see the murder books and whatever evidence was collected at the time before we make assumptions about our killer.” Corelli opened the folder and glanced at the two autopsy reports. “Wait a second, Ndep. These aren’t trans women. Louis Durkin and Ronald Sparklet are men.”

Ndep put her hand up. “I didn’t limit the search to female victims. We all know there are detectives today who won’t acknowledge that trans women are female, so I figured it was probably even truer twenty or twenty-five years ago. Though neither had gender reassignment surgery, both had facial feminization surgery and electrolysis for beard removal, were dressed as females, and had the well-developed breasts one would expect of someone taking the hormones found at both scenes. And in both cases, the witnesses who confirmed their identities at the morgue said they lived as Louisa, not Louis, and Ramona, rather than Ronald. The medical examiner concluded they were trans women, but used their legal names and the sex assigned at birth on the reports.”

“Did they even do gender-affirming surgery back then?” Parker said.

“The first known surgery was done in Berlin in 1931. But the first done in the United States was at Johns Hopkins University Center in the midsixties,” Ndep said.

Corelli raised her coffee cup and toasted Ndep. “Kudos to you, for going the extra mile. Hopefully, these cases will give us some insight into our killer.”

“Unless you need me, I’m heading to the morgue.” Ndep stood. “Call me if you want to discuss this further.”

Corelli looked across the table to Parker. “Ramona Sparklet’s murder was investigated by this precinct, so while you locate her files, I’ll ask Dietz to send somebody to the East Village to retrieve the files for”—she glanced at the name on the autopsy report in front of her—“Louis Durkin, the other victim.”

An hour later, Parker opened the box containing the Sparklet file and thumbed through the murder book.

“As you would expect, it appears they didn’t expend a lot of energy on the investigation.” She scanned the pages and related the relevant facts to Corelli. “Ramona Sparklet, fifty-two years old, former military special ops, found stabbed to death fifteen years ago, on Saturday, July twenty-second, in her Bank Street apartment by her seventeen-year-old son, Ronald, Jr. The last known sighting of her alive was by said son on Saturday, July fifteenth, when he left their apartment to go to Lake George for a week with his best friend and his family.”

“Mrs. Beatriz Flores, who lived in the apartment directly across the hall, corroborated Ronald, Jr.’s statement. She was leaving her apartment at the same time as Ronnie. He laughed and called out ‘stay out of trouble, Ramona, see you in a week,’ then closed the apartment door. She said Ronnie and she exchanged knowing smiles as they rode the elevator down to the lobby. Ramona was often drunk and rowdy on the weekends and from time to time was arrested for drunkenness and/or prostitution. Ronnie, Jr., seemed excited to be going on vacation for a week. Flores didn’t see Ramona after that and hadn’t seen or heard anyone entering her apartment, but she said that wasn’t unusual because Ramona often slept all day and went out late at night.

“Ramona’s wallet, her credit cards, the Rolex watch she’d won at the job she used to have, and some other jewelry was missing, but there’s no record of the detectives trying to track any of it down. Flores gave them a list of Ramona’s friends in the neighborhood.”

Parker put Flores’s statement down and scanned the remaining pages. “The detectives interviewed a few people, but no one had any helpful information. They had no suspects, and despite Flores saying Ramona never brought customers home, they concluded she’d been killed by an unhappy customer.”

“Typical. And even more typical back then.” Corelli got up and paced. “We’ll have to see who’s still around that we can interview. I’ll bet the other trans people ran the other way when the police came. Maybe now that so many years have passed some of them will talk to us. If we can find them.”

She sat again and reread the autopsy report. “It appears she was drunk when killed, but she managed to fight and scratch the killer. The scrapings they took from under her nails were never tested.”

Hernandez arrived. He placed a file box on the table. “The Louis Durkin files from the East Village.”

“Thanks, Hernandez.” Corelli opened the box, pulled out the murder book, and thumbed through it. She read the summary aloud.

“‘Louis ‘Louisa’ Durkin, forty-four, lived alone. Found brutally stabbed in his two bedroom apartment on Third Avenue and Eleventh Street by his friend Ronald ‘Ramona’ Sparklet.’ The disrespectful bastards couldn’t even bring themselves to use the proper pronouns.”

“I imagine pronouns were the least of the troubles transgender people had to contend with back then,” Parker said.

“You’re right,” Corelli said. “Was there any mention of Durkin in Sparklet’s file?”

Parker quickly scanned the relevant reports. “No. Unless it’s buried somewhere I don’t expect to find it, Durkin isn’t mentioned.”

Corelli went back to the Durkin file. “By the time Sparklet realized she hadn’t heard from Durkin for a week or more and went to check on her, Durkin had been dead for five or six days. Lucky for Sparklet she’d spent a couple of days locked up around the time Durkin was murdered, so she wasn’t a suspect. According to Sparklet, Durkin was a working artist, not a prostitute. She suggested that Morgana Mills, Louisa’s ex-wife, and Ann Petri, the owner of the gallery who handled her paintings, could confirm that. Sparklet denied they were lovers and insisted the murderer had to have been someone Durkin knew because she never brought strangers to her apartment. After a brief and ineffective investigation, the detectives concluded Durkin was a prostitute, brought a customer home, and that customer killed her.” She closed the file and picked up the autopsy report. “Died of exsanguination due to sliced carotids, knife wounds concentrated in the breast and genital areas, hair chopped off and strewn over the body. The description of the knife matches the one used in the current cases. Any thoughts, Parker?”

“The detectives on Sparklet’s case didn’t make the connection, even though the women were friends, even though the pattern—the stabbing and chopping off of hair—was similar, even though the knives used seemed to be the same or similar. Given Sparklet’s statement about the dangers of bringing a trick home, I think we can assume the killer was someone they both knew and trusted enough to let into their apartments.”

“I agree.” Corelli removed a page from the Durkin file. “Let’s compare the list of witnesses interviewed during the Durkin investigation to the list in the Sparklet case. Some of them might be dead and some might have left the city, but I’m sure some are still around.”

They sat side by side. Parker shuffled through the reports in Durkin’s box. “Based on the reports, they only interviewed the super and the neighbors in the two other apartments on her floor and never followed up with the ex-wife or the gallery owner.”

Sparklet’s list was longer and included several friends, neighbors who knew her from the nearby park, people in her building, and the parents of the friend Ronnie went to Lake George with. There was no overlap in the lists. Corelli sat back. “Sparklet had the key to Durkin’s apartment, so I assume they were pretty good friends, yet they had no friends or acquaintances in common. I find that strange.”

Parker shifted to face her. “It’s hard to believe. But the trans community avoids the police, if possible, and it was probably even more true back then, so maybe Sparklet didn’t want to involve their mutual friends. And since these detectives, like some even now, seemed to assume all trans women were prostitutes and investigating their deaths was a waste of time, it’s likely they didn’t spend much time digging. Or if they did, probably nobody admitted knowing Durkin.”

Corelli shuffled through the papers in Sparklet’s box, scanned them, and then slammed them down on the table. Parker jumped.

“Lazy bastards did the minimum. Despite the list, they only interviewed Beatriz Flores, the neighbor who called it in, not anyone else on the list, not even Ramona’s son, who was the last to see her alive and who discovered her body a week later.”

Aware of Parker’s raised eyebrows, Corelli switched to her yoga breathing to tamp down the rage. When she felt in control again, she stood. “No surprise. None of the forensic evidence gathered for either case was tested.” She waved Dietz over. “We need someone to request the evidence boxes for the Durkin and Sparklet cases from storage and send it to be tested.”

“Sure thing, boss.” Dietz gave her an almost salute.

She turned to Parker. “Let’s see if Beatriz Flores is still in her apartment on Bank Street. I need the exercise, so let’s walk over.”

Flores’s name was still listed next to Apartment 5B, but that didn’t necessarily mean she still lived there. Parker pressed the buzzer for the apartment. They waited a few minutes, figuring she was older now and might need time to get to the door, but there was no response. Before Parker could buzz again, a woman entered the lobby, key in hand. “Excuse me,” Parker said. “Do you know whether Beatriz Flores still lives in the building?”

The forty-something woman eyed them, maybe making them as cops or maybe just wary about giving out information. “Who’s asking?”

They displayed their shields and IDs. “We’d like to ask her a couple of questions about a murder that occurred across the hall from her about fifteen years ago.”

“The trans woman who was stabbed?”

“Yes. Did you know her?”

“No.” The woman shifted the bag with her groceries to her other arm. “I moved in a year or so after the murder, but it was still a hot topic among the tenants and in the neighborhood. You guys never caught the killer, so why the questions now?”

“We’re part of the task force looking into the murders of trans women in New York City, and Ramona Sparklet’s case is part of our investigation. We’re hoping Ms. Flores can help us pick up a thread that will lead us to the killer.”

The woman put her key in the door and pushed it open. “She often goes to the park at the corner of Bank and Hudson in the afternoon. You might find her there.” She entered the lobby and turned. “I hope you get the bastard.” The door closed behind her.

The small park was filled with happy, screaming, running children, many followed by the watchful eyes of nannies and a few by women who were probably their mothers. Corelli and Parker turned toward the four older women chatting on a bench at the end of the park farthest from the swings and slides. As they approached, they opened their jackets, displaying their shields, and held up their IDs. Conversation stopped and the group focused on them.

“You’re those detectives on TV.” The redhead cackled. “Don’t worry, I know you’re real detectives.”

“What can we do for you,” the blonde asked.

“We’d like to speak to Beatriz Flores.”

Three heads turned to the dark-haired woman at one end of the bench. She smiled. “I wondered if you’d want to speak to me again.”

“Ms. Flores?”

“Yes, please call me Bea. Shall we talk over there?” She pointed to an empty bench three benches away. She stood, steadied herself on her cane, then led them to the bench and sat. Corelli and Parker remained standing.

“So how can I help you?” Flores looked from one to the other.

“The task force investigating the murders of trans women is looking into the death of Ramona Sparklet, and we’re hoping to come up with something that the original investigation missed. We’d appreciate your input.”

“There was virtually no investigation. The detectives were disparaging and disrespectful and made assumptions about Ramona because she was a trans woman. They even changed the pronouns I used for Ramona in my statement from feminine to masculine, and I had to fight to get them changed back.” Flores spat the words out, obviously still angry after all these years. “They talked to a couple of people in the building—none of the people whose names I gave them—and once they found out she drank and occasionally prostituted herself to earn a little extra money, they concluded she’d been killed by a trick. That was the extent of it.” Her voice caught. “Ramona was a depressed alcoholic, but she was very protective of her son, Ronnie, and never brought tricks home.”

Flores had obviously cared for Ramona Sparklet. Parker gave her a few seconds to relax. “How did Ramona end up as a single mother?”

“When Ramona announced she was a woman and began transitioning to living as a woman, her wife, Monica—who had been a disinterested mother from the start—took off, leaving Ramona with their almost three-year-old child.” Flores’s tone of voice and facial expression left no doubt of what she thought about Monica.

Parker felt a pang of sympathy. “That must have been tough for Ramona, dealing with a huge life change and responsible for a small child.”

“It was, but the nanny was still there to care for Ronnie during the day. However, Ramona was large, about six feet tall and muscular, when she began to transition. Though she took hormones, had some work done, dressed as a woman, wore makeup, and let her hair grow, she was clearly trans. She became the butt of jokes at work, lost her job, and ended up on welfare, which she supplemented by doing odd jobs and occasionally selling sex. She had to let the nanny go, but she did the best she could with Ronnie. I helped when she asked.”

“Was there anyone you suspected of killing her?”

“No. Are you aware that her friend Louisa Durkin was also murdered the same way?”

“We are,” Parker said.

“Then you know Louisa was her friend and Ramona discovered her body. She told me about finding the body, about what it looked like. You also know, I’m sure, that when Ronnie came home after a week away, he discovered Ramona and ran to me. I called 911 and went into their apartment with him to wait for the police. When I saw Ramona’s body, I immediately thought of Louisa and wondered whether there was a serial killer, maybe a delivery person. I told the detectives about Louisa, and one of them shrugged and said, ‘yeah, a lot of trannie prostitutes are murdered.’ I told them Louisa wasn’t a prostitute, but I doubt they followed up on it. Are you also looking into Louisa’s death?”

“Yes, we are.” Lazy bastards ignored the connection to Louisa that Flores gave them, probably because they didn’t want to get involved in another murder. “Are you still in touch with Ronnie?”

“No. He lived with me for the few weeks before he left for college, and we talked on the phone a few times his freshman year, but we lost touch after that.”

“Do you remember what college he attended?”

She scratched her head. “He was smart and was given a scholarship to a state school. I don’t remember which, but it was somewhere in upstate New York.”

“One more question. Do you know of anyone close to either Ramona or Louisa who’s still around?”

She thought for a moment. “Morgana Mills. She’s a sculptor who was married to Louisa before she transitioned. She still lives in Westbeth. I can’t think of any of Ramona’s friends who are still around.”

“Thank you, Ms. Flores.” Parker handed her their cards. “Please contact us if you remember anything else you think might be helpful.”

They left her in the park, lost in memories.

“I think we should try to locate the son. He can probably give us a better idea of Ramona’s friends and lovers.”

“Good idea. Let’s grab some lunch at the station, then see if we can track down Morgana Mills. Ramona gave the Durkin detectives her name, but they either didn’t interview her or didn’t write it up.”


Chapter Thirty

Friday

The Westbeth Artists Housing and Center for the Arts, where Morgana Mills lived, occupied an entire square block a short walk from Corelli’s apartment building, which also occupied a full block and faced the river. In fact, both buildings had been converted from business use to apartments in the early seventies. Westbeth, a former office building, was divided into low-cost living and working spaces for artists, while Corelli’s Uncle Gennaro had turned the former industrial building he owned into the market-cost rental apartment building she’d inherited and now lived in. She smiled thinking about her uncle. He’d never married and never had children, and from time to time she wondered whether he had been gay or, as he said, totally focused on his varied businesses. The vast estate, investments and property, he left had been divided equally between her and her three sisters, making them all wealthy.

It wasn’t the first time Corelli had been in Westbeth, but she’d forgotten the long hallways. She assumed the head poking out of a door in the distance was Morgana Mills, a well-known sculptor and the former wife of Louisa Durkin. As they neared, the woman stepped into the hall and waved them into her apartment.

“Ms. Mills? Detectives Corelli and Parker.”

Mills glanced at the shields and IDs they displayed. “Is there anyone in this city who doesn’t recognize you two?” She led them into her living room. “Please sit. You’re here about Louisa? Is this related to that task force about trans women?”

“Yes, her case and the case of her friend Ramona Sparklet came up because they fit the parameters of the cases the task force is investigating. We’re reinterviewing witnesses to see if we can pick up anything missed in the original investigation.”

She laughed. “I can tell you one thing that was missed. No one ever contacted me. In fact, I’m curious how you connected me to Louisa.”

“Ramona mentioned you in the statement she gave to the detectives investigating Louisa’s murder. And when we spoke to Beatriz Flores, she mentioned you had been married to Louisa before she transitioned and that you still lived in the neighborhood.”

Mills frowned. “They never contacted me.” She shrugged. “So how can I help you?”

“We’d like some background on Louisa. And anything you think would help us figure out who murdered her.”

“Louisa was an up-and-coming painter and I was just starting to get noticed as a sculptor when we met. We hit it off immediately and quickly became a couple. We dated a year, then got married. We were happy, I thought, but two years into our marriage Louisa confessed that the way she felt inside was different than how she looked outside, that she believed she was a woman and she wanted to start living as Louisa. I thought she was kidding. We talked for days about her feelings, and eventually I understood she was serious. I loved her and wanted her to be happy. I accepted the change, but like most nontrans people who haven’t experienced that urgent need to be someone other than who I appear to be, I never really understood it. I still don’t.” She stopped to take a deep breath. It was obvious that she still had feelings about Louisa.

“At first, he…I’m sorry, she was happy just to dress as a woman and go out alone a couple of evenings a week. She was still Louis and I could deal with a little dress-up. When she started taking hormones, her body became more feminine, and she truly became Louisa. She wanted us to continue to live together as lovers, but I couldn’t do it. I asked her to leave, and that’s when she moved to the East Village. I still loved her and we remained close, but many of her friends abandoned her. Some galleries were reluctant to show her work and sales slumped, but she still sold well and earned more than enough to live on. My work was selling well and from time to time I bought one of her paintings as an investment because I believed at some point the art world would realize that, man or woman, she was brilliant. Her attorney contacted me a couple of months after she was murdered. She had never changed her will and I inherited several hundred thousand dollars and all of her unsold paintings which, once she was dead, were worth a fortune.” She took a breath. “I was also the beneficiary of her large insurance policy.” She reached for a tissue and wiped her eyes.

“Despite what the police said, she wasn’t a prostitute. Ramona suggested I let the detectives know Louisa was an artist, so I left a couple of messages for them, but they never followed up. When I contacted the morgue to make arrangements for her burial, I was sure I would hear from them, but I never did. And when Ramona was murdered in the same way eight or nine months later, I expected a call but never received one. In my opinion, neither Louisa nor Ramona was killed by tricks gone wrong. I know for sure Louisa wasn’t a prostitute, and I know she worried about Ramona turning tricks in public places rather than bringing tricks home. However, I don’t have the vaguest idea of who killed either of them or why.”

* * *

They were silent as they made their way down the long hallway, exited on Bank Street, and headed for the station house. Parker kicked an empty can someone left in the middle of the sidewalk. “If the investigations, if they can be called that, into the deaths of two white trans woman was so slipshod, it’s not hard to imagine how little effort went into investigating the murders of black, Asian, and Latino trans women, and it’s easy to understand why none of these murders were solved.”

Corelli touched Parker’s arm. “It’s frustrating. I’m usually the one bouncing off the wall at the laziness and incompetence of some of our colleagues, but we both know there are tons of good police on the force. We also know the department mirrors society, and if you dig deep enough you uncover all sorts of undesirables, including racists, homophobes, transphobes, sexists, and white nationalists. We can’t change that, but we can expose it and find justice for these women. Let’s go back to the station and spend some time with the case files.”

While Corelli went to retrieve the files, Parker walked to the wall and studied the chart. She turned. “Corelli, come take a look at this.”

Together they moved along the wall, starting with the date of Louisa Durkin’s murder ending with the date Ginger Gaynor, the last victim, was murdered.

“Let’s sit.” Corelli picked up the files she’d dropped on a nearby desk and joined Parker at the table. “Does this mean what I think it means?”

“Our theory that the same killer murdered all the trans women we’ve identified assumes that the killer was in the various cities at the time of the murders that took place there.” Parker blew out a breath. “And based on the information in the chart, it appears we can eliminate Osman, Lowe, and Thomas. Not only were they all too young to have committed the murders, but none of them were in New York City at the time Durkin and Sparklet were killed. That leaves Adams and Corwin as the only possibilities. And we haven’t found anything in either of their pasts to indicate a reason to kill trans women.”

“So we go back to the drawing board.” Corelli pulled the box with Durkin’s files toward her. “And what better place to start than the beginning.”

They slowly read through every document in Louisa’s file, then turned to the crime scene photographs.

“She was in pajamas,” noted Corelli, “and sprawled on the sofa in the living room, covered in blood and hair. The ME suggested that her carotids were sliced from behind and most of the stabbing occurred postmortem, by an out-of-control killer who took the time to cut Louisa’s hair and spread it around her.”

This seemed personal to Corelli. And looking at the autopsy photos she noted, as Ndep had pointed out, that the stab wounds were not as controlled as in later victims but also not so jagged as to suggest the killer was not in control. Louisa’s two-bedroom apartment was in a decent building in a nice area and, judging from the photos, comfortably furnished. Obviously, the second bedroom with the easel, paints, brushes, and paintings stacked against a wall was her studio.

“If the detectives on her case had reviewed her financials, they would have seen income from the sales of the paintings. But obviously they didn’t, or they concluded she was a prostitute despite the income from her paintings.”

Corelli made a note of the names of the detectives. “‘Her wallet and some jewelry, including diamond cuff links and an expensive watch, were missing, according to her friend Ronald Sparklet.’ What better way to alienate a witness than to ignore the name she gives you.” She closed the file. “These guys did so little work that there’s really nothing helpful here. Let’s send someone to interview the super and any neighbors still in the building.”

They went through the reports in Sparklet’s case file again. Two more deadhead detectives to add to the list. They studied the crime scene photos. Corelli held out a photo.

“It looks like Ronnie’s room was untouched during the murder and, that for a welfare mom, Ramona managed to provide the kid with everything he could want—a TV, some kind of game controller, a bat and mitt, an easy chair, a keyboard, a drum set, a saxophone, a guitar, a basketball, lots of books, and Rollerblades. Who knows what’s in the closet.”

She switched to the photos of Ramona on her back on the floor in the living room, arms straight out, legs open, hair chopped and thrown on the body, blood everywhere.

“Horrible scene for a kid to see.” She pulled out the photos of Louisa’s body and compared them. “They were both stabbed multiple times, but Ramona’s scene looks more violent, more out of control than Louisa’s. Maybe it was because Louisa was attacked and disabled from behind and couldn’t fight. Or maybe it was the difference in their sizes, since Louisa was slender and maybe five foot eight and Ramona was over six feet and heavy. But the level of violence and Ramona’s pose reminds me of Moreau’s scene. And Moreau was small and slender.”

Parker retrieved Moreau’s file and sorted through the crime scene photos. She placed one photo on the table. “You’re right. Moreau is posed exactly like Ramona—on the floor in a pool of blood, lying on her back, arms straight out, legs open, and chopped hair thrown over her. What do you think it means?”

Corelli shrugged. “My guess is that Ramona and Moreau had special meaning for the killer. Now all we have to do is find the connection between a fifty-two-year-old trans woman and a hugely popular music phenomenon murdered fifteen years apart.”

When the team assembled for its seven p.m. meeting, Corelli turned to Parker. “Why don’t you start?”

Parker took a sip of her coffee. “We asked Ndep to expand her database search to the last twenty years to confirm we’re dealing with every trans woman murdered by this guy. Though the trans women were misgendered, she discovered two more cases. Both occurred in Manhattan, one fifteen and one sixteen years ago. The victims were friends, but the connection was missed because of sloppy, and, I would venture, negligent detective work. Both murders occurred in the victims’ homes, and with minimal investigation both cases were written off as prostitutes murdered by tricks.

“One of the victims, Louisa Durkin, was a successful artist and, according to her ex-wife, definitely not a prostitute. We interviewed the ex-wife earlier and, though she called the police when she found out about the murder, she was never contacted or interviewed. The other victim, Ramona Sparklet, who found Durkin’s body, was on welfare and did prostitute herself occasionally. But we’ve talked to two people who knew her, and both say she never brought anyone home because her teenaged son lived with her. The detectives in the Sparklet case never connected the two murders though a witness told them Sparklet’s friend had been murdered in the same manner.

“It also appears they never interviewed Sparklet’s son, though he was the last to see her alive and he found her body. We hope the boy, man now, can shed some light on who might want to kill his mom, so we need someone to track him down. Ronald Sparklet, Jr., was seventeen at the time of his mom’s murder, and we believe that several weeks after the murder he went upstate to a New York state college on a scholarship.”

“I can do it,” Kim said.

“Great.” Parker made a note. “Including the Sparklet and Durkin murders in our chart of dates and locations of murders versus suspects has highlighted that Osman, Thomas, and Lowe were not even in New York City when the first two murders occurred. That leaves Adams and Corwin. However, our research hasn’t turned up anything in either of their histories indicating a reason to kill trans women.” Parker waited for the burst of comments to quiet. “So unless someone has something to report, we thought we’d tried to summarize what we know and what we don’t know.”

“Parker.” Ndep waved her hand. “I think we should share my conclusion that these early victims were the first or nearly the first kills for him.”

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to omit that.” She looked around. “Anyone else?”

Corelli pulled the whiteboard over. “Let’s start with what we know.”

“He’s gotten away with murder for at least sixteen years, so he’s smart,” O’Malley called out.

“He’s tall, is blond or wears a blond wig,” Bergman shouted.

“Has a thing for, or maybe against, trans women,” Wells said.

Corelli waited, but no one added anything. “Okay, what don’t we know?”

“Did he stop killing for thirteen years?” Watkins said.

Alvarez jumped in. “What triggered him to start killing again?”

“Was he living abroad, maybe in the military or the Peace Corp or working a job that took him out of the country, so he didn’t stop, but his victims were off our radar?” Kim said.

“How he picks his victims?” Redondo said. “It can’t be random since he only kills trans women and only some have been prostitutes, so how does he find them?”

“And how does he get them to go with him?” Parker said.

Corelli noted the comments. “Do I remember correctly that someone reported one of the victims might have gone out to dinner with someone she’d met online?”

“Yes, a friend of Roberta Marie Davis,” Wells said.

Corelli felt a frisson of excitement. Maybe this was the key. “Do we know if there are any online chat groups for trans women?” No one responded. “Okay, we need to check, because that would give him access to trans women all over the country, probably all over the world. And knowing Moreau’s concert schedule, he could establish online relationships with women in those cities and arrange a meetup when he’s there. Who would suspect someone they’ve been chatting with for months? Let’s give Drayman a call. She’d know.”

“On it.” Parker picked up her phone and left the room.

Forlini raised his hand. “We deduced from the witness to the Coney Island murder that the killer drugs them, but he’s a big guy with long blond hair, so why don’t people remember him?”

The team was silent, mulling the question. Parker burst through the door. “Drayman said there are several online chat groups for trans women. Members have to fill out a form and submit a photo in order to be invited to join, but occasionally a straight man gets through. She gave me three user names and passwords that we can use to monitor the two largest groups. Her team will take care of the smaller groups.”

Corelli felt the energy in the room spike. They were on to something, and they all knew it. “Senator Drayman thought the blonde who probably planted a tracker on her was a trans woman or possibly a man posing as a woman. If our killer is posing as a trans woman in these groups his victims would have seen his picture online and chatted with him, so they would have expected to see the tall, blond trans woman and would have gone with him willingly. We’ve been asking witnesses about a tall blond man. Maybe we should be asking about a tall blond woman.”

“Dietz, can you get us some help to monitor these groups? The first step will be to identify any tall women with long or short blond hair who might be our guy and then follow their posts.”

“Will do, boss.” Dietz jotted a note on the paper in front of him.

“Bergman and Wells.” All eyes focused on Corelli. “Get with your witness tomorrow and see if you can elicit any more details. Did she assume the killer was a man, was the wig short or long, things like that.

“O’Malley, Greene, and Redondo, see whether any of the witnesses in each of the cases we’re dealing with can confirm that the murdered woman belonged to one of those groups.

“Malouf and Alvarez, check whatever Fifth Avenue tapes we have for two women, one tall and blond. If he’s wearing a hat, the blond might not show, so look for any really tall woman.”

Corelli stood. “Hopefully, we’ll find our killer in one of these groups, but we also need to follow any other leads we have, keep digging on Adams, and chasing Corwin’s alibi. See you tomorrow.”

As the group left the room, Parker turned to Corelli. “Now that we’ve released Drayman’s apartment, she wants to take a look at it so she can decide what needs to be done about cleaning up the living room and figure out what to do before she moves back. She asked if we could meet her and Darla there to give her an update.”


Chapter Thirty-One

Saturday

Corelli handed Parker a go cup of coffee, then slipped into the car. Parker sighed as the strong brew hit her system. Once Corelli buckled up, Parker started the car.

“Sorry to keep you waiting. I was on the phone with Ndep.” Corelli sipped her coffee. “I had a nightmare at three a.m. and since I couldn’t get back to sleep I started obsessing about how the killer gets his victims to ingest the date-rape drugs if, as we’re now assuming, he doesn’t pick them up in a bar or restaurant.”

Parker considered the question. “And you called Ndep because?”

“Have you read anything about the limp-dick assholes in Europe injecting women in crowded night clubs with a date-rape drug and the women have no idea until dealing with bruises or blank memories the next day?”

“I have but…Oh, are you thinking that once he has them in his car he claps them on the arm or the back and even if they notice the pin prick it’s quick acting so they can’t resist?”

“Exactly. I asked Ndep to examine the bodies of Alessandra Moreau and Ginger Gaynor to see if the ME missed the pinholes. She’s also going to ask the medical examiner in Brooklyn to check the Coney Island victim.”

Parker placed her go cup in the holder and glanced at Corelli. “Interesting, but it doesn’t help us identify him. We haven’t got a clue. Seriously, we’re no closer than we were the day Moreau was murdered.” She met Corelli’s gaze, then turned her own gaze back to the road. “I know, I know, we’ll get there.”

They stopped for bagels and were still the first ones in the conference room.

“Hey. I’m glad you’re here already.”

Corelli and Parker swiveled to face Detective Kim Hei-ki Young. Kim was short and slender, but her high energy and positive attitude brightened any room she entered. They both smiled.

“What’s up?” Parker asked.

“I found your guy.” She sat and pulled out her notebook. “Ronald E. Sparklet, Jr. went to SUNY Binghamton and majored in music. After graduation he served four years in the Marines, including two tours of the Middle East. Honorable discharge. But then nada. I haven’t found any mention of him, no driver’s license, no credit cards, no bank accounts, nothing. Let me know if you come up with an idea of where else to look, but until then I’ll be sitting with the trans women chat group monitors.”

Corelli nodded and Kim was gone in a flash. “Well, that’s a bummer. He wouldn’t be the first veteran of the wars in the Middle East to go off the grid. Maybe he’s CIA, and they changed his identity.” She stared into the distance. “I’ll bet if you called your girlfriend Debbie Maynard, she would do a little electronic snooping for us.”

Maynard had worked with them on the child sex trafficking case and her computer expertise had been instrumental in breaking the white nationalist case. She and Parker had dated briefly before they worked together, and though Parker had made it clear she wasn’t interested, Maynard refused to take no for an answer.

Parker punched Corelli’s shoulder. “You know she’s not my girlfriend. But we did get her promoted to manager of computer surveillance for the NYPD/FBI Joint Terrorism Task Force, so she owes us. I’m sure she’d love to help.”

“I’m sure she would. But I attribute it to wanting to get in your good graces. Give her a call. I’m always curious about someone who just disappears.”

“Corelli.” Dietz entered the conference room as Parker stepped aside to call Maynard. “This came from the tech gal working on Moreau’s computer.” He handed her a hefty package.

Parker rejoined Corelli at the table, shaking her head. “Deb is on it. But I had to agree to have coffee with her. You owe me.”

“Maybe seeing her again will rekindle the fire.” Corelli grinned.

“Have you forgotten I’m seeing someone?” Parker gazed at the package. “What’s that?”

“Tech sent it over. Stuff from Moreau’s computer.” Corelli used her penknife to open the package. She read the brief cover letter. “Techie is still working on the computer but thought we might want to see her emails. She highlighted three things she thought were suspicious. One. An email sent separately to Lara and someone whose email address is hotmamaxman@aol.com, both had an attachment titled “my true life,” but the hot mama email was deleted from the Sent list and from the Trash folder. Two. A number of emails Moreau sent and some she received from others were forwarded to the Hot Mama email address, then the forwarded emails were deleted from the Sent and Trash folders. Three. All visible traces of the Hot Mama email address were wiped out. The tech is still examining her files and trying to trace the Hot Mama address.”

She passed half of the larger stack, labelled “standard emails,” to Parker and put aside the smaller stack labelled “Hot Mama deleted emails.”

“There was a diary entry about sending her autobiography to Lara and Drayman, but I don’t recall her mentioning anyone else.” Parker pulled her half of the emails to her. “Maybe the emails will identify this Hot Mama person and indicate why she sent it to them.” She retrieved a couple of pads of sticky notes and tossed one to Corelli. “Mark any email of interest so we won’t have to reread the entire stack to find it later.”

They read a while before Corelli looked up.

“Moreau sent an email to Woodman reminding her to confirm the numbers she mentioned. Woodman responded with various numbers and Moreau thanked her and forwarded the email to Fielder, indicating that the numbers supported their suspicions that Adams was skimming. There are additional emails between Moreau and Fielder about the skimming and one where Moreau authorized Fielder to initiate the investigation.”

Parker read the last email in her stack, then leaned back. “I had a thread of ecstatic emails to and from Lara, talking about H, and then the one where she announces it’s over and she’ll go into detail when she gets to Paris. My takeaway from these emails is that Alessandra Moreau felt alone and lonely. Her emails were mostly business-related, and those to her friends were warm and friendly but guarded. Reading those to and from Rachel one would never guess they were lovers. Moreau seemed to be open with her sister, but even then, there was no mention of being trans or her feelings and struggles.” She pulled the “deleted” pile of emails to her.

“Corelli, Parker, you got a visitor,” Dietz said, entering the room. “I put her in the small conference room next door.”

“Yo, Dietz, are we supposed to guess her name?” Parker lobbed back at him.

“Har, har, hardy, har, har, Parker.”

“What?” Parker frowned.

Dietz made a fist, raised it to his mouth, and pretended to bite his knuckles. “You damn kids don’t know nothing. That was Jackie Gleason. Watch the damn reruns.”

“Jackie who?”

“Are you raggin’ on me, Parker?” Dietz shook his head. “Corelli, please clue in your uneducated partner. And, for the record, Rachel Woodman is here to see you.”

Corelli and Parker stood. Parker picked up her notebook, hesitated, then added Moreau’s diary.

Woodman was staring straight ahead, her phone on the table in front of her when they entered. With dark circles under her eyes, slumped shoulders, lank hair, and rumpled yoga attire, she looked even worse than the last time they’d seen her.

“How can we help you, Ms. Woodman?” Corelli asked.

Woodman’s gaze went to the diary Parker had placed on the table between them. “I…” Her voice sounded rusty. She cleared her throat. “I’ve been watching videos of Alessandra’s interviews and her performances, thinking maybe they would help me understand why she stopped seeing me when it was clear she loved me.” She bit her lower lip. “It didn’t help, but I noticed something I wanted to bring to your attention.”

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Alessandra insisted we keep our relationship secret, but she justified my being at almost all of her performances by saying I was with the band’s record company. While we were together, I occasionally noticed Cody, her drummer, staring at me as if he suspected something, but I wrote it off to curiosity. Anyway, watching the videos over and over for hours at a time, I noticed his eyes were always glued to Alessandra while they were performing, but I attributed that to his being infatuated with her. But in the last four or five performances he looked mostly at his drums and when he did look at her his face was filled with hate or disgust.”

She lifted her shoulders. “We were already broken up more than a month, so I’m not sure if something happened between them, but I thought it might help you to see the videos.” She placed a flash drive on the table. “If you’re interested, this drive contains a few of both the loving and the disgusted videos.”

“While you were together, did she ever talk about him?”

“Just to acknowledge that she knew he had a crush on her and that she let him know she wasn’t interested.” Her eyes strayed to the diary. “She was always writing in that book. Did she say why she broke up with me?”

Before they could respond, Woodman put her hands in front of her face. “Sorry. I know it’s an inappropriate question, but I’m going crazy not knowing if I said or did something that hurt her.”

Hate has a way of boomeranging on the hater, Corelli thought. She stood. “Thank you for coming in.” She had no sympathy for Woodman. In her mind, the pain, the fear, and the danger Moreau and other trans women and men lived with every single day because of Woodman and her fellow haters far outweighed whatever pain Woodman was experiencing.

As Parker led Woodman out, Corelli heard her say, “Perhaps she learned about your hate of trans women.”

No question Parker was gentler and more forgiving than her, but everyone knows Italians hold grudges.

Parker caught up with Corelli after Woodman left, and they entered the conference room together.

“You know, Parker, we gave Spears a bit of a pass when we interviewed him, but several people have suggested that we check him out. Since he travelled with Moreau, his schedule would fit perfectly with the dates of the murders. Maybe it’s time to take a good hard look at him.”

Parker shook her head. “I’m not convinced. It’s true Adams and Corwin pointed the finger at him, but he gave them both a hard time about their behavior toward Moreau. And since they’re both in our crosshairs, they would be looking to deflect our attention. Why don’t we review a couple of the videos she provided and then figure out what to do?”

“Okay, let’s do it.”

Woodman had pulled together short clips from six of Moreau’s concerts. Three earlier ones showed Spears looking at her with love and admiration and the last three concerts showed Spears glaring at her with disdain or maybe something akin to hate.

Parker closed her computer. “I’ll ask Shaunton to dig into Spears. Let’s see what she comes up with.”

“Let’s go through the Hot Mama emails together.” Corelli pulled the small stack over.

“So this email from Drayman confirms their telephone conversation that Moreau will spend several days at her house so they can talk privately. It also specifies the date and time of their meeting, Drayman’s private cell phone number, the address of her house and the arrangement for getting the key.” Parker faced Corelli. “So Hot Mama Xman has the memoir which outs Moreau, plus all the information necessary to find her and kill her. He or she could be our killer.”

“I can think of a number of people off the top of my head who could have accessed Moreau’s computer, including her girlfriend, Rachel Woodman, her agent, Trip Adams, her road manager, Tom Corwin, and her bandmates, Cody Spears, Tamika Orens, Linda Weitz, and Alana Everett. Maybe Woodman is falling apart because she killed her lover.”

Parker tapped her fingers on the table. “Anyone travelling with Moreau—the crew, others from the record company, friends of the band members—could have gotten into her computer in her dressing room as well. We need a list of everyone who went behind the scenes.”

Corelli put up a hand.

“Whoa, Parker. It’s much more likely that one of the ones you named would have wandered into her dressing room during a rehearsal or performance, though the members of the band would have been on stage with her much of the time. I suggest we start with Woodman, Adams, and Corwin. But let’s look through the rest of the emails and then get lunch before I start chewing on your arm.”

Parker moved her chair away from Corelli. “Am I safe while we finish this task?”

Corelli laughed. “Yeah. I’m not crazy about raw meat.”

The review of the rest of the emails diverted to Hot Mama went quickly. For the most part, they were a thread with Regina Fielder discussing Adams’s theft, the plan to fire him and Corwin, and Moreau’s new management contract with Fielder’s firm.

As they walked back from the food trucks, Parker elbowed Corelli.

“I’m thinking that other than learning that her lover was a trans woman, there’s nothing in the emails that points to Woodman as the killer. Besides she has an alibi. And Corwin probably already expected to be fired so I don’t think the emails would have led him to murder. But if Adams is Hot Mama, he knew before Moreau stormed into his office that he was going to be fired as her agent and that they were onto his theft, and he was armed with everything he needed to locate and kill her.”

“I agree. But how do we prove it was him?” Corelli asked.

“We track down the Hot Mama email address. And I know just the woman to get it done quickly.”

“Maynard again?” Corelli raised her eyebrows. “You’re really getting in deep here.”

“I am, but it will be worth it if she leads us to the killer.”

Corelli left Parker standing in the sunshine outside the station house talking on her phone with the computer expert. She could see Adams for Moreau and even for the attack on Drayman, but the only thing tying him to the murders of the other trans women was his being in the city in which they were killed. They hadn’t found any connection to the two earliest victims, Louisa Durkin and Ramona Sparklet. And they had no forensic evidence to tie him to any of the murders. She texted Ndep.

Was there forensic evidence in killings outside NYC? Can we request?

She watched the three dots, then read Ndep’s response.

Good question. Will request now.

What else had they missed? Moreau, Durkin, and Sparklet were different than the others. They were murdered and left inside and the crime scenes seemed personal, emotional, while the others were dumped outside like trash and seemed colder, detached. Maybe the idea of two different killers was worth pursuing. Parker was right. This case was like a kaleidoscope.

Parker slid into the seat across the conference table from her. “You look deep in thought. Any brilliant ideas?”

“Not brilliant, but a loose thread. We never requested forensic evidence for the murders outside of New York City. What did Maynard have to say?”

Parker frowned. “Ndep didn’t ask for it?”

“Nope.”

“This case has us all, as you Italians say, stunad, walking around in a daze.”

“Wow, you’re learning Italian dialect.”

“Gianna uses it a lot. So how did we miss the forensic data?”

“Too much information, not enough facts. Is Maynard going to help?”

“Yes, but I had to commit to dinner rather than just coffee.”

“Uh-oh. Our next request will probably result in a demand for sex.”

Parker laughed. “I thought of that, so I told her dinner would just be about the food since I’m seeing someone. She said no problem, because she’s also seeing someone. Thank heavens we’re back to being just friends.”

* * *

Parker pulled Shaunton aside when she arrived. “Do you have time to do some research?”

“I’ll make the time.” Shaunton readied her notebook and pen. “Who or what?”

“We want everything you can find about Cody Spears.”

“The drummer? Is he a suspect?”

“He hasn’t been on our suspect list, but his name keeps coming up. Since he travelled with Moreau and was present in every city during the murder of one of our victims, we need to know more about him and whether there’s something in his past that might have led to him killing trans women.”

Corelli rapped her knuckles on the table. “Okay, let’s get started. O’Malley and Redondo, anything on the Fifth Avenue tapes?”

“Yeah,” Redondo said. “We caught the killer and Ginger Gaynor walking toward the park entrance. He’s wearing a big hat that shades his face and he has an arm around her waist, steering her. She’s obviously out of it. No visual on the car and no witnesses in the buildings facing the park.”

“Bergman and Wells, any luck with your tapes?”

“Unfortunately, we found the same thing. Big hat shading his face, Davis sleepwalking next to him,” Wells said. “We’ve pretty much nixed the idea that they met in a restaurant or bar on or near the boardwalk or in Davis’s neighborhood. Her car was found yesterday, parked illegally in downtown Brooklyn, not near her apartment. Our current theory is that she picked him up somewhere and drove them to the boardwalk, then he left in her car and dumped it in a spot without cameras. The car is being checked as we speak and we’re waiting on tech to bypass the password on her computer.”

“Anything on the Gaynor case, Ron, Forlini?”

“I just made a note to check the cars left near the park entrance on Fifth, in case he used her car. In fact, Forlini spoke to a guy who saw her get into her car with a big, blond, white woman, but he couldn’t remember what day it was.”

“Kim and whoever else is working with the monitors of the online chat groups. Anything?”

“No,” Alvarez answered. “But I’m thinking if we could get into the computer of either Davis or Gaynor, we might be able to find their password and see who contacted them.”

“Forlini, did we find a computer at Gaynor’s apartment?”

“We did. But it was also password-protected. It looks like these trans women were paranoid enough to password-protect their computers, but not wary of people they met online. I think Alvarez is right. I’ll try to light a fire under tech to get it done.”

“Who’s following up on Corwin and Adams?”

“Me and Malouf,” Alvarez said. “We’re headed to Queens after we finish here. We think Corwin’s girlfriend has resurfaced. And we decided to check the tapes of restaurants and bars on Eighth and Ninth Avenue and got a hit on Adams’s car circling Twentieth Street, a little after one a.m. on Wednesday.”

Corelli smiled. “You’re sure?”

“Of course. Should we bring him in tomorrow?”

“Yeah. Maybe we can rattle him and get a confession. His lawyer will be pissed, so I think it would be best if Parker and I do the interview.”

“No problem.” Alvarez grinned. “I’ve heard the stories about Warfield so you two are welcome to it.”

“Ndep, anything?”

“Yes, I examined the drug results that came back last night for Moreau and Gaynor, and both were positive for Rohypnol. I examined their bodies today, and both had evidence of having been injected, as you suggested, Corelli.”

“Wow, how did he get them to hold still?” Greene asked.

“They didn’t need to hold still. I saw something a while ago about women in bars in England being injected with a date-rape drug without being aware of it until something made them realize it the next day. He probably had a very thin needle prepped and ready to go and just slammed it into their arm or their back before they knew what was happening. Apparently, it takes effect almost immediately when injected.”

“So, if he hit Moreau with the drug immediately, why did the crime scene look as if they’d fought?”

Corelli thought about Greene’s question. “She was small and probably fast on her feet so maybe she avoided the needle at first. What do you think, Ndep?”

“Actually, I noticed a scratch near her injection site which might indicate she was moving when he hit her, and the needle dragged coming out.”

“I’m not sure we’ll ever know for sure, Greene,” Corelli said. “Parker, please update the team on what we’ve got.”

“Sure. Tech got past Moreau’s password. Someone with the email address hotmamaxman@aol.com somehow got into her computer and forwarded emails to themself that outed her as trans and provided information about the time and place of her meeting with Drayman. It’s likely that Hot Mama is our killer. We have someone trying to trace the address, but anyone checking the chat sites should keep an eye out for that email address. Our assumption is that whoever got into the computer was on the tour and would have access to her dressing room during rehearsal and performances. It could have been anyone in security or on the crew, but it was most likely Woodman, Corwin, Adams, or a member of the band. Also, Woodman brought us some videos that show a change in Cody Spears’s attitude toward Moreau in the last few performances of their tour, and since several other people have pointed to him, we’ve asked Shaunton to dig into him.”

Corelli stood. “So we know our guy drugs his victims and how he does it, we believe he uses their cars when possible, we believe he fishes for victims online, and we believe we know the email address he uses to make online contact. We’re getting close. See you tomorrow night.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Monday

They were settling in the conference room when Shaunton arrived. “I researched Cody Spears, but I didn’t find much.” She handed them both a single sheet of paper. “His official bio says he was born to a single mother and lived in a small commune in California where he was homeschooled. His mom noticed his musical talent early and got him his first drum set when he was two years old and no matter how tight money was made sure he had music lessons.”

She showed them a picture of a small blond boy sitting at a drum set, sticks raised. “I printed this picture off his website. According to his bio, he was on his own after his mother died when he was sixteen, and he kicked around the country performing in bars until he arrived in New York City a little over three years ago. He got noticed playing drums in various clubs with lots of different groups and Moreau hired him two and a half years ago. All the articles since have been about his experience with the group. It’s weird. I found his driver’s license, but no other official documents, like a birth certificate or a school record. He doesn’t mention the name of the commune but maybe it was one of those off-the-grid groups who don’t believe in government. Do you have any recommendations of where else to look?”

“I don’t. Do you, Corelli?”

“No. But touch base with the techie working with us to see if she has any ideas.” Corelli sat back, took a bite of her now room-temperature fried egg sandwich, then a sip of coffee. “Thanks, Shaunton. What you didn’t find is as important as what you did. We just need to figure out what it means.”

Corelli waited until Shaunton had moved off to talk to Watkins. “I feel like we’re missing something.”

“Is there anything I can I do to help you find it?”

“Let’s talk about what we don’t know.”

“What has that got to do—” Parker stared at Corelli as if trying to see into her brain. “All right.” She pulled a pad over, picked up a pen, and wrote in bold letters What We Don’t Know. She wrote a list:

Who is our killer?

Is Corwin’s alibi real?

Where did Ronnie Sparklet disappear to?

Do we have one killer or two?

Who is Spears?

Does Adams have a motive to kill trans women other than Moreau?

What chat group does the killer use to attract trans women?

Was Moreau killed for love (Woodman, Spears, Thomas)? Or hate (Adams, Woodman, Thomas)?

“Wait a second.” Corelli covered the page to prevent Parker from continuing. “I notice Corwin isn’t mentioned as a possible killer?”

“I don’t see either the threat of being fired or being rejected sexually as a strong enough motive for murder.”

Corelli shook her head. “Handsome, former actors, especially failed actors like Corwin and Adams, have huge egos that need to be stroked by women. And I’m under the impression that Moreau stomped all over him, so I’m not ready to rule him out.”

“I’ll buy that.” Parker picked up her pen.

Was Tom Corwin’s ego crushed so much that he killed Moreau?

She stared at the paper for a moment, then added another item to the list.

Assuming Louisa Durkin was the first, who besides Adams and Corwin were in New York City sixteen years ago?

“Interesting thought, Parker. Not Spears, based on his bio.” Corelli read the list again. “Ronnie Sparklet?”

“Sparklet? Really?” Parker tapped her pencil on the paper.

“Yup. Let me check something.” She strolled to where Kim was working at a computer. Parker followed. “Kim, have you had any luck finding anything more on Ronald E. Sparklet, Jr.? Something with a picture?”

“Yeah, boss. I found his driver’s license. I didn’t show it to you because it won’t be much help. Just a sec.” She dug in her bag for a file, thumbed through it, and held up a copy of a driver’s license.

“I see what you mean. His black hair is obviously dyed, that bushy black beard covering most of his face is probably fake, and the big black-framed glasses are slightly tinted so you really can’t see the color of his eyes. The license says brown eyes, but it looks to me like whoever took this photo was not paying attention. Interesting that he disguised himself.”

Kim put the picture back in its folder. “Well, he was young and you know young guys can be weird.”

“Thanks, Kim.” Corelli and Parker sat at the table.

Parker elbowed her. “Want to clue me in on what you’re thinking?”

“I’m curious about Sparklet. There are any number of reasons he would disappear himself, but in terms of this investigation the only one that makes sense is that he killed Ramona and Louisa.”

“Whoa! Where did that come from? For all we know, he was killed in a hit and run accident the day after he was discharged.”

“You’re probably right, but humor me. Ramona wasn’t your everyday run-of-the-mill mother, especially back then, and I would imagine teenage Ronnie was embarrassed by her. And Louisa Durkin was a close friend of Ramona’s and therefore in Ronnie’s orbit. Ramona was taking risks turning tricks in public spaces in order to protect her son, but she was murdered at home. Why would she suddenly decide to bring a trick home? And it appears Louisa was not a prostitute, yet she and Ramona were murdered by the same killer. I can’t see anything or anyone other than Ronnie Jr. connecting them. The more I think about it, the more I like it.”

“While it’s true he’s the only thing that we know of that connects Ramona and Louisa, thinking a teenager murders his mom and mom’s friend because they embarrass him is a stretch. But I’ll humor you. Beatriz Flores said she was like a mother to Ronnie. Maybe she has a picture of him when he was younger.”

* * *

As soon as Flores opened the apartment door, Corelli admonished her for buzzing them in without asking who was there. The woman smiled. “No worries, Detective Corelli. I was sitting in my chair by the window and saw the two of you get out of your car, so I knew who was buzzing. Come in. You have more questions?”

“We’ve been trying to find Ronnie, but he seems to have disappeared. We were hoping you had a photograph of him.”

Flores turned her attention to Parker. “I don’t. Sorry. But he looked exactly like Ronald before she became Ramona, so maybe that will help.”

“We only have pictures of Ramona in our files. Do you know the name and address of the family of Ronnie’s friend? They might have some pictures of the boys.”

Flores thought for a few seconds. “I believe their name was Abrams, but they moved away years ago.”

Nothing for them here. Parker sensed Corelli was ready to leave. “Thank you, Ms. Flores.” They closed the apartment door and headed for the elevator.

“Wait. Come back.”

It was Flores. They pivoted and reentered the apartment.

“I just remembered. Before the landlord sent a crew to clear out the apartment, I went in with Ronnie to help him take the things he wanted. Besides his clothing, he took his music instruments and some game thing he always played, but not much else. He didn’t want any of Ramona’s things and refused to go through them. I thought he’d regret it someday, so when he was with his friends I went through Ramona’s belongings and papers and placed what I thought was important in a box to keep for him. That’s how I knew about Ramona’s insurance and the pension benefits which I helped the boy get. Anyway, you might find some pictures in there. After he left to go to school, I moved the box to a shelf in the closet in my spare room and forgot about it. I can’t reach it anymore, so you’ll have to get it down. Be careful. It’s probably dusty.”

She led them into a small bedroom and opened the closet. “There’s a step stool in the kitchen if you need it.”

Using the stool, Corelli grabbed the large cardboard box, handed it to Parker, then carried the stool back to the kitchen.

Parker followed with the box. “Where can I put it down, Ms. Flores?”

Flores hesitated. “Why don’t you take it with you? The other detectives weren’t interested in it, and who knows, there might be something in there that will help you find Ramona’s killer.”

* * *

Parker dropped the box on the conference room table and retrieved a pair of scissors from Dietz’s desk in the corner. When Corelli arrived a few minutes later with burritos from the Mexican truck outside the station, they ate quickly, then cleared the table and sat side by side. Parker used the scissors to slit the packing tape sealing the box and peeled back the flaps. She withdrew a wooden jewelry box divided into compartments. They looked through cuff links, tie clips, a man’s pinky ring, and lots of earrings, rings, bracelets, and necklaces, but they found nothing helpful. Parker put the jewelry aside, reached into the cardboard box again, and pulled out a leather box. Medals. Most were just tossed in, but Corelli pointed to the medal pinned to the center of the velvet lining.

“The Bronze Star is usually awarded for an act of heroism, and the V means it was performed under fire at great personal risk.”

Parker did a quick calculation. “I don’t think we were at war when Ramona served.”

Corelli smiled. “The US military is always involved in dangerous operations even when we’re not technically at war.” She snapped the box closed. “At the time she served, we’re talking anything from action in Lebanon to the Iran–Iraq War.”

The next box contained what seemed to be the senior Sparklet’s childhood treasures—a penknife, a whistle, a sheriff’s badge, several swimming medals, which, based on the dates on them, were from Ramona’s elementary school, several varsity patches, a small golf trophy, a few loose blurry photos of the young Ramona with girls and boys, probably, junior high school, and some Valentine and birthday cards.

Next Parker handed Corelli a thick folder filled with papers. “Tell me what we have here, and I’ll make a list. It’ll save us time in the long run.”

Corelli thumbed through the documents, indicating what each was: honor roll certificates received during junior and high school, high school diploma, a football scholarship to Brown University and a diploma from there, an MBA diploma from Wharton School of Business, honorable discharge from the army, a letter acknowledging the award of the Bronze Star but not stating why it was awarded, a marriage certificate, certificates recognizing her excellence in various training classes and awards she received as the top-earning salesman, the letter terminating her employment, papers for her life insurance and vested pension, and a contract for a storage unit. She held on to one page. “She completed Ranger training, so she was an elite soldier.”

She closed the folder and pushed it to the side. “From the outside Ronald Sparklet was a man’s man. Was he trying to convince himself or the world? On the inside she was Ramona, a woman. What a dilemma.”

Corelli knew from her personal experience during the Iraq and Afghanistan wars that women were capable of the same acts of bravery as men. And given they were often fighting off their colleagues while performing acts of military bravery, she considered women more courageous. But she couldn’t begin to fathom the internal battle of fighting a war as the gender you were assigned at birth—in Ramona’s case male—while emotionally and psychologically you were female. No medals were awarded for living with that dichotomy. It must have been unbelievably stressful.

Parker removed two photograph albums from the box. The first one they looked at documented Ramona and Monica’s marriage. It started with the happy couple, their wedding, the birth of Ronnie, Jr., and eventually focused just on the boy and Ramona.

The second, older album, was Ramona’s, with her mom and dad in the hospital on the day of her birth. It included photographs of Ramona throughout her school years, her and Monica’s wedding, the birth of their son, some with the three of them, and a few of Monica and Ronnie. Based on the dates on the pictures, Ronnie was three when they stopped.

Parker put the albums to the side. “Maybe when she announced she was Ramona, her parents as well as her wife abandoned her.”

“It looks that way. In any case, there’s no doubt that Cody Spears is Ronald Evan Sparklet, Jr. He’s a dead ringer for his dad.”

An envelope was the last item in the box. Parker opened it and removed a stack of snapshots. She fanned them out on the table. “They’re from the older Sparklet’s time in the army.”

They thumbed through the pictures. Corelli isolated two. “Do you see what I see?”

Parker studied the one of Sparklet in her dress uniform. And then the other in fatigues, horsing around with her friends. “She’s holding a knife in both pictures, unsheathed in the one with her friends but in its scabbard in the one in her dress uniform. The knife looks like the one Ndep showed us.”

Corelli leaned back. “Cody Spears had means and opportunity.”

Parker scooped up the photographs and placed them back in the envelope. “Ramona didn’t look like other moms. As you said, Ronnie probably was embarrassed by her and resented her. It’s what teenagers do. But did he hate her enough to kill her so violently? Maybe. And was Louisa guilty by association? Maybe she was his test run, to see if he could do it and get away with it.”

Corelli thought about Spears. He was part of Moreau’s band and as Moreau’s star rose so did his. He was handsome and talented and had his own fan base, groups of girls who followed his every social media post and sought his attention after concerts. “After leaving the service Spears started building his career as a musician and probably didn’t want the baggage of his murdered trans mother becoming fodder for the media,” Corelli said. “I get that. Changing his name and creating a different bio makes sense. But what doesn’t make sense is Spears not telling us about Ramona when the task force became public.”

“The original list of cases to be investigated by the task force didn’t include Ramona and Louisa, so maybe he didn’t think it was relevant? Or more likely, he hoped it was in the past and he wouldn’t have to deal with it now.”

“If it was you, Parker, wouldn’t you want justice for your mother?” Parker was a well-loved three-year-old when her mom was murdered but finding the killer of a young black woman living in the projects had been low priority so the case had remained open until they’d solved it recently. “Actually, you did want justice for her. And you had no memory of her. Yet Cody grew up with Ramona, saw her every day, and if he didn’t realize it as a teenager, he must have realized at some point, that she did what she had to do to provide him with what appeared to be a comfortable life. Before we talk to him, I’d like to know more about their relationship. Damn detectives on the case barely mentioned him. Did you get any sense of him when we talked to Beatriz Flores?”

“Not really. The fact he didn’t want any of Ramona’s things might indicate he didn’t want anything to do with her. But I imagine he would have been traumatized by the violent scene and the fact that he no longer had a home. And let’s not forget he was a seventeen-year-old boy on his way to college in a matter of weeks and he probably had other things on his mind.”

“Assumptions.” Corelli waved her hand as if brushing Parker’s words away. “Let’s talk to the source. I’ll bet Flores is in the park.”

* * *

When she saw Corelli and Parker heading in her direction, Flores moved to a bench away from her friends. “Should I be worried by so many visits? I hope you don’t think I killed Ramona,” she said, with a mischievous grin.

“You’re in the clear,” Parker said. “But what can you tell us about Ronnie’s relationship with Ramona?”

Flores’s gaze skittered around the playground for a few seconds before she looked up at them.

“Not long after she transitioned to Ramona, she was fired from her job at a large technology company despite being their top salesman. Ramona’s record of successfully selling computers didn’t matter on job interviews and she was unable to get another sales job. She applied for welfare, let the nanny go and focused on caring for Ronnie. Rain, snow, sleet, or sun, they came to this playground. Ramona and Ronnie adored each other. Ramona socialized with neighborhood moms and nannies and Ronnie played with the many friends he made here. Neither Ronnie nor his friends seemed to notice that Ramona was different.

“And then, the August before Ronnie started kindergarten, Monica, his birth mother, turned up. Ramona couldn’t keep Monica from seeing the boy because, since she had disappeared on him, they’d never divorced. The boy was confused. He had no memory of Monica and only knew Ramona as his mother. Ramona tried to explain it to him, but within weeks, it became clear Monica was determined to turn the boy against Ramona, describing her in horrible terms.

“Ronnie became sullen and angry and didn’t want anything to do with Ramona. Things got worse in September when Ronnie started school. Ramona had to deal with teachers and other parents who were not as accepting of her as the neighborhood parents, and, of course, the older children began to taunt and tease Ronnie about Ramona. Monica would show up at the school and whisk Ronnie away for a few hours, then drop him at the door to Ramona’s apartment. The poor child was miserable and angry at Ramona and the world. He said he ‘was going to go live with his real mother, a real woman,’ which broke Ramona’s heart.

“At the end of October, Monica told Ronnie to pack his things, she would come for him in the morning and take him away from New York. Ramona was resigned. She knew she would never win a custody case, so she helped the boy pack and they waited. Monica never came, never called, never attempted to contact Ronnie again. Ronnie blamed Ramona. Monica had told the boy she would fight Ramona to get him but Ramona was a man so he would probably win.”

Flores shook her head. Still disgusted after all these years. “How does a mother, any human being, do that to a six-year-old? Ronnie was inconsolable and blamed Ramona for Monica abandoning him. He had always been sweet and happy, now he had anger problems, getting into fights, misbehaving at school, disregarding and disrespecting Ramona.

“And Ramona had problems too. Teachers and administrators blamed her for the boy’s problems and treated her badly. She became belligerent to the point that no one wanted to deal with her. Ronnie refused to have Ramona come to school. He demanded Ramona send me to meet with his teachers and the principal in her place. At first Ramona objected, but then she gave in. Their relationship never healed. Ronnie fought her on everything and no matter what Ramona did, what she bought him, it was never good enough. She was never good enough. There were lots of screaming arguments and tears.” She hesitated.

“Things got better at school after I mentioned to Ronnie’s teacher that he was a music prodigy, taught himself the piano at two, then the drums and, as he grew older, several other instruments. She got him involved with the school’s music program and the attention he received and the focus on the music seemed to make him happier. He mostly ignored Ramona and things were peaceful between them unless she tried to parent him. Ramona was hurt, though, and began to drink heavily. She was often drunk and stumbling around the neighborhood. Kids taunted Ronnie and he refused to be seen in public with her. The fighting got worse. By the time he was fourteen, Ronnie was over six feet tall and muscular, and the taunting stopped. But not the arguments with Ramona. More often than not, they were physical.”

Corelli was annoyed. “Why didn’t you mention this physical violence before?”

Flores gazed at the kids running and swinging on the climbing structure, then turned back to them. “Your questions until now have been focused on Ramona, not on her relationship with her son. Besides, I haven’t thought about any of this in many years. It’s only lately that memories have been popping up.”

Corelli didn’t pussyfoot around the issue. “Do you think Ronnie killed Ramona?”

“Right after Louisa was murdered, Ronnie was quiet and withdrawn, but at the same time, he could hardly sit still. I’d often catch him staring at Ramona. At the time, I thought losing Louisa made him realize he could lose Ramona and he was afraid for her safety. But a couple of weeks later he was back to shouting and insulting her. I attributed that to his being a teenager. But when she was murdered and he seemed so detached and contemptuous about her and her belongings, I remembered the hate I would catch on his face. It was unthinkable that he would have done such a horrible thing, but still I wondered.”

“Did you tell that to the detectives at the time?” Parker asked.

“As I told you, they showed little interest in finding Ramona’s killer, but I did tell them about the physical fights and the issues with Ramona. I got the impression they thought Ronnie’s response was appropriate for a boy who had someone like Ramona as a parent. He stayed with his friend while they were investigating, and as far as I know they never bothered to talk to him, even though I told them I hadn’t heard Ramona respond to Ronnie the morning he left.”

“Did Ramona have a knife? Something that looked like a hunting knife.”

She smiled. “Yes. She got it during some special training in the service. She was very proud of it.”

“Did you find the knife when you cleared out her apartment?”

“I don’t remember, but if I did, I would have put it in the box of her things I gave you earlier.” She hesitated. “Do you think Ronnie killed her?”

“He’s one of several suspects,” Parker said. “Thank you. We appreciate your honesty.”

As they left the park, they both received a text. “Looks like they finally caught up with Corwin’s alibi and she’s in the station house,” Parker said. Her phone beeped again. “And Adams is on his way.”

“What do you want to do about Spears?”

Parker took a few seconds to think about the question. “All we have at the moment is conjecture. We believe he had access to the knife, he was known to Louisa and Ramona so had ease of entry, and it appears he had a motive for their murders. He was in the city for those two murders and his schedule matches with Moreau’s, of course, so he was in every city where our killer murdered a trans woman. But we don’t have anything solid to charge him with. While we look for hard evidence, let’s put a team on him in case he is our killer and has a yen to kill again.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Monday

Based on Corwin’s story of a night of heavy drinking and drunken sex, Corelli expected Melanie Fitzpatrick to be older, a worn-out barfly, not the pretty, blond woman in her early thirties pacing in the interview room. Corelli, Parker, Greene, and Kim watched her try the locked door, collapse into a chair, and tap her fingers. She glared at the mirrored wall. No doubt she was pissed.

“Looks like she’s warmed up,” Greene said. “Let’s go.”

Fitzpatrick swiveled toward the door as Greene and Kim entered.

“What the hell is wrong with you people? I have a job. At least I did before I was escorted out by cops. How am I supposed to explain that to my boss?”

“Ignore your boss like you’ve ignored me.” Greene put her hand up. “Sit.” Fitzpatrick glared at her, then sat facing them.

“Did I hurt your feelings?” Fitzpatrick hissed. “Is that what this is about?”

“No, Ms. Fitzpatrick, this is about the murder of Alessandra Moreau and seventeen other trans women. It’s about the attempted murder of State Senator Leigh Drayman. If you’d responded to one of the eight to ten messages I left for you, we might have done this over the phone or at your convenience. But you didn’t. And I’m ready to charge you with interfering with a murder investigation.”

Fitzpatrick paled. “You didn’t say what you wanted, so I thought it could wait until I got back from a few days away.”

“Oh, you thought I was selling tickets to the policeman’s ball? Give me a break. You knew exactly why I was calling.”

Fitzpatrick looked down. When she looked up, her eyes were overflowing. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

Kim spoke softly. “We don’t think you did. We just need you to confirm Tom Corwin’s alibi for the night Alessandra Moreau was murdered. It was Tuesday—”

“I know,” Fitzpatrick interrupted. “That’s the problem. I can’t. And I won’t.”

“Could you explain?” Kim said.

She nodded. “I was in the bar with friends that night. And Tom bought a couple of us a drink or two. But my friends and I left to go out to dinner around eight o’clock. Then a week or so later he called me and asked me to meet him at the bar. If I hadn’t already had plans to meet my friend there, I wouldn’t have agreed because he’s a dick, full of himself, sexist and, despite his belief that he’s God’s gift to women, boring. He’s obsessed with Alessandra and always brings the conversation around to her. No one believes him, but he claims she was so into him that he was constantly fighting her off.” She blew out a breath.

“You can see he’s not my favorite person. In any case, he told me he needed a favor. He didn’t have an alibi for the time Alessandra was murdered and the police suspected him. All I had to do was say we got drunk together that night, then went back to his apartment, passed out, and woke about noon the next day. I flat-out refused. I told him I was leaving town for a few days, but even if I was here I wouldn’t lie to the police. I suggested he ask someone else. Then my friend and I left.” She wiped her eyes. “I guess he gave you my name anyway?”

“He’d already given us your name when he asked you to lie for him,” Greene said. “We’d like the names and numbers of the friends you were with the night of the murder and the night he asked you to alibi him.”

Fitzpatrick dictated the information. “I’m sorry I made your job harder. I avoided your calls because I didn’t want to lie. I hoped you’d find the killer by the time I got back and it wouldn’t matter.”

Greene stood. “Give your boss my number if he or she gives you a problem.” They escorted her out.

Parker elbowed Corelli in the observation room. “I guess you were right. Corwin is still high on the list for Moreau’s murder.”

“Corelli, Parker,” Dietz said, poking his head in. “It took some time to get the DA to release Adams to us, but we just settled him and your favorite attorney in room three.”

Louden Warfield III, Adams’s attorney, stood as they entered the room. “Detectives.”

“Good afternoon, Mr. Warfield, Mr. Adams,” Parker said.

Trip Adams grimaced. He looked a little down at the heels. It appeared being in jail didn’t agree with him. Warfield spoke. “I always enjoy your company, detectives, but why are we here?”

Parker had lost the coin flip, so she was up. “I’d just like to confirm something with Mr. Adams.” She focused on their suspect. “We’ve already discussed your lie about spending the evening at home with your wife. But you also said you did some work and went to bed. Is that right?”

“You can answer her since it’s in your statement,” Warfield said.

“Yes.”

Parker opened the folder she’d carried in. “We have statements from two of your neighbors. One says he walked his dog right after the ten o’clock news, so that would have been a little after ten thirty and he saw you leave your house. And a second, who was up with a bad cough saw you arrive home around four a.m. We’ve also obtained tapes from the security cameras of several businesses on Tenth Avenue showing your car turning onto Twentieth Street near midnight the night Alessandra Moreau was murdered. And your E-ZPass account shows you returning to Long Island at three thirty. We know your motive, and now we have proof you were there. Do you care to explain?”

Warfield nodded. Adams put his head in his hands, then looked up.

“I was petrified she would expose me. I couldn’t sleep. Since I’d helped her build her career, I hoped that if I promised to repay every penny, she might let it go. So, I went back into the city. And I drove around for a couple of hours trying to get my nerves together so I could talk calmly to her. I rang the bell and she didn’t answer. Then I called her cell and she didn’t pick up. I figured she’d gone to a hotel or to her house upstate and turned her phone off. I decided to try again in the morning.”

Parker slipped the sheet with Moreau’s phone records out of her file. He had called at 2:47 Wednesday morning, and later on Wednesday morning he’d left a string of text messages about making restitution. She slid the paper to Corelli.

“That’s it.” Warfield stood. “You have a motive, I agree. And proximity, I agree. But do you have a weapon with his prints or forensic proof he was in that room, Detective Parker?”

“Not yet.”

“As I thought. Don’t call until you do. I’ll leave Mr. Adams here, so you can have him transported back to jail, and I trust you know not to question him without me present.” He picked up his briefcase and walked out. They followed.

“That went well,” Parker said, after he left.

“He’s right, you know.” Corelli walked with Parker to the conference room. “We’re wasting his time and ours. We need to focus on Spears. Let’s pay him a visit. I’d like to get a look at his apartment.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

Monday

They flashed their shields and ID at the guard sitting at the security desk in the Hell’s Kitchen high-rise. “We’re here to see Cody Spears. Is he in? And what apartment?” They knew he was there, but Corelli didn’t want to signal that they had eyes on him.

“18A. I haven’t seen him go out today.”

“How long do you keep the tapes on your security cameras?”

“A year for all of them—the front and rear lobbies, the garage, and the individual floors,” the guard said.

“We’d like copies of the last six weeks of security tapes for the lobbies, the garage, and the eighteenth floor. By the time we leave, if possible.”

“Sorry, I’m not authorized to make copies,” the guard said. “You’ll have to request them from the building manager.” He handed her a card.

Well, it was worth a try. “We’ll announce ourselves to Mr. Spears,” Corelli said. “And, just so you know, if you call ahead or relay our request for the tapes to him, you’ll be charged with interfering with an investigation. Capiche?” The guard nodded.

As they stepped into the elevator, Parker flipped a coin.

“Tails,” Corelli said.

Parker grinned. “You’re on.”

Spears’s eyebrows rose to his hairline when he saw them standing there. He probably regretted not asking who was at the door before opening it. “Detectives. How can I help you?”

Corelli eased into the doorway. “We have a couple of questions. May we come in?”

He glanced back into the apartment. “I wasn’t expecting anyone, so it’s kind of messy.” He turned and led the way.

Parker closed the door behind her and followed Corelli and Spears into a sunny, spacious living room with large windows facing west with a view of the Hudson River and New Jersey.

“Nice view,” Corelli said.

“I love it. I’ve lived here about a year. Please have a seat.”

They sat on the sofa facing him. “Where were you before that?”

“A small one-bedroom in the East Village. This location is more convenient for rehearsals and meetings.”

“And where were you before that?” Corelli asked.

He smiled. “I moved into that apartment when I arrived in New York City. Before that I’d been kicking around the country looking to break into the music scene.” He shifted. “What do you need from me?”

“You’re aware, I’m sure, that in addition to Alessandra, we’re investigating the murders of fifteen trans women in the last two years or so, seven of which occurred in New York City.”

He nodded. “I saw what’s her name, the senator, on the news demanding a task force to solve them.”

“But you couldn’t know we’ve recently identified two cases in New York City that occurred fifteen or so years ago.”

His gaze shifted to the windows, then back. “You’re right. I hadn’t heard that.”

Corelli paused, letting him sweat a little. “Our investigators have been sifting through the crime scene photos and other evidence, and one of them, a fan of yours, insists that Ramona Sparklet, one of the victims, looks just like you, Ronnie.”

Corelli had half expected him to bolt, but he must have planned for this possibility because he didn’t seem rattled.

“Ramona and Louisa were murdered so long ago that I didn’t really see a connection, or I would have brought them to your attention.” He leaned forward. “When I was discharged from the service, I was intent on making it in the music business. The last thing I needed was someone digging into my past, creating a sideshow about my growing up with a trans mother. So I changed my name legally and created a history for myself. It was intended to avoid media scrutiny, not the police. As I said, I didn’t think it was relevant to Alessandra’s murder.” He sat back. “Do you think it’s the same killer after all these years?”

Corelli ignored his question. “Did you take Ramona’s knife when you left?”

“Her knife? The one he got in the army?” His gaze went to the window again. “I think he pawned it or sold it, but if it was in the apartment when he died, I didn’t take it. Or anything else of hers. I was so angry with her for being a drunk, for being a prostitute, and for getting herself murdered in our home that I didn’t want anything to do with her. Thankfully, our neighbor found his insurance policy and pension papers and helped me file for those benefits, but that was all I took from him. Her.”

“You seem to have problems with her pronouns.”

“I did. I guess I still do. No one I knew had a trans woman for a mother. Dressing, putting on makeup, and pretending to be a woman doesn’t make you a woman. That was embarrassing enough for a young boy. Add in her drinking and doing tricks, and it was downright painful. I retaliated by using what they now call her deadname and the wrong pronouns. Petty. But, in my defense, teenage boys are not the most empathetic of creatures.”

“You must have felt horrible when you discovered the woman you were in love with was a trans woman.”

Cool customer that he was, his gaze went to the windows once again as he framed his answer.

“Shocked. A, because she was murdered. B, because she was trans. She was worlds apart from Ramona, who looked and acted like a circus clown. Maybe if Ramona been brave enough to admit she was a woman when she was a child, as I understand Alessandra and the senator did, she would have looked different, been more feminine. But she was a coward—”

“Just a second.” Corelli couldn’t listen to this ass run Ramona down. “Ramona was braver than you or I will ever be. Cowards aren’t awarded Bronze Stars by the military. And anyone willing to give up everything, as Ramona did, to live as their true self, is a hero in my book. Remember, if she had transitioned earlier, you wouldn’t be here.”

“She was an embarrassment,” Spears shouted. He jumped to his feet, his fists clenched, then took a deep breath.

Corelli and Parker relaxed and removed their hands from their weapons.

“Sorry.” He looked away for a few seconds. “I was about to say that Alessandra was classy, sexy, and more feminine than most real women I know. I’ve never understood trans people, but having known Alessandra and seeing the senator on TV has made me realize there might be something to this trans thing. Alessandra’s death is a high price to pay for my enlightenment, but it’s forced me to do a lot of thinking about her and Ramona. About the issue.”

“Did the police interview you about Ramona’s murder?”

“No. I was surprised. Because on TV and in books, they always want to know who saw the victim last.”

“Did Ramona say anything when you said goodbye that morning?”

He seemed to think about it. “No. Like most mornings, she was hungover and not very talkative. And we had argued earlier because she had forgotten I told her I was going away for a week.” He shrugged. “Not the happiest of memories, but then we didn’t have many happy memories after my mom left.”

Corelli wanted to shake him. “Are you in touch with Monica? We’d like to speak to her.”

The rage flashed by quickly, but Corelli saw it.

He shook his head. “He scared her away. I haven’t seen her since I was maybe six years old.”

“Was there a custody fight? In those days Ramona wouldn’t have had a chance to keep you if your birth mother wanted you.”

He flushed. “I don’t know.”

“Did Ramona have any ideas about who might have murdered her friend Louisa? Did she feel threatened?”

He shrugged. “We weren’t close. I could see that Louisa’s death upset her, but we never discussed it. And if she had ideas about the killer or felt threatened, she didn’t confide in me.”

“You obviously don’t have any more gigs with Alessandra, but in any case, please remain in the city. We may have more questions as we dig deeper into Ramona’s case.”

He followed them to the door. “Sorry again for not mentioning Ramona and Louisa earlier,” he said.

Not sure whether he was listening behind the door after they left, Parker pointed to the camera scanning the hallway, and when the elevator dinged, they stepped into it. They stopped at the front desk to repeat the warning about the consequences of revealing that they had asked for copies of the security tapes, then left the building.

Neither spoke until they were in the car. Parker fastened her seat belt, then turned to Corelli. “He’s our man. I’m sure. He was too rehearsed. Too reasonable. Did you notice his tapping foot and his inability to meet your eyes? When you asked him about her knife, his eyes went to the windows. I thought he was looking at the view, but then I noticed the backpack on the table was in line with his gaze. My guess is there was something in there that he was worried we’d see, maybe the knife. I think he’ll act quickly to get rid of anything incriminating. Or he might disappear.”

Parker almost sounded giddy. Corelli got it. She was feeling a little giddy herself. It was the excitement of knowing they were close to nailing the killer. “I agree. He obviously still has problems with trans women even though he spouted what he thought we needed to hear. I wonder if the backpack was there because he’s planning another murder?” She grinned. “Now we just need to corner the bastard.”

They arrived at the station house right at seven and started the meeting immediately. Corelli and Parker stood together at the end of the table and reviewed their thinking about Spears for the group. Corelli hesitated, giving the team time to absorb the evidence and assumptions they’d laid out.

“To sum up, we believe Cody Spears, born Ronald Sparklet, Jr., is our killer. And we think he’s planning another kill soon or will do a runner while he thinks we’re not on to him. Hernandez and Shaunton have been watching him, but let’s set up teams of four to keep an eye on him twenty-four-seven. In addition, I’d like another two to four to be in the station available to join in quickly, as needed. You guys work out the schedule while Parker and I see if we can squeeze more resources out of the captain.”

An hour later, they had four more detectives assigned to them, the schedule was established, and a team of four replaced Shaunton and Hernandez.

They settled in the car and headed downtown to Yoga for Warriors for a session which Corelli knew would help her center and unwind.

Feeling relaxed after the forty-five minutes of yoga, Corelli joined Parker in the car. “You know, it makes sense for you to stay at my apartment for the next few nights so if we get called out we can respond quickly.”

“You figured this out while you were in the yoga class? I thought it was supposed to take your mind off things.”

“I find it leaves my mind free to think whatever it wants to think. And that was it tonight.”

They stopped at Parker’s apartment so she could pack a couple of changes of clothing, picked up the Thai food Corelli had ordered for dinner, then drove to Corelli’s apartment. Now, while she set the table and put out the food, Parker went down to settle into one of the guest bedrooms. The last time Parker had slept there Corelli had been recovering from being shot. That was also when she’d finally acknowledged that she wanted to be with Brett.

She heard Parker on the stairs and shook her head, not wanting to give in to the sadness of missing Brett. “Ready for dinner?”


Chapter Thirty-Five

Tuesday

The overnight team stopped at the station house in the morning to brief Corelli and Parker about the events of the night. Or, rather, the nonevents, since Spears hadn’t left his apartment at all.

Corelli and Parker turned to the door when Dietz shouted, “Hey, look who’s slumming with us mere mortals.”

“Happy to see you too, Dietz,” Detective Deb Maynard said, giving him the finger. She strolled to the table. “And you two, as well.” She sat across from them, grinning.

“You look like the proverbial cat that ate the canary,” Parker said. “What can we do for you?”

“It’s what I’ve done for you. And you too, Corelli.”

“What have you got, Deb?”

Maynard pulled a page out of the manila envelope she’d carried in with her. “Your boy, Ronald Sparklet, Jr., has truly disappeared. Other than the fact that he’s been paying the yearly invoice on a storage unit in Greenwich Village, one might think he was dead.” She slid the page across the table. “He pays once a year in cash or by money order.”

The two of them studied the invoice.

“I believe this is the only storage building in the Village. Didn’t Ramona have a unit there, Parker?”

“We saw a contract for a storage unit in her papers, but we were looking for a picture of her son, so we didn’t consider that a contract signed by a dead woman twenty years ago might still be active.”

Corelli nodded. “Good catch, Maynard. We’ll check it out.”

“We’ve also found some stuff on your “hot mama x man” email address. Your guy has some good computer skills, and it was well buried, but, of course, our skills are better. He’s an active poster in two private chat groups for trans women where they discuss transitioning issues, surgeries, things like that. We’re still working on it, but we did find this.”

She slid another page across the table, a color picture of an attractive woman with short blond hair and tasteful makeup. “Here we have ‘hot mama x man.’”

“Bingo,” Corelli said.

“Though her makeup is better, and she’s not bloated from alcohol, she’s a dead ringer for her mom, Ramona Sparklet,” said Parker, grinning. “Deb, if we give you a list of names, would you be able to confirm whether they were members of either or both groups at some time?” She pulled a pad over and listed the names of the murdered trans women, then passed it over.

Maynard scanned the list. “No problem. And we’ll continue to dig on Hot Mama and Sparklet.”

“Could you also track Cody Spears for us?” Corelli said.

“Spears the drummer?”

“Yeah. Ronald Sparklet, Jr., and Cody Spears are one and the same, so anything you find on either would be helpful.”

Maynard stood. “You may owe me two dinners at this rate.” She walked to the door. “I’ll be back,” she said, imitating Arnold Schwarzenegger saying his famous line as she left.

“Put your lawyer hat on, Parker. Do you think we have enough to arrest him?”

“I think we need to give a copy of this picture to every member of the team. I also think we’re getting closer, that we have a strong circumstantial case. But I’d feel better if we had some concrete evidence. And I think we have a shot at getting a warrant for the storage unit.” She started to make notes.

Corelli rubbed her eyes. This guy was smart. Cautious. And organized. There was a possibility they’d find something incriminating in the storage locker, but if they didn’t, they’d have tipped him off. And she couldn’t imagine he didn’t have an escape plan with a new identity, which meant they might lose him. On the other hand, he might take off simply because they’d found his connection to Ramona and Louisa, his first victims. They needed him to feel safe, safe enough to try to taunt them by killing one more time.

“Let’s prepare the warrant but not get it signed just yet. I’d rather convince Spears that we bought his story and hopefully catch him in the act.”

Parker put down her pen and focused on Corelli. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking we have lunch with Darla and ask her to leak something for us, something indicating we’re focusing on Adams, Corwin, and Thomas. And I’m thinking we ask Senator Drayman to pass the same message to a couple of her contacts so that two separate news broadcasts and perhaps a print version of the message get out there.”

“So, the idea is to convince Spears we believe he’s innocent? And then what?”

“I’m betting that if he thinks he’s off the hook, he’ll plan to kill again. Or he might execute his plan B and try to escape while our attention is elsewhere. In either case, I’m hoping we’ll catch him in the act. Do you think Maynard would be able to track him chatting with a potential victim in the area?”

“At this rate, I’ll have to give her and her girlfriend a weekend away to repay her. I’ll give her a call. Why don’t you call Darla and ask her to bring Drayman to lunch?”

After Parker ended the call with Maynard, she realized she was uncomfortable with the plan. “I’m concerned that giving out real names will make them targets for the crazies. What about if we say we’re focusing on someone she called H?”

Corelli grinned. “Great idea. No one knows who H is, so Woodman will be safe. We’ll have to warn her, though, or she’ll freak out.”

* * *

Parker wove through downtown traffic toward the Buonasola Grill at the South Street Seaport, their go-to restaurant when they wanted privacy. Corelli leaned back, her eyes closed. She looked exhausted. Parker reminded herself that despite Corelli’s lack of sleep and low-grade depression due to Brett’s absence, she was always at least one step ahead of her. She learned something from her every single day.

“Why are you so confident we can flush him out?”

Corelli sat up. “Gut?”

Parker waited, knowing Corelli would share her thinking.

“He’s arrogant.” Corelli shifted to face her. “And rightly so. He’s managed to elude the law for sixteen years. He’s killed sixteen trans women in just over two years, and partially because of the careful planning and execution of each murder, partially because of the trans community’s rightful distrust of police, and partially because of police incompetence, he’s gone undetected.” She stopped talking to allow Parker to focus on traffic as they turned off the West Side Highway to Chambers Street, then made a right onto Broadway heading south. As they drove past City Hall, she resumed.

“Other than Moreau, all his recent victims were strangers, stand-ins for Ramona, only murdered because they were willing to meet him. But he was very close to Moreau physically and emotionally, and from all accounts, including his, he was in love with her. I imagine finding out she was trans must have aroused the same love-hate confusion and rage he felt toward Ramona. It seems to me that killing Moreau and going after Drayman in a public setting shows the slipping of the control he’s demonstrated up to now. Letting him know we know about his two earliest killings probably put him on high alert, but his arrogance will probably lump us together with all the previously incompetent detectives and their incompetent investigations. I may be wrong, but if we lead him to believe he isn’t a suspect, he’ll want to show us up, maybe even try to kill someone right under our noses.”

“Whoa. When did you get your psychoanalytic license?”

Corelli laughed. “I think about things when my nightmares keep me up.”

Parker locked the car, then jogged to catch up to Corelli. She side-eyed her partner. Her PTSD made working with her difficult. But Parker had no regrets. Agreeing to watch the back of the most hated detective in the NYPD, in exchange for being trained as a homicide detective, was the best decision she’d made in a very long time.

“Hey, where did you go?” Corelli elbowed her. “Did I overwhelm you with my pseudo-psychological analysis?”

“You did. I’m still trying to absorb it.” While doing a little pseudo analysis myself, she admitted to herself.

The stiff breeze coming off the water meant it was too cool to sit outside on the deck, but Macy, the hostess, led them inside to their second favorite table, where Darla and the senator sat facing the wall. After greetings, they sat side by side, backs to the wall, their preferred position. Corelli noted Drayman’s bodyguards at a nearby table.

Darla, Parker, and Corelli knew the menu so well they quickly decided what to order. Leigh was new to the restaurant, however, and took a few minutes to study the menu. The waitress must have been watching because as soon as Leigh lowered her menu, she appeared, ready to take their orders.

Darla studied them as she sipped her iced tea. “Let’s take care of business. Want to share why you summoned us?”

“Sure.” They’d decided Parker would take the lead. “We’re closing in on a suspect, but we don’t want to tip, uh, them off. We’d like to give you both an anonymous tip that will help us lay a trap if you’re willing to get it out to the public.”

Parker glanced at Corelli, checking whether she’d covered it. Corelli tipped her head. They waited for the two women to process the request.

The senator spoke first. “You want me to use my media contacts to say…what?”

“That the investigation has narrowed its focus to a person of interest—someone Moreau referred to as H. It’s probably better if the information is attributed to an anonymous source close to the investigation and you’re not quoted.”

“I can do that,” Drayman said.

“You know I will too.” Darla waited while the waitress delivered their drinks and then continued, “Is there any hope for an exclusive interview when you bring him, or her, down.”

Parker patted Darla’s hand. “There’s always hope. But let’s see how things fall out.”

“Good enough. Now that that’s out of the way, is there anything you can share about the investigation?” Darla looked from one to the other of them. “Okay, I know the drill. No comment during an active investigation. So, Chiara, when’s Brett coming home?”

* * *

After lunch, Corelli and Parker left Drayman and Darla chatting in the restaurant and headed out to reassure people who might be troubled by the fake news report. They started with Rachel Woodman.

“I assure you, Rachel,” Parker said. “We do not suspect you of killing Alessandra. We’re trying to flush out the killer. Ms. Moreau only referred to you as H in her diary and there’s no mention of your relationship in her emails or in the fifty pages of her memoir that she completed. As far as we know only our team is aware that you’re H.”

“Can your team be trusted?”

“Absolutely.” Parker didn’t hesitate.

“So, Jared, who found out Alessandra was trans by reading her memoir, doesn’t know I’m H?” Woodman asked.

“Has Jared said anything to you that led you to believe he knows you had a relationship with Ms. Moreau?”

“No, he hasn’t. Does her sister, Lara, know?”

“Ms. Moreau planned to tell her when she returned to France, but as you know, she didn’t make it.” Parker studied Woodman. “Do you want us to tell her if she asks?”

Woodman blew out a breath. “I’m not sure. I saw her and her wife on TV the other day. I knew they were twins, but I didn’t expect her to look exactly like Alessandra. It upset me. I’d like to think about it and let you know.”

Next they met with Lara and Francoise to inform them that H did not kill Alessandra, that this was just a strategy to lure the killer out.

With all the bases covered, they headed to the station.

Back at Corelli’s apartment later that night, they ate dinner, then channel surfed the news programs to determine whether they featured the leaked information. Darla gave it a “Breaking News” heading during her evening broadcast, and Leigh’s contacts had either mentioned it or also used the Breaking News banner to feature it. As the night went on, other channels picked it up and by ten thirty when Corelli turned off the TV, most channels had included the fake news on their live broadcasts and their websites.

“So now we wait?” Parker asked.

“So now we wait,” Corelli said.

Parker’s phone pinged with a text. “Maynard is monitoring the two groups he trolls for victims.” She hesitated, then realized not sharing her opinion wasn’t an option.

“Following your earlier line of thought, that Spears will want to demonstrate his superiority by killing again, I believe going through his regular process will require time to cozy up to and reel in a victim, more time than he can tolerate. The more I think about it, the more I think he’s going to go after you, me, or someone involved in our investigation.”

Corelli put down her wineglass, rubbed the heads of the two cats purring in her lap, then looked at Parker. “Damn. I should have figured this out earlier. As far as we know, he’s only killed trans women up to now. If he’s trying to rub our noses in it, I doubt he’ll deviate from that. He’ll go after Senator Drayman. She’s his only failure so far, and given what appears to be an organized, orderly mind, I believe he’ll try to finish the job he started.”

“That makes sense. Should I call and warn Drayman?”

“What do you think?”

Parker started to answer, realized this was Corelli teaching her, and considered the question. “We shouldn’t call her until we have a plan to keep her safe.”

Corelli smiled. “Exactly. So what’s our next step?”

“I believe he’ll want to study her, figure out where she’s staying, get the lay of the land, and plan how to get to her. That gives us a little time, but my guess is he’ll probably strike quickly, while he thinks we’re focused on H. We need to make a plan now to protect Drayman and lay a trap for him.”

“Okay, grab a pen and a pad and let’s develop the plan so we can get buy in and start putting it in place tomorrow.” Corelli tapped her fingers on the arm of the sofa. “But I’d hate to lose him and have him murder another innocent. Do you think we have enough to get a warrant to put a tracking device on his car?”

“If we get the right judge. I think it’s worth a shot. I’ll call ADA Natalie Brooks right now and ask her to meet us at the station house first thing tomorrow.”


Chapter Thirty-Six

Wednesday

ADA Brooks showed up at seven-thirty. They chatted for a couple of minutes, then Parker briefed Brooks on what they had, what they were trying to accomplish, and the dangers of losing him if their plan worked and he was looking to kill. Brooks made some notes, then looked up.

“I agree, it would be a disaster if he kills someone while half the NYPD is on his tail. I’ll prep the warrant and find a sympathetic judge.” She finished her coffee, packed up her things, and left to go to her office.

Next, they met with Captain Winfry to review the plan. It was risky because it meant focusing all their resources on Spears acting as they expected him to act and possibly putting Drayman in danger. After answering every “what if” that the captain threw at them, he agreed to go with the plan.

While Corelli called Tess Cantrell, a former police officer and old friend of hers who figured in the plan, Parker called Drayman.

“Tess is all in,” Corelli said.

“Drayman is living in her house again and she agreed to see us right away.”

* * *

The bodyguard who responded to the doorbell was one they’d met at Darla’s apartment. He greeted them. “She’s expecting you. She’s in her office upstairs.”

“Thanks.”

The other guard they’d met was seated on a chair outside Drayman’s library/office. He greeted them and waved them in.

“What’s up,” Drayman asked once they were seated.

Parker plunged right in. “We believe he’s going to come after you again to finish what he started.”

Drayman paled.

Parker rushed to reassure her. “We have a plan to keep you safe that we want to run by you and your bodyguards to make sure we’re all on the same page. If it’s all right with you I’d like to invite them to sit with us as we discuss the plan.”

“Okay.” Drayman went to speak to the guard in the hall, then returned. Parker admired Drayman’s grit. Though she was still recuperating from the earlier attack and obviously shaken by the new threat, she remained composed.

“Please sit.” Parker waited for the bodyguards to settle. “We believe our killer is coming for Ms. Drayman again, but we have a plan to run by the three of you.”

They went over their part of the plan several times until everyone seemed to understand and buy into it. As they stood to leave, Parker turned to Drayman. “Go to your office if you need to, but stick close to home as much as you can. The important thing is to keep your bodyguards close to you at all times. We’ll also have people watching you and the house twenty-four-seven. Call if you have any problems. Otherwise, we’ll see you when this is over.”

Back at the station house, they reviewed the plan each time the shifts watching Spears changed, until the entire team was on board. In between they read reports on the recent cases and the cold cases, looking for anything to tie the murders to Spears. Ndep had reported that no meaningful forensic evidence had been collected at any of the out-of-state murder scenes and the little evidence collected during the New York cold cases had been lost in a warehouse fire. They really needed to catch him in the act, with his knife and gear.

The analysis of the contents of the syringe found in Carl Schurz Park after Drayman was attacked proved to be Rohypnol, the drug found in Moreau and Gaynor.

Parker pushed the Sparklet and Durkin case files away. “Damn.”

Corelli looked up and took a few seconds to focus.

Parker was pacing. “If the detectives on the Durkin and Sparklet cases had done a real investigation, Spears might have been stopped at two victims. I hope we’re not screwing up too. We’ve stopped investigating and are betting everything on flushing him out. Do you think we’ve miscalculated?”

Corelli understood Parker’s frustration. So far, Spears seemed to be winning and sitting around waiting for him to try to kill again was exhausting. But if this worked, they’d trap him without losing another life. And in her book that was worth chancing failure.

“Maybe. Maybe not. We’re gambling based on our pseudo-psychological profiling of Spears, but it’s the best we’ve got right now, so we go with it. Rereading reports a hundred times and hoping his next victim provides clues to bring him down is not an option. If the plan fails, it fails, and we do something else.”

Parker sat. “Sorry, I’m just—”

They both jumped up, hands on weapons, as the conference room door hit the wall. A glowering Harry Broderick, chief of detectives, stomped in. Corelli had wondered how quickly he’d hear about the strategy and call them on the carpet for daring to do something so…daring. It hadn’t been his style to take risks as a detective and it certainly wasn’t his style these days.

“What the fu—”

“Sorry to interrupt, chief, I heard you were in the house.” Captain Winfry entered and closed the door behind him. “Dietz, we’d like some privacy please.”

They were quiet while Dietz ushered out the few analysts and clerks in the room. Broderick spoke as soon as the door clicked shut behind them. “What the fuck are you doing, Corelli? The task force was formed to investigate these murders, not for you to devote all resources to watching someone you think might be the killer.”

“With all due respect, chief”—and there was no doubt that what Corelli had to say didn’t include respect—“Parker and I were given responsibility for the task force with the goal of stopping the killer. I can’t speak for Parker, but if you’d like to take charge, I’ll happily step away.”

“As will I,” Parker said, moving to stand next to Corelli. “But you need to be clear. We didn’t just give up the investigation. This has been planned carefully and reviewed with Captain Winfry.”

Corelli coughed to hide the smile that was threatening. Parker was smooth, reminding Broderick that he’d dumped responsibility for overseeing the task force on Winfry and should have gone through him if he had objections to their plan.

“We’re taking it in the direction we believe will flush out the killer and save the lives of innocent trans women,” Parker continued. “It may fail. If it does, we’ll find another path. But if it succeeds, we’ll get him before he strikes again.”

As usual, Broderick’s anger was only for Corelli. He folded in the face of Parker’s calm logic. He cleared his throat. “If you think this guy is guilty, why not just arrest and charge him?”

Parker must have sensed Corelli was about to speak, so she put a hand on her arm, silencing her. “Because we have a mountain of circumstantial evidence, no weapon, no forensic proof, no witnesses. Just us putting two and two together. A good criminal lawyer, like Louden Warfield the Third, for example, might be able to poke enough holes in the case to get him off. We want him to go to jail for life.”

Broderick paled. He knew from personal experience how quickly Warfield could shred a case and the detectives involved. “And you think this plan will work?”

Once again Parker took the lead. “It’s as solid as we could make it, sir, but it is still a plan after all.”

Way to go, Parker. You’d never guess that less than two minutes ago she was expressing doubts about the plan. Corelli knew if the smirk she was suppressing showed, Broderick would retaliate in some way so she looked everywhere but at him.

“It had better work.” He walked out with Winfry right behind him.

“Excellent work taming the beast, Parker.”

Parker raised her eyebrows. “I just told the truth.”

Corelli laughed. “We both know that if I’d told him the truth my way the result would have been very different.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Saturday

The call came at one a.m. Corelli was reading in bed, comforted by the weight of her cats, and Parker was asleep in one of the guest rooms. The ping drew her eyes to her phone on the night table. A text from Watkins.

He’s on the move.

“Are you up?” she called out to Parker. “He’s on the move.” She slid out of bed, taking care to not wake the cats. She wasn’t in the mood to be harassed for food.

“Saw it,” Parker responded instantly. “I need a couple of minutes.”

Ten minutes later, they were in the elevator, on the way to Drayman’s house, where they guessed Spears would go to finish what he’d started. The entire team was in action, organized in two-person teams to switch off following Spears to make him think he was safe.

As they got in the car, their phones pinged again. A text from Drayman’s bodyguards. Alerted that the killer was on the move, they were leaving Drayman’s house, headed to the Brooklyn apartment of Corelli’s friend Tess Cantrell, a former police officer turned PI, where Drayman would be safe. Corelli texted back a thumbs-up.

They left the car on Tenth Avenue, quickly walked to Twentieth Street, and let themselves into Drayman’s house. Since they expected him to attack before they could bring him down, they donned the special body armor Captain Winfry had insisted they wear. It was longer than the usual vests with an additional dropdown groin panel and was not only bulletproof but also stab resistant. Then they sat in the living room to wait. Their phones pinged with an update.

He’s headed uptown. Maybe Harlem?

“Do you still think he’s coming here?” Parker shifted the armor, trying to get more comfortable.

“If our logic holds, he will. He’s cautious, so maybe it’s just a precaution to ensure he isn’t being followed. But if he’s going to pick up a victim he’s targeted, it will be up to the others to grab him before he can kill her.” Corelli was anxious for this to be over but she wanted the two of them to be the ones to bring the bastard down. He was big but they were prepared and had the element of surprise in their favor. Backup would be minutes away. “In the meantime, entertain me. Tell me about your girlfriend.”

Parker looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. Their phones pinged again.

Now headed downtown.

“So he’s probably coming here,” Parker said. “I was thinking he’d break in, but now I think he’ll ring the bell and push in when the door is opened.”

So, Parker still didn’t trust her enough to discuss her girlfriend. She’d address that later.

“I agree. I think he’ll be disguised as a woman, hoping Drayman will let him in. I imagine his first goal will be to get control by hitting her with the drug. He’s big and he’s had a lot of practice with the knife, so he could do a lot of damage in a short time. We need to be prepared to grab him before he hits either of us with the drug or we’ll be in trouble. How should we stage it?”

Parker chewed her lip. “We’ll stand on either side of the door. My guess is he’ll push in quickly, hoping to slam her with the door and stun her. I’d rather not shoot him, but if he starts slashing immediately, we won’t have a choice. What do you think?”

“I doubt he’ll come in slashing. His first order of business will be to inject the drug so he’s in control. We should have our weapons drawn. I’ll open the door a crack and jump away to avoid being hit by it. You take the other side. Once he’s in, we announce ‘Police,’ then do what we have to do if he resists.”

“Sounds vague, but we don’t know what he’ll do, so we’ll have to improvise. In any case, backup will be just a minute or so behind him so we should be all right.”

Another text arrived.

He just pulled into the garage in his apt bld. Holding to see what he does.

“Damn.” Corelli started to pace. “It’s almost as if he’s on to us.”

“Her name is Rowan Brennen,” Parker said.

Corelli stilled. She faced her partner, pleased that she was sharing.

“Most people call her Ro, but I’m a full-name woman. She’s a pediatrician and shares an office with my friend Nicole Summerfield, whom you’ve met. She’s sweet and funny and strong. I think she’s beautiful. I like her a lot.”

“She sounds great. I’m happy you’ve found someone. When Brett gets back, we’ll have you two over for dinner.”

She had no idea what Parker had expected her to do with the information, but she must have done okay, because Parker’s shoulders visibly dropped. She’d given Parker a hard time anytime she tried to get too close, to share anything personal or to ask a personal question. She had a lot of making up to do with her partner but maybe not as much as she thought.

They both checked their phones when the next text arrived.

He’s on foot, headed downtown. Toward you.

Parker met Corelli’s eyes. “Twenty blocks. He should be here in fifteen minutes or so.”

They chatted about Rowan and Brett until the next text.

Turning onto 20th St.

“Ready, Parker?”

“As ready as I can be.”

They switched their phones and body cams to record, then took their positions, Corelli in the doorway to the living room, and Parker beside the door. And waited.

The doorbell rang. Then he knocked, hard and fast, and kept it up. He would expect Drayman to be in bed at this hour, so Corelli put her hand up, signaling they would wait a minute. She stood in the door to the living room, faced the outer door, and shouted, “Just a second. I’m coming.” She turned on the hall light and moved behind the outer door before asking, “Who is it?”

“Please help me. I’m a trans woman and I’m being chased by three guys. Please let me in.” He spoke in a falsetto.

She put up three fingers. One, two, three. She opened the door a crack and stepped aside. Spears rammed the door, expecting to stun Draymen with it, and rushed into the entryway, a syringe in his right hand. Corelli chopped at his right arm with her Glock.

He screamed, “What the fuck?” But he held on to the syringe, swiveled, and slammed her against the wall. Her head hit hard. Stunning her. Parker grabbed him from behind, but he flicked her aside with his free arm. She hit the banister and her gun slid across the floor.

He must have felt the armor Corelli was wearing, because he raised the syringe to her face. She dropped her gun and grabbed his arm with both hands and focused on keeping him from plunging the needle into her. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Parker getting up. He pressed his other arm to her neck, cutting off her air. He dropped the syringe, pulled out his knife, and raised it to her eye. She fought to keep it away.

Then Parker was behind him, and he doubled over suddenly and let go. Corelli clasped her hands and smashed them under his chin. He straightened. She brought her knee up and hit him hard in the crotch. He dropped the knife and fell to the floor, doubled over and moaning. Parker kicked him in the balls. They pushed him onto his stomach, sat on him and attempted to cuff him, but his arms were under him, making it impossible. The door swung open. Forlini, Hernandez, and Malouf pushed into the room.

“Damn,” Forlini said. “I was hoping to get a couple of punches in, but it looks like we’re too late.” Malouf helped Corelli and Parker to stand, then Forlini knelt with his knee on Spears’s back.

“That was the longest minute in history,” Corelli said, wheezing, as she staggered back.

“Another few seconds and you would have been dead,” Spears said.

Corelli moved closer to his head. “Could you repeat that?”

“Sure, bitch. Another few seconds and I would have stabbed you to death,” Spears shouted.

“Good, now it’s clear on the body cam.”

“Fucking bitch.” He tried push himself up, but Forlini moved his other knee on his back and leaned his arms on Spears’s shoulders, pinning him down.

“To your point, Forlini, we would have enjoyed watching you beat the shit out of him, but we managed.” Parker moved to Corelli’s side. “You all right?”

“Yeah.”

Forlini said something to Hernandez and they each pulled one of Spears’s arms out from under him and behind his back, then snapped the handcuffs on him. They dragged him to his feet. He groaned as he straightened.

“What did you guys do to him?” Forlini asked.

“I kicked him in the nuts and Parker did the same. He screamed like a baby.”

She stood in front of Spears. “Game over, Ronnie.” She looked him up and down. “You look just like your mom Ramona. Only prettier.”

He struggled, trying to kick her. “Fuck off. I want my attorney.”

“Of course, you do. All in good time. Malouf, search him, he may be carrying other weapons. The knife and the syringe are on the floor. Take the scabbard off his belt and put the knife in it before bagging it. And be careful bagging the syringe. We need you to be alert.”

Corelli turned to Parker, who had picked up her Glock and was shoving it into her holster. She looked around for her own weapon. Ah, it was in the doorway to the living room. They must have kicked it during the struggle. She holstered it, then moved closer to Parker. “You’re bleeding.”

“So are you. Looks like he cut your cheek.”

Corelli touched her face. “Better than the eye he was aiming for.”

Malouf searched Spears, then handed off the bagged items. He dangled the keys he found in one of Spears’s pockets. “You’ll need these.”

Corelli plucked the keys from his hand.

Watkins and Greene walked in. Greene looked at them, turned, and shouted out the door, “We need the EMTs in here. Now!”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Saturday

Allegra Thompson and Julia Morgan hurried in with their medical kit. “Who needs—”

“Parker, what happened?” Apparently, it was obvious who needed help.

Parker pointed at Spears. “He threw me against the staircase.”

Allegra gently cleaned the blood from Parker’s face, located the cut on her forehead, and applied pressure. It only took a few minutes to stop the prolific bleeding. The EMT pulled her into the light. “You could use a stitch or two. Are you on any blood thinners?”

“No.”

“Did you pass out?”

“No, though I was woozy for a few seconds.”

“Okay, I’ll bandage it, but you need to go to the ER for stitches.” Allegra glared at Parker. “I mean it. And if you feel nauseous or have headaches, go to the ER immediately and have it checked out.”

Julia took an instant ice pack out of their case, then squeezed and shook it. “Keep this on your face for the next twenty minutes. It’ll help with the swelling, but you’ll probably have two black eyes tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She put the ice pack on her face.

The EMT grabbed the hand holding the ice. “What happened to your hand?”

Parker stared at her swollen, bruised hand. “I don’t know. I must have hit it.”

Julia handed Parker another instant ice pack. “Hold this one to your face and that one on the swollen hand.”

Parker pointed with her bruised hand. “Corelli is bleeding too.”

Allegra and Julia turned to Corelli, who was leaning against the wall. “You don’t look so good either. What happened to your cheek?”

Corelli touched her cheek. It was slick. And her fingers were covered in blood. “He jabbed me when he was trying to stab my eye.”

Allegra cleaned and put some antiseptic cream on the cut, then bandaged it. “Have the ER look at this too.” She stepped back. “Anything else?”

“He slammed me against the wall, and I hit the back of my head.”

Allegra put her hand in Corelli’s hair and gently probed her scalp. “No blood here, but you already have a bump. You’re probably also going to have two black eyes as well.”

“Were you knocked out?” Julia asked.

“I saw stars and had double vision for a minute, but I don’t think I blacked out. No to blood thinners.”

“Any nausea or dizziness?”

Corelli hesitated. “Just a little.”

Julia glared at her. “Knowing you, that means a big yes. You might have a concussion. Talk to the doctors in the ER. They’ll probably want you to have a brain scan to be sure you don’t have a brain bleed. You sound hoarse. Did he strangle you?”

“He tried.”

Allegra pulled Corelli’s shirt open and examined her neck. “You’ll be bruised and sore for a couple of days.”

Julia handed her an instant ice pack. “Keep the ice on the knot on your head for about twenty minutes to reduce the swelling and definitely tell the ER staff the whole story.”

Allegra turned to their prisoner. “Wow. Who hit her, uh…” She looked at Corelli.

“I did,” Corelli said.

“I’m a man,” Spears said.

Allegra turned back to Spears. “Well, your manly jaw is swollen, and you also may have two black eyes. And you look ready to puke.”

“Police abuse. I’ll need you as a witness.”

“Really?” Allegra peered at him. “Did these two big women hurt the widdle man wearing makeup and a wig?”

She jumped back as Spears lunged at her. Forlini and Hernandez jerked him back. “What did you guys do to him?”

“He threw me off when I tried to pull him away from Corelli, so while he was leaning in trying to kill her, I kneed him from behind,” Parker said.

“That caused him to drop the knife he was trying to kill me with and double over,” Corelli continued. “So I clasped my hands and swung them up under his chin, which caused him to straighten, and then I kneed him from the front.”

Allegra smirked. “Would you like me to check your genitals for damage, miss?”

“Bitch.” Spears spat the word out. “I want my attorney.”

“I take that as refusing medical attention,” Corelli said. “Watkins and Forlini, take him in and book him. Have everyone take a quick break. I’ll call when we’re done at the hospital, then we’ll need whoever is free to help with the search of his apartment. Greene and Malouf, Dietz has a warrant to search his storage space prepared, so find a judge to sign it and then search it.”

Spears glared at Corelli.

“You didn’t think we knew about your rental, did you, Ronnie? Well, we know a lot more than you think. And who knows what goodies we’ll find in your apartment?”

“Fucking bitch,” he screamed as Watkins and Forlini hustled him out the door.

Allegra laughed as she and Julia headed out. “You guys have all the fun.”

Kim and Wells walked in. “Looks like we’re late to the party, but we were following him on foot and waited on Ninth Avenue as instructed so we could follow if he got away from you guys.” Kim eyed Corelli and Parker. “You two okay?”

“All good, Kim.” Corelli gave her a thumbs-up.

Parker handed Kim the keys to Drayman’s place. “Lock up here and then take a break. We’re headed to Bellevue Hospital to get my forehead stitched and have Corelli checked out. We’ll text you when we’re ready to search his apartment.”

They removed their body armor and handed it to Kim. “Please take this back to the station.”

They headed to Tenth Avenue to retrieve their car.

“We got the bastard. Great call, Corelli.”

“It looked iffy for a while, but we both made the call.”

Parker grabbed Corelli’s arm and pulled her to a stop. “I know I contributed, but don’t minimize your part in taking him down. If you hadn’t realized we needed to look for cases further back than the two years we first identified, we wouldn’t have found Durkin and Sparklet, and we might never have zeroed in on Spears.”

“Yeah, yeah. It took a team. We led, but everyone contributed. Now we have to get you stitched up and then we have an apartment to search. So, let’s be done with self- and partner-congratulations and finish the job.”

“All right. While I drive us to the hospital, why don’t you call Dietz and Captain Winfry and update them on know how things went. Could you also call or text Drayman? I’m sure she’s anxious to know whether we got him.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Corelli pulled out her phone.

* * *

When the head ER doctor learned they’d taken down the man murdering trans women, she checked out Corelli herself, pushed her to the head of the line to get a brain scan, and pulled in her best stitcher to put in four sutures to close Parker’s wound. They were given new instant cold packs and care instructions, and a little over an hour later they were on their way to search Spears’s apartment.

Wells found a safe hidden behind the dresser in Spears’s bedroom, and they called in their favorite safecracker from the burglary division to open it. No surprise that it contained important papers, including his name change, birth certificate, contract with Moreau, his discharge papers, the lease on the apartment, the storage locker invoices, his car lease, and several faded photos that seemed to be a young Ronnie Sparklet with a woman who looked like the pictures they’d seen of his mother. But the big finds in the safe were credit cards and a passport in a new name, and the stack of postmortem pictures of every victim, starting with Louisa Durkin, and a notebook describing his planning and his feelings before, during, and after each murder. It was gruesome. The other big find was his laptop, password-protected, of course, but Corelli was certain that once they got through the security, they would find a treasure trove of evidence.

* * *

Though Dietz and Captain Winfry had been updated earlier, they greeted Corelli and Parker when they arrived at the station house at 6:15 a.m. Apparently the two of them had spent the night there monitoring the operation. The captain had urns of coffee, breakfast sandwiches and pastries brought in for the team. After confirming that their injuries weren’t worse than they’d reported earlier, they left them alone.

While they waited for the team to regather, they read through Spears’s grim notebook. They’d guessed right that Louisa Durkin was his test run. He’d carefully researched how to kill someone and decided he would slice the carotids. The stabbing of the breasts and genital area and cutting her hair had been spontaneous, but he felt it expressed his disdain. He’d enjoyed it but was nervous about getting caught. Six months later he started planning Ramona’s murder. His notes included rants about her being an abomination and an embarrassment, that she’d driven his real mother away. He fantasized about killing her, about what he would do, and how wonderful it would be to watch her die. It was difficult to read. Notes about the other women were much less emotional.

They were running out of time, so Corelli suggested they look at what he’d written about Moreau. His notes went back and forth between his love for her, her betrayal, her making a fool of him, his hatred, and fantasies about raping and torturing her.

Some of their questions were answered in his ravings. For example, he mentioned in his description of killing her that she’d evaded the syringe at first and had fought hard until he’d managed to jab her. That explained the overturned furniture and other damage in the living room. He also described having a few minutes alone with Moreau’s computer near the end of the tour and out of curiosity sending himself some emails and documents that looked interesting. And how he’d been stunned when he read her memoir and discovered she was a trans woman. At that moment, he’d started planning her murder.

Parker closed the notebook. “This is sickening. He’s sick.”

“He is. We need to read it to build the case against him, but we’ll do it one murder at a time so as not to be overwhelmed.”

By seven everyone was at the table. Parker led off, describing what had gone down when Spears arrived at Drayman’s apartment. Corelli went next and discussed the search of his apartment.

“Wells found his safe, which contained a diary that described his preparations for and sickening details of each murder, starting with Louisa Durkin, postmortem pictures of every victim, and credit cards and a passport in a fake name.” She held up a couple of the pictures to give the team an idea. “His computer is already with the techies and hopefully we’ll know what’s on it soon. His car was clean.” She paused. “Greene and Malouf, want to share what you found in the storage locker?”

The detectives looked at each other. “You do it, Greene,” Malouf said. She nodded.

“He had souvenirs from each of the victims, things like panties, jewelry, and cuttings of their hair, all in neatly labelled individual baggies. In addition, there were multiple blond wigs in different styles and feminine clothing he’d probably used or planned to use, plus a supply of garbage bags, coveralls, gloves, and shoe covers. There were also boxes of papers and things that we brought back with us to examine later.”

“Okay, Forlini and Watkins, you’re up.”

“As expected, he stonewalled us,” Watkins said. “He refused to answer any questions, just demanded his attorney. It appears he’d decided on the criminal attorney before we got him, because he asked to get a number from his phone. And, no surprise, he called Louden Warfield the Third. Only the best will do when you’re accused of eighteen murders. They’re in interview three if you want to talk to them.”

They didn’t really expect to get any answers from Spears/Sparklet but making Warfield aware of some of the evidence they had against his client might speed things up. Corelli grinned.

“Parker tells me we have such a tight case that not even Warfield will be able to get him off. In fact, once Warfield hears what we have, we believe he’ll advise Spears to plead guilty and try to negotiate a deal.”

“Could they try an insanity defense?” Wells asked.

“Warfield is a great defense attorney, but I doubt even he could convince a judge and jury that Spears doesn’t have the capacity to understand the consequences of his actions,” Parker said.

Corelli looked around the table. “Great work, guys. We brought down a serial killer who has been killing for sixteen years, no mean feat. I know the hours spent tracking him were exhausting, but you accomplished exactly what we needed to take him down. Thank you. Captain Winfry and Parker and I will be writing commendations for your files. We’d like you to hang around for the news conference but after that go home, get some sleep, and come back tomorrow morning to start tying up the case.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Saturday

Corelli knocked on the door of the interview room and they entered.

Warfield turned toward them. His eyes widened at seeing their bruises and their blossoming black eyes. Always polite, he stood to greet them while Spears, who was handcuffed to the table, stared straight ahead.

“Detectives. Looks like you’ve had a little action. Nothing serious I hope.”

Corelli laughed. “We ran into Mr. Spears earlier this morning, but other than a few stitches, bumps, bruises, and black eyes, we’re both feeling pretty good.”

He glanced at Spears, who had removed his wig but was still wearing heavy makeup and women’s clothing. “I haven’t had much time to speak with Mr. Spears, but he did say he encountered police brutality so I’ve taken pictures of his swollen jaw and black eyes but not, um, his genitals. I know he hasn’t given you a statement, and I doubt I’ll allow him to answer any questions at this point. What will you be charging him with?”

“We’ll be meeting with ADA Brooks and DA Mason shortly to lay the groundwork for establishing the charges, but we have quite a bit of evidence proving that Mr. Spears has murdered ten trans women in New York City and eight in other cities around the country.”

Warfield gazed at Spears. “Interesting.”

“Yes. I’m sure Mr. Spears didn’t expect us to find the safe in his apartment, but we did. And we retrieved this”—she held up his notebook—“and these.” She fanned out the pictures of the dead women. “Plus, his storage locker was a treasure trove of souvenirs from his victims.” She focused on Spears. “I’ll give it to you, Ronnie, you managed to get away with murder for sixteen years, but we’ve got you now.”

“Ronnie?” Warfield asked, seeming confused. “Sixteen years?”

Corelli stood and Parker did the same. “I’ll leave it to Mr. Spears to enlighten you.”

“Bitch.” Spears tried to go for Corelli but was stopped short by the cuffs fastened to the table.

Warfield put a hand on his shoulder. “Calm down, Cody.”

Corelli smiled. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Warfield.”

* * *

ADA Natalie Brooks arrived with three large coffees, two black with milk on the side, and a bag with an assortment of pastries and bagels.

“Congratulations. I see from your bruises that he did not go down easily. I know adrenaline keeps you going for a while, but I thought by now you might need some strong coffee and a dose of sugar.” She placed everything on the table and sat.

“Thanks, Captain Winfry has provided for us but the coffee you bring is the best,” Corelli said, reaching for a container. “Take a quick look at Spears’s record of his murders so you understand what we’re dealing with.” She pushed the notebook to Brooks.

After a few pages, Brooks closed the notebook. She appeared ready to throw up. She looked away for a few seconds. “That’s…that’s horrific.”

Corelli patted her hand. “It is.” They were each briefly lost in their own thoughts. “Just so you know, Warfield is Spears’s attorney and we met with them to give him an idea of the mountain of evidence we have. So, he’ll be thinking about the options.”

When DA Aaron Mason strolled in accompanied by Captain Winfry and Chief Broderick, Parker pinched Corelli’s thigh. “Play nice.”

After they settled at the table, Parker and Corelli presented the evidence, including a few excerpts from the notebook.

“This morning we captured him in the act of attempting to murder State Senator Leigh Drayman. Unbeknownst to him, she wasn’t there but in a safe place in Brooklyn. Parker and I were waiting in her place. He was dressed and made up like a woman and wore a blond wig. He attacked us with the knife we believe he used in all the killings and tried to stab me with a syringe. We’re having it analyzed but we think it was probably filled with the drug we believe he’s used on his recent victims. The notebook we read to you from was locked in a hidden safe in his apartment, and we found souvenirs from his victims in his storage locker.”

The DA and ADA asked questions and, with Parker’s help, formulated the approach. As they were winding down, DA Mason turned to Parker and Corelli.

“You and your team did outstanding work. I’m impressed. Had you rushed to arrest him based on the circumstantial evidence, he would have been in a position to bargain. Now I see no room for that.”

Corelli couldn’t help glancing at Broderick, who had pushed for a quick arrest. He glared at her raised eyebrows but didn’t speak. Corelli whispered in Parker’s ear, “Asshole never would admit he was wrong.”

“Uh huh,” Parker murmured, not needing to ask who she was talking about.

“I’ve arranged a news conference to announce the arrest of Spears. It starts in about a half hour,” Winfry said. “I invited Senator Leigh Drayman to join us, and since you all are here, I suggest we make it a joint conference. If everyone is in agreement, let’s discuss roles and speaking order.”

After considerable discussion, they settled on Winfry starting off by announcing the arrest of the killer, followed by Parker and Corelli introducing the members of the team individually, providing a little detail on the take down, and naming the women Spears was accused of murdering, but without mentioning that Ramona was his mother. Then Broderick would talk about the task force, and, finally, DA Mason would talk about the prosecution. The senator would be given the opportunity to make a brief statement before they closed.

* * *

Corelli sighed. The press conference had gone extremely well, but she knew the media would soon be haunting them again, trying to get the full story. Which, of course, they couldn’t share until Spears was locked up for life. Damn, she was tired. Broderick, to no one’s surprise, attempted to take credit for the operation, then gave a syrupy tribute to the “Dream Team” while the DA addressed the legal practicalities of the case.

Drayman offered her thanks and the thanks of trans women everywhere to the entire task force team for the hours and hours she knew they had put in to obtain justice for not only the wonderful Alessandra Moreau, but also the everyday trans women whose lives had been taken by this monster.

ADA Brooks had stayed behind to continue discussing the evidence. Drayman stayed as well and insisted on buying lunch for the three of them. The last thing she and Parker wanted was to spend time sitting in a restaurant, so they sent her to buy lunch from the food trucks outside. After delivering their orders, Drayman thanked them again and left the three women to their work.

By eight o’clock that evening, the three of them were bleary eyed, so they adjourned until the morning. They arranged to meet Natalie Brooks at eleven so they could sleep in or at least relax. Sitting in front of Corelli’s building, Parker spoke. “I’m looking forward to sleeping in my own bed tonight. I’ll pick you up about ten thirty.”

“Have you considered that all the publicity surrounding this case is going to increase the hate and jealousy directed at us by some of our colleagues? If you’re too tired to be hyperaware until you’re in the lobby of your building, you’d better stay here another night.”

“I’m good. Don’t worry.” Parker’s eyes went to the rearview mirror as a town car pulled up behind them. She smiled. “You have a visitor.”

Corelli swiveled to see who Parker was talking about. She flew out of the car and pulled Brett into a fierce hug. They kissed, then pulled back to look at each other, speaking softly. Brett touched Corelli’s face, then kissed her again.

Parker got out of the car and addressed Brett’s driver. “If this is a corporate car, you can carry her suitcases into the lobby and leave.”

He closed the trunk. “She already signed the receipt, so no problem.” He picked up two large suitcases and rolled them to the lobby, then came back for Brett’s computer case and another smaller bag. He smiled at the two women lost in each other, said good night to Parker, and drove away.

“Hey, you two lovebirds. Take it upstairs,” Parker said, smiling.

Brett leaned around Corelli’s embrace. “P.J., I’m happy to see you too, but I’m exhausted, and I can see Chiara is as well. So, good night.”

“Do you need help with the bags?”

Corelli turned to her. “We’re good, Parker. See you in the morning.”

“Stay home. I’ll handle Brooks.”

She got in and started the car, but waited until the elevator door closed and they were on the way up to their apartment before she called Rowan.

“Hey, I’m not too far. Are you up for company?” She smiled. “Sleep sounds great. I’m exhausted too. See you in a few.”


Chapter Forty

Sunday

The last two weeks had been a whirlwind of activity, crossing t’s and dotting i’s, building the case with ADA Brooks, ensuring that reports were completed, working with the detectives on the out-of-state cases, and sitting for interviews with the New York media and media from around the country and the world, especially France.

Warfield had negotiated a sentence of life in prison without parole in exchange for Spears’s guilty plea. Spears still refused to talk, so the question of why he’d started killing again after thirteen years remained unanswered. But all in all, they were happy knowing he would be locked up for life.

Today was Alessandra Moreau’s memorial service. Lara had rented the 2700-seat David Geffen Hall at Lincoln Center for the event. Lara, Francoise, Senator Drayman, Rachel Woodman, Regina Fielder, Moreau’s four friends, and the three women in her band, were seated on the stage. Lara had reserved center seats close to the stage for Captain Winfry, Corelli, Parker, and the rest of the team. Corelli was sitting between Parker and Brett. Parker’s girlfriend, Rowan, was on her other side. The mayor and police brass were seated off to the left.

Looking around the nearly filled hall, Corelli saw Darla and her camerawoman, Bear, sitting with the press to their right. Victoria Lansing and other people from Fielder’s office were seated behind the task force team. She elbowed Parker. “Your friend Holly is sitting over there.” As Parker turned to wave to the young woman who had helped them at Trip Adams’s office, Lara began speaking from the stage.

“Good morning. Alessandra would have been so proud to see so many people here to celebrate her life. As you’ve probably figured out, I’m Lara Demirci, Alessandra’s twin sister.” She paused until the laughter ended.

“By now, you, and the world, know that Alessandra was a trans woman. She was assigned a male gender at birth, but knew from a very early age, long before she ever heard the words trans woman, that she was a girl. But you probably are not aware that at the time she was brutally murdered, she was planning to announce her truth to the world, despite knowing that coming out as a trans woman might destroy her career and ruin her friendships.”

She choked up. “Sorry, losing Alessandra is like losing a piece of myself. She—” Lara sobbed. When she was unable to regain control, Francoise went to her and in her heavily accented English said, “Senator Drayman, please will you introduce the others who will speak about Alessandra?”

Leigh Drayman rose and walked to the microphone. She waited until Francoise and Lara were seated, then looked out at the audience. “For those who don’t know me, I’m New York State Senator Leigh Drayman and I’m a trans woman. Alessandra asked me to guide her in coming out to the world as a trans woman. I only knew her briefly, but I felt her heart, felt her pain, and admired the courage it took to risk everything to be out. For some of you, Alessandra was a friend, coworker, employer, or neighbor. For others she was a brilliant musician at the apex of her career.” She slowly scanned the audience.

“This is not the time or place to lecture you about the dangers of being a trans woman, but I will mention that Alessandra and seventeen other trans women were taken from us merely because they chose to live as the person they knew themselves to be.” She paused. “Now several of Alessandra’s friends will speak. When they are finished, we’ll have some time for those in the audience who wish to express their feelings about her, speaking at one of the microphones set up around the room.” She glanced down at the program. “First, Regina Fielder.”

Fielder’s emotional tribute was followed by Tamika Orens. Speaking on behalf of her remaining bandmates, Tamika spoke of their love for Alessandra, their gratitude for being chosen to be a part of her band, and their sorrow at her loss. The four friends mentioned in her will each tearfully shared their feelings and what Alessandra had meant to them. Rachel Woodman, who had revealed herself as H to Lara, spoke as a friend, not a former lover. She described how finding out that Alessandra was a trans woman had changed her, had caused her to examine her ideas about trans people, and had made her a better, kinder person. It was obvious how much she cared about Alessandra.

Drayman cut off the tributes from the audience after an hour. “I’m sorry we don’t have time to hear from each and every one of you but we need to wrap up. Everyone who spoke today, those on the stage and those in the audience, mentioned Alessandra’s kindness, her generosity, and her gentleness, and many told stories of her helping them in large and small ways without being asked. She was an extraordinary woman.” Drayman waited for the applause to end.

“Lara, I believe you have something to share.” She stepped back.

Lara returned to the podium. “I have established The Alessandra Moreau Foundation, whose mission is to educate society about trans people and hopefully make their lives easier.” She took a second to look over the audience. “Alessandra was a gift to each of us. And I’d like to think that had she lived to announce to the world that she was a trans woman, you all would have welcomed her with open hearts and open arms. I know she would have wanted you to reflect on your attitude to trans women and trans men, to take the steps necessary to learn about and understand them, and to wholeheartedly support them in what can be a scary and dangerous journey. Thank you all for coming.”

Alessandra’s music blasted through the hall, reminding them of what they’d all lost.

After bidding their team and the brass goodbye, Corelli and Parker stood with Brett and Rowan near the fountain in the plaza in front of Geffen Hall. This was the perfect opportunity to spend some time with Rowan and Parker, Corelli realized. “Anybody interested in a late lunch? There are tons of places in the area.”

Three heads nodded.

“Unless someone has another idea, I suggest Café Fiorello for Italian, Rosa Mexicana for Mexican, or the Atlantic Grill for seafood.”

Rosa Mexicana was the clear winner. Who could resist margaritas, tacos, and guacamole?

Parker and Corelli, each holding their lover’s hand, smiled at each other as they walked the short distance to the restaurant.


Bella Books, Inc.

Happy Endings Live Here.

P.O. Box 10543

Tallahassee, FL 32302

Phone: 800-729-4992

www.bellabooks.com

More Titles from Bella Books

Hunter’s Revenge – Gerri Hill

978-1-64247-447-3 | 276 pgs | paperback: $18.95 | eBook: $9.99

Tori Hunter is back! Don’t miss this final chapter in the acclaimed Tori Hunter series

Integrity – E. J. Noyes

978-1-64247-465-7 | 228 pgs | paperback: $19.95 | eBook: $9.99

It was supposed to be an ordinary workday...

The Order – TJ O’Shea

978-1-64247-378-0 | 396 pgs | paperback: $19.95 | eBook: $9.99

For two women the battle between new love and old loyalty may prove more dangerous than the war they’re trying to survive.

Under the Stars with You – Jaime Clevenger

978-1-64247-439-8 | 302 pgs | paperback: $19.95 | eBook: $9.99

Sometimes believing in love is the first step. And sometimes it’s all about trusting the stars.

The Missing Piece – Kat Jackson

978-1-64247-445-9 | 250 pgs | paperback: $18.95 | eBook: $9.99

Renee’s world collides with possibility and the past, setting off a tidal wave of changes she could have never predicted.

An Acquired Taste – Cheri Ritz

978-1-64247-462-6 | 206 pgs | paperback: $17.95 | eBook: $9.99

Can Elle and Ashley stand the heat in the Celebrity Cook Off kitchen?

OEBPS/image_rsrc39F.jpg





cover.jpeg
DOF THEA
mCENTS

A CHIARA CO'RELLI MYSTERY

_ch.
a
I.A," -
’hA'l_' -
A,
S0
¢ sz ?
" ene : ».
he " [ §
£
&
ar e E - od 3N
'R EEDR ~ ~
X = e
> FRAED . L
-m - o
olcleinlal- & -
el

CATHERINE MAIORISI
‘Golden Crown Literary Award-Winning A‘L'l'thor.s-: N
e o ][ nel s ewe Y T e B





OEBPS/image_rsrc39E.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc39J.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc39K.jpg
BLOOD

OF THE

INNOCENTS

CATHERINE MAIORISI

OOOOO





OEBPS/part0000.xhtml



OEBPS/image_rsrc39H.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc39G.jpg





