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“You think we’ve got a case?” Mercer Wallace asked me.

“The answer’s inside that cardboard box you’re holding,” I said, opening the glass-paneled door of his lieutenant’s office in the Special Victims Squad.

I placed my hand on the shoulder of the young woman who was slumped over a desk, napping while she waited for my arrival. She lifted her head from her crossed arms and flicked her long auburn hair out of her eyes.

“I’m Alex Cooper. Manhattan DA’s office.” I tried not to convey the urgency of what we had to get done within the next few hours. “Are you Jean?”

“Yes. Jean Eaken.”

“Has Detective Wallace explained what we need?”

“You’re the prosecutor running the investigation, he told me. I’ve got to go through the details with you again, and then make a phone call that you’re going to script for me. Is Cara still here?” Jean asked.

“She’s in another office down the hall,” Mercer said. “It’s better we keep you separated until this is done. Then we’ll take you over to the hotel and let you get some rest.”

I had been the assistant district attorney in charge of the Sex Crimes Prosecution Unit for more than a decade, and Mercer had called me into the case to try to add something from my legal arsenal to speed the arrest process and increase the likelihood that Jean Eaken would be a successful witness in the courtroom.

Mercer told me that the twenty-four-year-old Canadian graduate student had met the suspect at a conference on adolescent psychology at the University of Toronto, which she had attended with her friend, Cara, four months earlier.

I sat opposite Jean, who stifled a yawn as I asked the first question. It was almost midnight. “When you met Selim back in January, how much time did you spend with him then?”

“I sat next to him at a couple of lectures. We made small talk during the breaks. He bought Cara and me a glass of wine on the last afternoon, at happy hour. Told us he lived in Manhattan, that he was a doctor. Nothing more than that.”

“He invited you to New York?”

“Not exactly. I told him that we’d never been here, but that we had a trip planned for the spring. He was very friendly, very kind. Cara asked him if he knew any inexpensive hotels, since we’re on student budgets, and he told us we could stay at his apartment.”

“Did you talk about the sleeping arrangements?”

“Yes, of course. Selim told us he had a girlfriend, and that he’d either stay over at her place or sleep on a futon in the living room. He offered us the twin beds,” Jean said. “He gave me his card, Ms.Cooper, with his office phone and everything. He’s a medical doctor—a psychiatric resident. It seemed perfectly safe to both of us.”

“It should have been perfectly safe,” I said, trying to reassure her that it was not her own judgment that precipitated her victimization. “Did you correspond with him after that first meeting?”

Jean shrugged. “A couple of e-mails, maybe. Nothing personal. I thanked him for his offer and asked him whether he really meant it. Then I sent him another one a month ago, after Cara and I set our travel dates, to see if those were still good for him.”

Mercer nodded at me over Jean’s head. He was keeping a list of things to do, and getting subpoenas for the e-mail records of both parties would be added to his tasks. We had worked together often enough to know each other’s professional style, especially for documenting every corroborating fact we could in this often bizarre world of sex crimes.

“Were there any phone calls between you two?”

“Just one, a week ago. I left him a voice mail explaining when our bus arrived at the Port Authority and making sure it was a convenient time to show up at his apartment. He called me back late that night and we talked for a while.”

“Can you reconstruct that conversation for us? The details of it, I mean.”

There would be skeptics on any jury that was eventually impaneled, people who would assume that there must have been verbal foreplay between the time of the first meeting of this attractive young woman and the stranger at whose home she later arranged a sleepover. I needed to know that before Mercer and I took the next steps.

“Selim asked me if we had made plans for the days that we’d be in the city and what we wanted to see. Things like that.”

“Did he say anything at all, Jean—anything—that made you think he was interested in you, maybe socially or even sexually?”

She answered quickly and firmly. “No.” Her green eyes opened wide as she looked at me to measure my response.

“Nothing inappropriate?”

She thought for several seconds. “He asked me why my boyfriend wasn’t coming with me. I told him I didn’t have one,” Jean said. “Oh, yeah. He wanted to know if I liked to smoke marijuana, ’cause he could get some while I was here.”

Mercer moved his head back and forth. This was a fact he was hearing for the first time. It didn’t necessarily change the case at all, but it reminded us that we had to constantly press for things that often seemed irrelevant to witnesses—and for the truth.

“What did you tell him?”

“That I don’t like weed, that it makes me sick.”

“Did you expect to spend any time with him, Jean?”

“No way. Dr. Sengor—Selim—told us he’d be at work all day and with his girlfriend most evenings. I just thought he was being a nice guy, letting us crash at his place.”

Most of my prosecutorial career had involved women meeting nice guys who had other things in mind. Cops and prosecutors—and often Manhattan jurors—found young people from west of the Hudson River and north of the Bronx a bit too trusting much of the time.

“So he didn’t come on to you at all?”

Jean forced a smile. “Not until I was ready to go to bed the first night.”

“What happened then?”

“It was after nine when we got to his place. We sort of settled in and talked for an hour. Just stuff. Psychology and how hard grad school is and what were our first impressions of the city. When Cara went into the bathroom to take a shower, Selim came over to the couch I was sitting on and like, well, he tried to hook up with me.”

“Tell Alex exactly what he did,” Mercer said, coaxing the facts we needed out of her as he had done earlier in the day.

Jean was a well-built young woman, almost as tall as I am at five-foot-ten, but much stockier. “I was tired from the long bus ride, and kind of leaning back with my head against a pillow. Selim reached over and tried to kiss me—right on the mouth—while he was fumbling to get his hand on my chest.”

“What did you do?”

“I just pushed him away and stood up. I asked him to give me the telephone book so I could find a hotel to stay in.”

“How did he react to that?”

“He was very apologetic, Ms. Cooper. He told me how sorry he was, that he had misinterpreted my body language. He pleaded with me not to tell Cara. He told me that in his country—”

“His country?” I asked.

“Selim’s from Turkey. He said that back home, if anybody did that to his sister, he’d be pilloried in the town square.”

He’d be short one hand and castrated, too, no doubt. “So you stayed?”

“He was a perfect gentleman from that point on. He was just testing me, I guess. It’s happened to me before. Maybe that’s why I thought I could handle the situation.”

“And Cara?”

“You’ll have to ask her about that,” Jean said, blushing perceptibly.

Mercer had already told me that Selim Sengor hit on Cara, too, after Jean fell asleep the first night. They stayed in the living room talking, and she engaged in some kissing and fondling with him, but had stopped short of further sexual intimacy. That was another reason to keep the witnesses separated. They were likely to be more straightforward with us out of each other’s presence. Cara might blame herself for what happened thereafter—an unfortunate but typical reaction when some of the sexual contact was consensual. She might even be less candid in front of Jean.

“Did you socialize with him during the week?”

“No. In fact, he actually did spend the night before last with his girlfriend. We hardly ever saw him.” She bit at the cuticle of one of her nails, until she noticed me watching her. Then she straightened up again and began to wind a strand of her long hair behind her left ear.

“And yesterday?”

“In the morning, after Cara and I made our plans, I beeped him at the hospital. When he called back, I told him that we were going sightseeing and planned to pick up some half-price tickets to a Broadway show, in Times Square. We invited him to join us, to thank him for letting us stay with him.”

“Did he spend the evening with you?”

“No, he didn’t seem the least bit interested in doing that.”

“Did you and Cara go to the theater?”

“Yeah, we saw that new Andrew Lloyd Webber thing. Cara loves him. We got back to the apartment after eleven o’clock and Selim was waiting up for us. We bought him a gift, an expensive bottle of Kentucky bourbon,” Jean said, smiling again, now braiding the length of hair as she talked. “It sounded very American.”

“What did you do then?”

“He offered us a drink and we both said sure. We sat in the living room while Selim went into the kitchen and mixed the cocktails.”

“Mixed them? What did he make for you?”

Again she shrugged and shook her head. “I don’t know. I never drank bourbon before. I heard that loud kind of noise that a food blender makes, and he came out with something—I don’t know—it looked very frothy when he brought it to us.”

I couldn’t imagine anyone adding something to a good scotch, and I doubted there was much to improve on in a fine bourbon either.

“Had you changed your clothes, Jean, to get ready to go to sleep?”

“No. Cara turned on the CD player and we started listening to the soundtrack from the show. Selim came back into the room and handed us each a drink. He offered a toast to our friendship and we clinked our glasses together.”

The young woman rested her elbows on the desk and cushioned her head in her hands while I asked her how much of the cocktail she drank.

“Three sips of it, Ms. Cooper. Maybe four. I swear I didn’t have any more than that.”

“Any marijuana?”

“No. I mean he had some in the apartment—he offered me a joint that he took out of a drawer in one of the tables, but I didn’t smoke any.”

I needed her candor. The blood and urine that had been collected by the nurse-examiner would confirm her answer.

“Did he smoke?”

“Not in front of us. Not that I saw.”

“What’s the next thing you remember?”

“There was no next thing. That’s the last memory I have, really. I felt dizzy and weak—so weak that I tried to stand up but I couldn’t. The room started spinning and then it was dark. Completely black. That’s all I know.” Jean pushed herself upright again, looked at her nail—the bed red with irritation from her biting—and then back at me.

“Until…?”

“Until I woke up this morning.”

“In the living room?”

“No, no. No. I was in one of the beds in the other room. That’s what’s so strange about this, Ms. Cooper. I was dressed in my nightgown, my clothes were folded neatly on top of my suitcase,” Jean said, dropping her head back in her hands and lowering her voice. “And I ached. I ached terribly.”

“I need to know where it hurt. Exactly where you felt it.”

Jean Eaken didn’t lift her head. She rubbed her lower abdomen with one hand.

Mercer and I both knew what she meant, but that wouldn’t be specific enough for the purposes of the law. “On the outside of your body?” I asked, speaking softly.

“No. Inside me. Like someone had sex with me. Too much.”

“Do you remember having intercourse with Selim? Do you think you might have consented to it after you started drinking with—”

Jean flashed another look at me as I gently challenged her and cut me off abruptly with a single sharp word. “No.”

“Tell me what you did this morning, Jean.”

“I was frozen. I didn’t know what to do. At first I couldn’t even remember where I was. I looked at my watch and saw that it was eleven thirty in the morning. We’d had the alarm set all week for seven, but I didn’t even hear that go off. I got out of bed—I was still a little dizzy—to lock the bedroom door. Selim had been working rotating shifts—different hours all week. He told us he had to work sixteen hours today—eight a.m. to midnight—but I was scared he might still be there. Then I woke Cara up.”

“Where was she?” I asked.

“In the other bed. Same as me—dressed in her nightgown and her jeans and sweater all folded up neatly. She was sleeping so deep, I had to keep shaking her to get her up. She didn’t remember anything, either. She started crying, so first I had to calm her down. It was my idea to get dressed and go over there to the hospital.”

“That was the best thing you could have done, Jean. Very smart.”

“But the doctors haven’t told me anything.”

“We won’t let you go home until they’ve explained their findings to you,” Mercer said, watching Jean nervously twist and untwist the same plait of hair.

“Did you leave your things at Selim’s?”

“Are you crazy? I never wanted to see that guy again. We brought our suitcases with us.”

“The glasses you drank from,” I said, “did you see them in the apartment this morning?”

“I didn’t look around. I just wanted to get out of there as fast as possible.”

“Did you have any reason to go into the kitchen, to put things away or clean anything up?”

“No. That’s his problem.”

Even better. It meant there was a shot that we might get lucky and still find some inculpatory evidence if Mercer and I could get going on this.

“I know it’s been a long day for you, Jean. Just give us a few minutes to put things together and we’ll be back,” I said, stepping out of the room behind Mercer, who had picked up the cardboard evidence collection kit that had been prepared by the nurse-examiner at the hospital. We were in the hallway of the quiet corridor that Special Victims shared with the Manhattan North Homicide Squad.

“How long will it take to get the tox screening back on these?” he asked, referring to the slides and plastic bottles inside the compact box.

In addition to the traditional testing of fluids and stains recovered from a patient’s body during the emergency room treatment of a rape victim, the latest kits required samples be taken of blood and urine for the most refined testing, as assailants used more sophisticated methods to overcome their prey.

“Seventy-two hours, if they jump us to the front of the line.”

“I’m sending this whole thing to the M.E.’s office, to Serology?”

“It starts there,” I said. Mercer knew that our medical examiner’s serology lab did most of the analyses we needed. “Unfortunately, if there are any exotic drugs involved, it’ll go out to a private lab and take even longer.”

“Damn. I hate to give this bastard a three-day pass. We’ll even have the DNA results by this time tomorrow.”

“DNA tells us next to nothing in a case like this. We know they spent the night in his apartment. We know the docs recovered semen specimens from both women. None of that’s a crime unless he used force—”

“No sign of that,” Mercer said.

Even the aches that Jean described could be consistent with consensual sexual activity if it was vigorous or prolonged—or infrequent, since she had told Selim she did not have a current boyfriend.

“Or he spiked their drinks to render them unconscious. We’re nowhere without the toxicology,” I said.

“How do you want to take it from here?”

My deputy, Sarah Brenner, had stayed behind at the DA’s office to draft the search warrant with the facts Mercer provided to her, and she would take it before the judge who was sitting in night court to sign while we set the rest of the operation in motion.

“I’ll work up the conversation for Jean to have with Selim,” I said, “but I don’t want her to make that call until your team is stationed outside the door of his apartment. His shift ends right around now and he should be home within the half hour. The minute Jean hangs up, I’ll be on the phone to you and you’ll go in with the warrant. If her questions raise his antennae, I don’t want him to have a chance to clean house before you get there.”

The glass-paneled door with the gold-and-black lettering—HOMICIDE—opened from within and Mike Chapman called out to Mercer Wallace. “Your witness is getting antsy in here. She wants to know when you and Coop are gonna move on the perp.”

I walked farther down the hallway to greet Mike, whom I hadn’t seen in several weeks. I smiled at the sight of him back in his natural habitat in the Homicide Squad—his thick shock of straight black hair, the long, lean body, his personal uniform of navy blazer and jeans. All that was missing was the infectious grin that had been good to bring me out of every dark situation and mood I’d faced in more than a decade that we had worked together.

“Hey, stranger. When did you come on?”

“Doing steady midnights. I’m not sleeping much, so I might as well have a place to hang out.”

“When Mercer and I finish up in another couple of hours—around two a.m.—why don’t we take you downstairs for something to eat?” I asked.

Mike walked to his desk, seated himself with his back to me, and put his feet up while he examined his notebook. I paused at an empty cubicle next to his and started writing the lines I wanted Jean Eaken to deliver to Dr. Sengor.

“I’m sticking here,” Mike said. “Just got a scratch I got to sit on.”

A scratch wasn’t a formal report of a crime, but rather a notification to the NYPD of an unusual circumstance.

“What’s so serious you’d pass up the greasiest bacon and eggs in Harlem with me?” I tried to tease a familiar smile out of my favorite homicide detective and still-grieving friend.

“Right up your alley, twinkletoes. There may be a swan on the loose. Lieutenant Peterson has me on standby.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Ever hear of”—Mike looked down at his notes to get the name—“Talya. Talya Galinova?”

“Natalya Galinova.” The world-renowned dancer who commanded more curtain calls in a month than most performers would ever know in a lifetime was as famous for her artistry as for her ethereal looks and regal bearing. “She’s starring with the Royal Ballet at Lincoln Center this week.”

“Well, sometime between the second act and the curtain calls tonight, she pulled a Houdini. Me and the loo got other plans for the weekend than breakfast with you. Personally, I’m hoping your missing swan doesn’t morph into a dead duck.”
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“Hello, Selim? I didn’t wake you up, did I? It’s Jean.”

“Jean? Where are you?”

We were sitting in a room with two phones, one of which was attached to a digital recorder, so that I could listen on an extension as my witness confronted her assailant and give her direction in case she needed it. It was now twelve forty-five in the morning.

“I’m at the Port Authority, waiting for—”

“You were supposed to be on a three o’clock bus this afternoon, weren’t you?” Selim’s English was heavily accented as he cut Jean off before she could answer.

“Yeah, except Cara and I were a bit sick today. Nauseous and dizzy. We just couldn’t face a ten-hour bus ride.”

“But you’re still going tonight, aren’t you?”

“Nothing leaves for Toronto until the morning.”

“You want to come back here? I’m still up. I haven’t been home very long. Wait at my apartment until then.”

“Oh, no. I think I’m going to take Cara to the hospital. She’s really feeling bad and I think she should be examined before she travels. I was wondering if—”

“You don’t want to start with that, Jean,” Selim said, sounding almost angry as he raised his voice to get her attention. “I’m a doctor. Tell me what her symptoms are and I can figure out if anything’s wrong. Probably something she ate. You’ll waste too much time waiting in an emergency room. You don’t have any insurance coverage in this country, do you? So it’s going to be very expensive for her.”

He seemed to be scrambling for any ideas that would keep the women away from a medical exam.

“We didn’t eat anything unusual, Selim. Each of us had a salad. And we didn’t drink anything except bottled water until we got to your place.”

“Yeah, well, maybe there was something wrong with the salad. Like it wasn’t clean or the dressing had turned already.”

“That’s a good enough reason for us to go to the hospital. Could be food poisoning. At least they can do blood tests there, can’t they?”

Jean was quick. I had told her not to be confrontational with Selim, knowing that might anger him and cause him to hang up the phone. Roll with him. Bring him back to talking about the cocktail he mixed for you.

“That drink you gave us tasted kind of weird. Lucky I didn’t have more of it.”

“Hmm.”

“Hmm” didn’t tell me anything I needed to know. Selim was probably trying to think of an excuse for her observation. I scribbled a note to Jean and slid it across the table. I wanted on record that she had not been drinking more alcohol than she told Mercer and me. I wanted to hear it from Selim. The defense at a trial like this would just try to convince the jury that she and Cara were blottoed.

“I mean, you saw me, Selim. I don’t think I even had more than a few sips, did I? I didn’t finish a fraction of the drink you poured.” Jean was wide awake now, the receiver in one hand and her other one gripping the papers I had prepared.

“No, no, you didn’t. You hardly touched it. Maybe you were already feeling sick before you came there.”

“I felt fine when we got to the apartment. Both of us did. I’m worried about Cara. She’s been throwing up and everything. C’mon, what was in the drink you gave us?”

“Bourbon. Just the bourbon that you brought me.”

“You gotta be kidding, Selim. It wasn’t even the same color as what was in the bottle. It was all fuzzy and white.” Jean didn’t like being challenged any more by him than she had by my questions. Her green eyes were focused with determination now.

He was silent.

“You still there, Selim? I mean, I don’t have to tell Cara, but it would help me to know that we can get on that bus and she’s not going to need to have her stomach pumped or be throwing up on me all the way home. I can’t think of much worse than that on a long ride, can you?”

Still, silence.

“My problem has all cleared up—you don’t have to worry about that. It’s just between you and me, but you gotta give me a hand with Cara.”

Good pitch, girl. Let him think it’s no big deal.

“Bourbon and what?” Jean said. “I heard you working the blender in there.”

A nervous laugh. “Oh, that. I usually put a little cordial in with my drink. Do you know Bailey’s?”

“I know what it is, but I’ve never had it.”

“I think you two just weren’t used to the taste of the bourbon.”

“But that combination of liquors wouldn’t make me feel all drugged up, would it? So quickly?”

“Oh, sure. It could do that. Everybody has a different reaction, depending on their metabolism.”

“Really?” Jean paused for several seconds before her next question. She put down the crib sheet, gnawed once at her cuticle, and stared down at the tabletop. “Selim, did you have sex with me last night?”

Again he seemed to snap at her. “Why are you asking me that? You wanted to do that?”

I held my hand up at Jean to try to get her to back off, but it was clear to me that she was frustrated by the doctor’s answers and understandably anxious to know whether she had been violated after he sedated her.

“No. You know I didn’t have any interest in having sex with you. I made that clear the first night we got there. But I had this sort of dream that you were—”

“Maybe you drank the bourbon too fast. Maybe you’re just imagining things. I never touched you. Look, it’s really late and I have to go to—”

“How about Cara? She swears you made love to her.”

I had written out that choice of language for Jean to use. If she’d confronted Selim with a highly charged word like “rape,” he would have known immediately that she was talking about a crime. I was hoping that an expression like “making love” would cause him to lower his guard and explain away the conduct to his accuser as consensual.

“I think you better go home, Jean. I think you’re acting really crazy. Nobody’s going to believe the stuff you’re saying. They’ll just think you were drunk.”

The call ended abruptly. Jean tried to keep him talking, but Selim wasn’t having any more of it.

I dialed Mercer’s cell phone number and walked out of the room so Jean wouldn’t hear my conversation with him.

“Where are you?” I said when he answered.

“Right down the hall from the doc’s apartment. Top of the stairwell,” he whispered. “I got two guys with me for backup, and Kerry Schreiner, in case the girlfriend’s inside. Four of us ready to roll.”

“The judge authorized nighttime entry, didn’t she?”

“Yeah, Sarah argued exigent circumstances so we could go in any time. By morning, the kitchen sink might be clean as a whistle. Before I put my finger on the doorbell, did Jean get any admissions from him?”

“Not enough to collar him yet. Denies drugging them. Denies sex. She did a really good job but he got spooked when she pressed too much. It’s all up to what you find inside. Keep me posted.” I wished him luck and clicked off the phone.

I took Jean back to the Special Victims office to reunite her with Cara McDevitt. When Cara saw us enter the squad room, she stood up and rushed forward to embrace her friend.

“What took so long?” Cara asked. “Are you okay?”

She was tearful and anxious. Jean nodded without emotion and stepped away to sit in one of the chairs. “I’m fine. Exhausted is all. I just talked to the pervert—”

“You did?” Cara asked, wide-eyed and still sniffling.

“Can I let her know about it now, Ms. Cooper? I’m only sorry I couldn’t tell him what I really wanted to say.”

“I promise to give you that chance down the road. It’s better for the case that you stuck to my script. You nailed down some very important points, and I know how hard that was to do.” I smiled at Jean, admiring her courage and her fortitude. “Sure you can tell Cara about it.”

One of the detectives from the squad was waiting to take them to the hotel room we had arranged so they could get some rest. I wanted them to stay in town to testify before the grand jury the next week if we came up with evidence of the commission of a crime.

My file was still in the Homicide Squad office, so I went back to retrieve it and wait for Mercer.

“What’s got you up past your bedtime?” Mike asked. “You’re looking a little short in the beauty sleep department.”

“Think we’ve got a DFSA.”

Drug-facilitated sexual assault had been around for a very long time. There were mickeys slipped to femmes fatales in half of the noir films and pulp fiction of the forties and fifties. And the occasional Mata Haris who used similar techniques to betray their seducers. But the nineties had ushered in a roster of designer drugs that made it sport for college kids, street thugs, and professionals to lace drinks of unsuspecting dates with ecstasy and Seconal, roofies and GHB—known more formally as Rohypnol and gamma hydroxybutyrate. Not only did the druggings often lead to sex crimes, but also to lethal combinations of chemical substances in these muscle relaxants that triggered a range of reactions, from seizures to comas, and even death.

“Why don’t you go home?” Mike asked.

“The call didn’t go as well as I had hoped. The guy didn’t give us much, so I want to see what Mercer comes back with. Anything new on Natalya?”

“The artistic director of the company wants to lowball it. She’s got a bad rep as a prima donna—”

“She is a prima donna. She’s one of the best dancers in the world. Julie Kent, Alessandra Ferri, Natalya Galinova—they’re breathtakingly brilliant artists. What does that have to do with the fact that she disappeared?”

“Your pal Talya sports a fierce temper and a foul mouth. She had a battle backstage in her dressing room after the second act, stormed out of there, and wasn’t around to take her bow at the end of the evening.”

“She’s too much of a pro not to finish the performance.”

“No, no, Coop. She was dancing only one piece. It was—what do you call it? A gala or something. They weren’t doing a full-length ballet, just excerpts, and hers was done.”

“That makes more sense. Who was she fighting with?”

“Maybe her lover. Maybe—”

“Her lover? I’m sure her husband back in London will be thrilled with the news.”

“Could be why the director wants to keep a lid on this one for a few hours, till we see where she shows up,” Mike said, looking over his notes. “Thirty-eight. That’s pushing it for a dancer, isn’t it? It’s even an advanced age for a prosecutor.”

“I’m not there yet. Don’t rush me. And yes, ballet is ruthless in that regard,” I said. “Who called in the scratch?” I asked.

“Talya’s agent. He phoned the precinct to ask how to file a missing persons report. The desk sergeant told him it was too early but kicked it up here to cover his ass.”

The long-standing NYPD policy didn’t allow adults to be declared missing unless they hadn’t been heard from in more than twenty-four hours. More than eighteen thousand reports of missing persons came in to city cops over the course of an average year, and all but a handful turned out to be runaways or people who had chosen to leave whatever scene they had disappeared from.

“Who’s the lover?”

“Depends who you ask. The artistic director claims the guy’s a major producer. Theatrical, like Broadway shows. He says they’ve been working the couch in her dressing room pretty hard. The agent admits Talya knows the man, but claims it’s just a professional relationship.”

“What’s his name?”

“Joe Berk. Ever hear of him?”

“I’ve seen it in the papers but I don’t know anything about him.”

“Seems there’s no accounting for the lady’s taste. He’s twice her age, thick like a stuffed boar, filthy rich, and vicious as a rattlesnake, according to Talya’s agent. But he’s sleeping at home like a baby tonight. Rinaldo Vicci—that’s her agent—tried calling Berk to find her. Says if the guy did anything evil, it’s not keeping him awake. Besides, Talya also argued with the stage manager about the lighting, and earlier in the evening with the guy who partnered her about nearly dropping her on a lift at today’s rehearsal. Might have just pirouetted off in a huff. Something you’ve done to me more times than I can count on all my fingers and toes, blondie.”

The door opened and Sergeant Maron from Special Victims signaled to me. “Need you inside, Alex. DCPI wants a briefing in case anything goes down.”

The deputy commissioner of Public Information had to be ready for reporters when any police matter threatened to be high profile. I picked up my folder and started out.

“Hey, Mike,” Maron said. “Where you been holed up?”

“Took some time off.” He wouldn’t turn his head in Steve’s direction.

“Sorry to steal Alex away from you.”

Mike waved the back of his hand at us. “You’re doing me a favor. Coop was threatening for a month to plaster my picture on the side of milk cartons, send a task force out searching for me. It’s a relief to be back on the job.”

Mike’s girlfriend had been killed in a freak accident on a ski trip a few months back. The grief had overwhelmed him and he had distanced himself from even his closest friends as he tried to find a way to deal with the loss.

Steve Maron and I were still in his office half an hour later when Mercer and his team of detectives walked into the squad room. He was holding the arm of a man whose hands were cuffed behind his back.

Mercer led his prisoner into the barred holding cell, unlocked the cuffs, and told him to take a seat on the wooden bench against the wall. The sullen suspect was about five-foot-eleven, looked to be in his early thirties, had short brown hair parted neatly on one side, and large dark eyes that swept the room as though he was trying to figure out who each of us was and why he had been brought here.

“Dr. Sengor, I presume?” I asked Mercer, as he crossed the room to talk to me in Maron’s office, our backs to the larger room.

Mercer nodded.

“And probable cause to go with him?” I asked.

“Check out the boxes,” he said, closing the door and pointing at the cartons that the other two detectives placed on Maron’s desk. I opened the lid of the large one and saw a blender and three dirty drinking glasses. Two of them were coated with residue that streaked their sides and bottom.

“Where were these?”

“On the kitchen counter. The sink was full of dirty dishes.”

I lifted the top off the shoe box next to the carton. Pills. Dozens of pills. All of them in vials with prescription labels or sample cards from pharmaceutical companies.

Mercer removed a glassine envelope from his pants pocket. In it was an empty pill bottle. “This was sitting beside the bourbon the girls brought him last night. See what those red letters say next to the warning symbol?”

I twisted the bag and looked at the highlighted print. “Avoid alcohol while taking Xanax. Alcohol increases drowsiness and dizziness.”

Mercer picked out one of the samples from the shoe box. “You don’t have to read the fine print on this to find out what we already know—an overdose of the drug causes unconsciousness. It’s up to you to make the charges stick, Alex. I just couldn’t walk out of that apartment without cuffing the bastard.”
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“I’m asking you to remand the defendant, your honor. I don’t think there’s any amount of bail that’s sufficient to ensure his return to face the charges in this case.”

I hadn’t counted on standing in front of Harlan Moffett in the arraignment part on a Saturday morning at eleven o’clock. He was too senior to have drawn that duty, but the court officer told me he was covering for a young judge who had taken ill during the night. The case I had tried in front of him last year still haunted me, and it was a sure sign of bad luck for me to be stuck under his thumb again with a new matter.

“Alexandra,” he said, chuckling at me, “don’t give me a hard time today, okay? Bad enough I had to give up my first golf date of the season, now you’re gonna go overboard on some cockamamie rape allegation? Remand is for murderers. He’s a doctor, this guy. Am I right?”

Moffett smoothed the thinning gray hair that framed his lined face. He was short, and liked to place his elbows on the bench before him to pull himself up straighter and taller. He lifted the yellow-backed felony complaint while Sengor’s court-appointed lawyer, Eric Ingels, answered, “Yes.”

“Sengor Selim?”

“Selim Sengor,” I said.

“Whatever. Thirty years old. Nice-looking boy. I got a granddaughter who can’t get herself a steady guy to save her life. What kind of name is Sengor? If he was Jewish, I might parole him to her custody and take him home with me.”

“You know what, judge? I’m going to step back to counsel table. I’d like this entire application to go on the record.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, Alexandra. Mr. Ingels, don’t get on this lady’s bad side, I’m telling you right now,” Moffett said, tapping his fingers on the railing in front of him. He pushed up the sleeves of his robe and started to play with his pinky ring. “Stay right here for a minute, sweetheart, while we talk this out.”

I didn’t want this conversation to happen at a bench conference any more than I wanted to be held in contempt by a judge who had never made the effort to understand the nature of sexual assault nor to address “lady lawyers” appropriately.

Eric Ingels had been catching cases for Legal Aid this morning and had been tossed Sengor’s matter when the papers were docketed by the court clerk.

“Whaddaya got? I mean for real,” Moffett said. “You got a witness?”

“Two of them.”

“What do they say?”

I repeated the stories that Jean and Cara had told.

“The doctor, he make any admissions to you?”

“He refused to talk to me when they brought him into the squad this morning,” I said.

“Aha! Maybe I should try the same tactic sometime. I’m the judge—I can’t even control my own courtroom when Alexandra here gets a hard-on for some miscreant,” the judge said, talking to Ingels. He turned his attention back to me, drawing his handkerchief from his pocket to wipe the remains of cream cheese off his chin. “So how are you going to prove your case?”

“The toxicology will confirm that Sengor drugged the women.”

“How long is that going to take?”

Nobody would even open the evidence collection kit until Monday morning. “I should have preliminary results by Wednesday.”

“Judge,” Ingels said. “You can’t possibly hold my client that long on Ms. Cooper’s speculation. He’s a physician who—”

“Who has been in this country for three years, whose entire family lives abroad—in Turkey—and who has the means and opportunity to flee this city the minute you let him loose.”

“You honestly think this guy is going to run home to the land of black veils and burkas when he’s got college kids knocking on his door for a slumber party—coming all the way from over the border—just asking to be shtupped?” Moffett asked.

My adversary laughed, so Moffett carried on. “Miss Cooper has no sense of humor about these things. Imagine her on a date? First time a guy makes a pass she probably whacks him across the face. No wonder she’s still single.”

I turned and walked back to my position in the well of the courtroom. The stenographer put down his magazine and poised his fingers over the keyboard.

“For the record, your honor, I’m repeating my request for the remand of this defendant.”

“So how do you get a first-degree rape charge with no force, missy?”

“Missy” me and “Sweetheart” me again, you moron, so it’s recorded in black and white and I’ll whip these minutes right over to the judiciary committee. Moffett had barely squeaked by them the last time he was up for reappointment.

“Incapacity to consent, judge. The defendant rendered them physically helpless by administering a drug without their knowledge.”

“Your honor,” Eric Ingels said, “there’s no evidence that my client gave these witnesses any drugs. Half the young women in America are on some sort of antianxiety medications.”

“Yeah, Alexandra. How do I know your girls didn’t pop the pills themselves? Just because they don’t remember taking them doesn’t mean anything. Maybe they were too drunk to recall it.”

“Neither of these young women was on any sort of medication, prescription or recreational. They did not voluntarily ingest the Xanax. That’s what makes this a crime. They weren’t drinking heavily and they weren’t drunk. Even the defendant admitted—”

“To you?”

“No, judge. We did a consent recording with one of the victims.”

“I thought he didn’t admit anything.” The cheap garnet-colored stone in Moffett’s ring looked like a giant wart on his gnarled finger as he waved it in my direction.

“Not to me. But he acknowledged to one of my witnesses that he knew she had not been drinking much alcohol.”

“This drug, what does it do to them? It’s an aphrodisiac?” The judge was smiling now, twisting the ring round and around his finger. “They should have tried to stay awake.”

I had gotten up early to do my homework. “It’s a central nervous system depressant.”

“So is alcohol, your honor,” Ingels said.

“That’s the point, if I may continue. My victims were sipping bourbon, which is in itself a central nervous system depressant. Sengor slipped—”

“Doctor Sengor, Ms. Cooper.”

“I don’t care if he’s a doctor or an Indian chief, he’s charged with several counts of the most serious felony on the books short of murder,” I said.

“Prematurely.”

“May I be heard, your honor?”

“Sure,” Moffett said, flapping the wing of his black robe at Eric Ingels. “Let her do her thing. I know Alexandra. Once she puts her hand on her hip like that and loses that Colgate smile she marched in here with, she’s not happy till I hear her out.”

“The instructions for the pills that we believe were used last night caution that because they’re for extended release, they are explicitly not to be crushed or chewed. That’s why the defendant took a vial full of Xanax—”

“How many pills are you claiming he used?”

“I don’t know, your honor. The container was empty, and it holds twelve capsules when completely full. The lab will be able to give me an estimate of the quantity after they’ve examined the blood and urine samples of both women.”

“Go on.”

“The combination of the two powerful depressants causes immediate sedation, possible unconsciousness, often leads to respiratory cessation, which—”

“What’s that?” Moffett asked.

“Death, judge. An overdose like this mixed with a combination of alcoholic beverages could actually have killed these women.”

“Your honor, you can’t expect me to stand here and let Ms. Cooper go overboard with her imagination, can you? Nobody’s dead.”

Moffett was digging back forty years, trying to remember how to cross-examine a witness. He seemed more interested in the consummation of the sexual acts than in the involuntary drugging. “These girls, they don’t remember the sex?”

“There’s an amnesiac effect from this type of sedative. Even if they had been conscious for any portion of the encounter, they wouldn’t be able to remember it. I’m going to submit the literature packaged with the drug as part of the court record.”

“Yeah, Alexandra. How’s a guy supposed to know they’d pass out?” Moffett held the handkerchief over his nose and honked into it before stuffing it back in his pocket and picking up his red pen.

“Judge, Sengor is a resident in psychiatry. His area of specialty is pharmacology. He knows the property of sedatives and that’s exactly why Xanax was his drug of choice.”

Moffett looked over at the defense table and shook his head. “I wouldn’t expect a medical doctor to have to—”

“Cardinal rule of drug-facilitated rape, your honor. Expect the unexpected. It’s for guys who might never resort to force to act out their twisted fantasies. They let the drugs subdue the victims for them.”

I went on, hoping that Moffett would stop doodling on his legal pad and listen to me. “There are four parts of this puzzle, and Sengor had every one of them in place to accomplish his goal.”

The judge looked at the defendant and held up a finger for each piece of the modus operandi as I ticked them off for him.

“He’s a physician, with the knowledge of the properties of a CNS depressant and its effect when combined with alcohol. Couple that with the ability to write prescriptions for sedatives, and that gives him the means to commit the crimes—his weapon of choice. Next he needs the setting in which he controls the environment. What better than his own home? Third, he had to have the opportunity, which usually requires gaining the trust of his victims, and he’d had the first three nights of their visit to do that. Finally, Sengor had to have a plan to avoid arrest. The victims generally sleep off the effects of the drugs, and here, they would have gotten on a bus to go home to Canada, no wiser for the occurrence of the crime.”

Eric Ingels was on his feet. “C’mon, judge. There was no ‘plan’ to do this. These women wound up in a hospital, right down the street from Dr. Sengor’s home. What kind of lamebrain scheme to escape detection is that? Only a complete idiot or a man who’d never had intercourse could think that a woman might wake up and not realize she’d been…been…well, been—”

Moffett laughed out loud in agreement with Ingels. Even Sengor was smiling, perhaps sensing an ally in judicial robes. “Yeah. Been had. That’s what you mean, isn’t it? What do you say to that, Alex?”

“I’d say this is all completely inappropriate for a bail application, your honor. Do I need expert testimony here, to explain to both of you that one of the advantages of sedating someone with a muscle relaxant is that it makes it possible to consummate a sexual act without the victim’s awareness? And many of these cases occur without transmission of seminal fluid?”

Moffett looked down at the papers and then glanced at Eric Ingels, probably hoping my adversary would interrupt me.

I went on. “The crime of rape is accomplished, as I’m sure your honor recalls, by penetration of the victim, however slight. There’s no legal requirement that he ejaculate in each of these women.”

Moffett knew he was out of his element. The colloquy was too graphic for his old-fashioned courtroom style. “Save that talk, Alexandra. Eric says the hospital these girls went to is near his home. You heard him. What kind of scheme is that?”

“A pretty foolproof one, if my victims had used the bus tickets they told Sengor they had for yesterday afternoon. Do you know how many victims of drug-facilitated rape ever get to a hospital in time to be tested?” I asked. “Less than ten percent. It’s almost impossible to prove these crimes because some of the drugs work their way out of the system so quickly that by the time the victims sleep off the effects of the sedatives and feel well enough to get themselves medical attention, nobody even knows what toxicological tests to perform.”

“What you’re telling me, missy, is that this healthy male specimen,” Moffett said, an elbow resting on the ridge of the bench in front of him, his forefinger wagging at Selim Sengor, “would rather make love to somebody who doesn’t even know what the heck is going on. Now why would anyone want to do that?”

“It’s deviant behavior, your honor. Obviously.” Don’t try to compare it to your own sexual experience, I was tempted to tell him. Don’t try for a minute to think outside the box. He looked even more puzzled as he licked the tip of his finger and used it to smooth down the wisps of hair that were flipping up behind his ears. “We’ll have experts to explain the psychology of it at trial. I’m just dealing with the strength of my case for the purpose of this arraignment.”

Moffett’s ruling about whether or not to detain Sengor would be grounded on two major points: the likelihood that he would return to stand trial rather than be a risk to flee the jurisdiction, and the probability of my obtaining a conviction when the case went to a jury many months down the road.

“So, let me understand this, hon. You got two women who were shacking up at Dr. Selim’s place, drinking liquor with him, who wake up with a hangover and miss their bus ride home. You maybe have some seminal fluid—”

“And both women tell me they hadn’t had intercourse in more than a month.”

“The only thing you haven’t got is any evidence that the drugs were even in their cocktails, no less slipped there by the doctor,” Moffett said.

Eric Ingels had very little left to do, with Moffett so obviously in his corner. A physician didn’t fit the stereotypical profile of a rapist, and a man whose arousal came from sedating women for the purpose of subjecting them to sexual assault was an even bigger stretch for this jurist’s small mind.

“It seems to me, judge,” Ingels said, “that until Ms. Cooper gets her lab results, you have absolutely no reason at all to detain my client. He’s got strong roots in this community. It’s where he lives, it’s where he works. He’s got no history of criminal conduct—a perfectly clean record.”

“What kind of bail can he make?” Moffett asked Ingels.

“Your honor, most respectfully,” I said, “I don’t think you should approach the matter that way and accommodate the pocketbook of the very person we’re charging with these crimes. We’re talking about two counts of first-degree rape. I’d like to suggest bail in the amount of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

“What?” Ingels said, pounding the table in front of him with a closed fist. “You know how much a medical resident earns?”

“Calm down, both of you. Here’s what I’m gonna do. She’s gonna holler at me anyway, Mr. Ingels. I’m going to release Dr. Sengor on his own recognizance—no bail. You, Alexandra. Stop with the grimace and the smoke coming out your ears. I’ll put the case over for a very short date. Next Friday, in my part. You’ll have lab results by then. I’ll hear you from scratch on this issue. If the case looks stronger then, I’ll give you the opportunity to make your application all over again.”

Screwed twice. Not only would Sengor walk out the courthouse door before I made it up to my office, but Moffett had kept the matter in his own court part.

“I’d like him to surrender his passport to you, judge. How about that?”

Ingels whispered to his client, who told him something in response. “Of course, Dr. Sengor doesn’t have it with him. The detectives rousted him out of his home in the middle of the night, with no warning.”

“So get it to me at the beginning of the week. You’re not planning any vacations, are you, son?”

Selim Sengor smiled at the judge and shook his head. “Thank you, sir. No, sir. I—I didn’t—it’s not what—”

Ingels put his hand on his client’s arm and told him not to speak.

I gathered up my papers and medical research and walked the length of the courtroom with Mercer beside me.

“You didn’t want me to collar him when I was in the apartment, did you?”

“I can’t fault you for that,” I said. “I never dreamed the pills would be there in plain view. I figured you’d execute the warrant, we’d test the findings, and the arrest would go down later during the week. You couldn’t do anything but lock him up once you saw what you did in there. I’m fine with it.”

“And now you’ve got to argue this case before that Neanderthal?”

“Not if I can help it.” The district attorney, Paul Battaglia, occasionally pulled strings to move high-profile cases after too many embarrassing episodes of trials in front of the handful of judges who couldn’t manage the more notorious crimes.

Mercer’s cell phone was vibrating in his jacket pocket and he removed it to speak while we continued through the rotunda within the 100 Centre Street lobby.

“No, we’re done with that,” I heard him say to his caller. “On our way to her office. You want to ask her?”

He handed me the phone, telling me that it was Mike.

“What’s up?”

“Nothing good,” Mike said. “I’m on my way to Lincoln Center. The Metropolitan Opera House.”

“Natalya? Has anyone heard from Natalya yet?”

“Nope.”

“No one’s even seen her?” I asked.

“They found some stuff. She’d been dancing a scene from Giselle—that’s the one with the Wilis, right?”

“Yes.” Mike knew I had studied ballet all my life.

“Like a headpiece, and some tulle from the costume that must have caught on a nail and ripped off.”

“A garland of white flowers, with a veil?” There was a standard costume for Giselle’s graveyard scene.

“That sounds right. Would dancers like her go out on the street after a performance, Coop, in a full-length tutu and toe slippers?”

“Very unlikely. Even if she had a coat over her costume, she’d put shoes on so she wouldn’t rip the satin pointe slippers on cement sidewalks or asphalt. Why, Mike? Where did they find the clothing?”

“In a hallway, going up to the third floor, a few flights above the stage and the dressing rooms. Along with a glove—a man’s white kid glove. A dressy one, if you know what I mean. I had a pair like it once that I had to wear when I was an usher at a wedding at St. Patrick’s. And blood, there’s a few droplets that look like blood on the wall.”

“That could mean any number of—” I said.

“Did I mention a contact? One contact lens. The agent confirmed she wears them.”

I thought of what kind of blow to the socket could cause the lens to be forced off the surface and expelled from the eye. “You’re ruling out everything but some kind of struggle, aren’t you?”

“They’re checking all the corridors, top to bottom—every room and cubbyhole. That place is just massive. I can’t sit on my ass anymore and wait for the twenty-four hours to pass.”

I could picture Talya—a magnificent creature whose fragile appearance masked the incredible strength and stamina possessed by the great ballerinas. I had seen her at Lincoln Center just months earlier, commanding the enormous stage as though it was her natural home.

“It’s unthinkable,” I said.

“What is, Coop?” Mike’s personal tragedy had made him more cynical than ever. “That Talya Galinova might have been unfortunate enough to put herself in the running for this year’s homicide stats?”

More than a decade in this business had made me mindful that no one was guaranteed immunity from that often random list. But to disappear inside the most famous theater in the world, with more than four thousand people under the same roof at the very moment she vanished?

“It’s not possible she was murdered at the Met.”
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Mercer parked in the driveway that arced away from Broadway and ran the entire length in front of the plaza at the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, from 65th down to 62nd Street. The travertine complex of theater and music facilities was built in the 1960s at a cost equivalent to more than a billion dollars today.

Bright April sunshine bounced off the waters in the enormous fountain in the center of the buildings as streams gushed in the air at timed intervals, delighting the tourists who gathered around it with their guidebooks. We ignored the structures to the north and south—the Philharmonic’s Avery Fisher Hall and the City Ballet and Opera’s home, the New York State Theater. The block-long giant that dominated the plaza set back on its western end was the Metropolitan Opera House, and I tried to keep pace with Mercer’s great strides as we both hurried to hook up with Mike Chapman.

“I hope you didn’t read him wrong.”

“He wants you here, Alex. That’s why he called.”

“I’m familiar with this world. That’s really why he called. I’m not sure Mike’s ready to let me back into his life.”

People with cameras were everywhere, snapping photos of one another against the backdrop of the imposing buildings on this great urban acropolis. Large silk banners with the Royal Ballet’s logo billowed from the flagpoles, heralding the visiting company in the calm afternoon breeze.

The three of us had worked as a team on more murder cases than most prosecutors would ever handle in their entire careers. Mercer had transferred from the Homicide Squad to Special Victims. Like me, he got satisfaction in helping women find justice in a system that had denied them access for so long, with archaic laws and even more stubborn human attitudes. The legislative reforms and stunning advances in scientific techniques brought us successes not dreamed possible even twenty years ago.

Mike preferred the elite world of homicide cops—no living victims to hand-hold, few eyewitnesses to have fall apart in court—coaxing from lifeless bodies the secrets of how they met their deaths and then ferreting out the killers. All too often our professional worlds intersected and we shouldered the cases together, trying to restore moral order to a world in which lives ended so violently and abruptly.

“You think he’s ready to settle down and work, Mercer, if this turns out to be what Mike thinks it is?”

“He’s got to be ready. He lost his focus after Val’s death, and nobody knows that better than he does. The man needs to get back in the mix now. Lieutenant Peterson gave him time—lots of time. I’m working with him, whatever he wants on this. You stick, too, Alex. He’d like that.”

I was practically running to keep up with Mercer. “You may think so, but Mike might not say that to—”

“I’m saying it. He doesn’t have a better friend than you. We got to think for him now, we got to be there when and if the center doesn’t hold.”

Inside the Met’s lobby, straight ahead, I could see the brilliant yellow-and-red panels of the two Chagall murals—each of them three stories high—celebrating the triumph of music with figures of musicians and dancers, instruments and whimsical animals.

Mercer guided me into the revolving door and pushed from behind. Several uniformed cops stood casual guard within the lobby, keeping up an air of business-as-usual for theatergoers who queued on the lines to buy tickets for next week’s performances.

One of the only African-American first-grade detectives in the city, Mercer’s six-foot-six figure commanded attention wherever he went. Here he flashed his badge at a young officer, who responded by removing the red velvet rope from the brass stanchion and sending us down the carpeted staircase to the lower lobby without even questioning why I accompanied Mercer.

The long flat counter of the bar would later be filled with cocktails served up for the crush of dance aficionados during intermissions of this evening’s program. Now it was covered with paper from end to end. Mike Chapman stood with his back to us, his left hand in his pants pocket and the right one combing through his thick hair.

Mercer tapped his shoulder, interrupting Mike’s conversation with the two men who stood across from him behind the bar. They were all studying architectural drawings of the vast corridors, below-and aboveground, which made up this imposing theatrical venue.

Mike turned to introduce us. “Mr. Dobbis here, Chet Dobbis, is the artistic director of the Metropolitan Opera. He’s overseeing the ballet company’s visit because it’s part of a series of fundraisers for the house.

“Mr. Dobbis, I’d like you to meet Mercer Wallace—NYPD Special Victims. This is Ms. Cooper, Alex Cooper. Alex heads the Sex Crimes Prosecution Unit in the Manhattan DA’s office. And she’s a mean dancer.”

I reached over to shake Dobbis’s hand. He was taller and leaner than the photos of him I’d seen in the Times when he was hired two year ago by the great Beverly Sills—just before her retirement—and her board of directors. Forty-five, maybe older, he was dressed in a black shirt and slacks with a sweater over his shoulders, tied loosely around the neck.

“And this is Rinaldo Vicci. He’s Ms. Galinova’s agent.” I towered over the diminutive Vicci, who bowed in my direction. I guessed him to be fifty, too portly for his height, with pasty skin that looked blotchy and irritated. The glen plaid suit he sported was in need of serious alterations, the buttons pulling across his belly as he stretched out a hand to each of us.

“Any developments since we spoke?” Mercer asked Mike.

“The commissioner gave us a green light to start searching the joint.”

“That’s a big concession.”

“The missing person status would go real-time—twenty-four hours since Talya disappeared—in the middle of tonight’s show, which would certainly disrupt the crowd. Everybody here thought we needed to ratchet it up as soon as possible.”

“Where is Talya staying?” I asked.

“The Mark. But she hasn’t been back to the hotel room since yesterday,” Mike said. “Never called her husband, and they usually speak three or four times a day.”

“Her street clothes?” I asked.

“They’re still in her dressing room,” Vicci said with a trace of an Italian accent. “Sweater and pants, her boots. Even the purse she carries. It’s all still there. I—I can’t tell you how worried I am about her. I’m absolutely frantic at the thought of anyone harming her.”

“Bet you are,” Mike said. “What does an agent get these days? Fifteen percent of nothing is nothing. That’s why we need your help, Mr. Vicci. You got a better reason than anybody to keep her alive and well.”

“Joe Berk?” I asked. “Have any of you spoken with him today?”

“Nobody can find him,” Chet Dobbis said. “The office is closed for the weekend and he’s not answering calls. I’m told that’s not unusual, Ms. Cooper. In the middle of a Saturday afternoon, he might well be attending a performance of one of his shows.”

“Mind if I take a few minutes with Detective Wallace?” Mike asked.

“I’ll step inside and watch the dress rehearsal, if you don’t mind. Rinaldo, why don’t you wait with me?” Dobbis said, leading Vicci to the theater doors at the far end of the bar. There was a quiet elegance about him, a gracefulness in the way he moved that fit so precisely with his role in the theater.

Mike waited until they were out of range. He leaned both elbows on the bar and rested his head in his hands. “Sorry. It’s been an uphill battle all night to get these guys to let us in. They’ll go nuts when ESU shows up with all their gear.”

“You called for Emergency Services?” I asked. They were the unit of last resort, teams of fearless cops who got into and around places that no others could manage. They rescued jumpers from bridges and building cornices, recovered bodies from tunnels and train tracks, and broke down doorways and barriers to get into wherever their colleagues needed to go. “Battering rams and the jaws of death? Isn’t that giving up the ghost a little bit early?”

“Jaws of life. They’re what get you out of the jaws of death. I guess you’ve never been backstage here, have you, kid? You’re in for an eye-opener.” Mike swiveled around to look at me. “Remember how old you were the first time you came to Lincoln Center?”

“Maybe eight or nine.”

“What for?”

“To see the Nutcracker, next door at the State Theater. My mother brought me there every Christmas.” It was almost a ritual for little girls who loved ballet and who had grown up in the city or, as I had, in the suburbs less than an hour away.

“And the Met?” Mike asked.

“A year or two later.”

“How many times since?”

He knew the answer to that question. I subscribed to the annual repertory season of American Ballet Theater and frequented the opera whenever I had the chance. “Dozens of times, Mike. Maybe hundreds.”

He was going somewhere with this and I waited patiently for him to make his point.

“I know you don’t like the parking garage much, but did it ever scare you to sit inside the Met?”

“Scare me? To be in the audience? It’s where I come to get away from the tawdry things we see and hear every day at work. It transports me to be here, to put it mildly.”

I truly loved to sink into a velvet-cushioned seat at the end of a day at the prosecutor’s office, wait for the 1,500 yards of Scalamandre silk curtain to lift and drape in Wagnerian style, and the thirty-two crystal chandeliers to rise up against the twenty-four-karat gold-leaf ceiling as they dimmed to darkness. For two or three hours I was able to lose myself in whatever world of make-believe the artists drew around me.

“Let me tell you about the first time I came here,” Mike said. “Same age as you—maybe ten at the time.”

Mike had turned thirty-seven a few months earlier, and I would celebrate the same birthday at the end of this month. Mercer was five years older than us, now married to another detective named Vickee and father to a baby born a bit more than a year ago.

“My old man and I were out together for the afternoon, a weekday in late July. It didn’t happen often that I got to spend a whole day with him,” Mike said. We knew all about his father, who’d been on the force for twenty-six years. Brian Chapman was a legend in the department, and the heart attack that killed him forty-eight hours after he turned in his gun and shield made Mike even more determined to follow in his footsteps.

“Somebody gave him tickets for the Yankees game and, man, was I psyched. He got off duty at eight a.m., slept a couple of hours, took my buddies and me out on the street to pitch to us so we could play stickball, see how far we could whack the ball. Three manhole covers or more.”

Mercer nodded his head, familiar with the New York City street game.

“Something you never did in the burbs, right, Coop? It was before cell phones. My mother shouted him in from the stoop to take an emergency call from his boss. When he got back out, my dad pulled me aside and asked me if I wanted to take a ride. Told me he wouldn’t be able to go to the game after all, ’cause something had come up with work. He knew how unhappy that made me, except he told me I could come along with him this time. Me, I’d give up every Yankee from the Babe to Mantle to Guidry to Piniella—and throw in Jeter and A-Rod now, too—just to hang out on the job with my pop.”

“I know what you mean,” I said.

“He let me choose what I wanted to do, so I gave the other kids the ball-game tickets and we got in his jalopy, drove over and parked on Amsterdam Avenue, right behind Lincoln Center. I remember coming in the back door that day, through the garage, everybody stepping aside as soon as he palmed the gold shield. ‘On the job’—I still hear his voice saying that to people. He told me a girl was missing, a musician who played in the orchestra, and that lots of guys were already here looking for her. The big boss was interviewing her husband back at the squad. They needed every cop they could get because of the size of this place.”

“She went missing like Natalya, in the middle of a show?” Mercer asked.

But I had my own question. “Why’d your dad take you into a breaking case?”

Mike answered me first. “’Cause he had the same logical thought that you did, Coop. It’s the Metropolitan Opera, for chrissakes. The Big House is what they called it. Four thousand people—four thousand—were sitting in that very room on one side of the curtain,” he said, pointing to the auditorium door, “four hundred more working their asses off to make the show go on, and somebody disappears from the orchestra pit without one person in the whole joint hearing a peep? Not possible.”

I nodded at him. I understood what his dad had been thinking.

“She must have been upset about something and walked out between acts. That’s what he and every other cop thought. Same as her friends in the orchestra. The woman behind her just moved up and shoved the girl’s violin under her seat, and the conductor kept right on going with the show. Hey, you know the stats as well as anybody. Women are far more likely to be hurt or killed by someone they know and love than by a stranger in a crowded theater.”

“That’s why they were grilling the husband at the same time the cops were searching the place,” Mercer said.

“You bet. Garden-variety domestic violence is what he figured it was. You’re missing the point. This wasn’t about the case—not about the police work,” Mike said, looking at me.

“What then?”

“My old man had never been inside the Met. Didn’t know the first thing about stuff as grand as opera or ballet. My house, you heard Sinatra and Dean Martin, Judy Garland and Dinah Shore. No Pavarotti or Caruso or Callas. Entertainment was the living room television set, big deal was going out to an occasional movie or a night at the fights.

“This was a chance for my father to show me some culture, Ms. Cooper, something as foreign to me as stickball and warm beer are to you.”

Mike liked to underscore the differences in our upbringings. My mother was trained as a nurse, but stopped working after she married my father and gave birth to my two older brothers and me. Their middle-class lifestyle changed dramatically when my father, Benjamin, and his partner invented an innovative medical device that thereafter was used in most cardiac surgery for more than thirty years. The tiny Cooper-Hoffman valve was responsible for providing me with a superb education at Wellesley College and the University of Virginia School of Law, an old farmhouse on Martha’s Vineyard that was my refuge from the turmoil of my job, and lots of small luxuries that wouldn’t have been affordable on the salary of a young public servant.

I knew Mike loved and respected his father as deeply as I did my own. That thought took me back to his story. “He must have delighted in having you by his side,” I said.

“I remember how he brought me through the corridors—endless gray cinder block walls with doorways going off in every direction. It’s the size of a football field and a half from the front door to the back. Somehow, we wound up in the wrong place—on the main stage, looking out into the empty house, tier after tier of seats. I had to crane my neck to see to the top row.”

“You remember that?” Mercer asked.

“Like I was inside St. Peter’s for the first time. That it was the most magnificent place I’d ever seen in my life. There was so much gold on every surface, and the biggest crystals in the chandeliers—well, I thought they were diamonds the size of baseballs. I’d never been near anything like this. People were walking around backstage in costumes—the girls hardly had anything on and the men were dressed in tights with bare chests.”

“What did your father do with you?”

“I guess he thought he’d sit me down and let me watch a rehearsal while he worked,” Mike said to Mercer, “but most of the artists were too distracted to perform with the searches going on in every corner of the building. So I went along with him. He wasn’t expecting any trouble, right? And all the guys knew me—you remember Giorgio and Struk, don’t you? It was their case.”

Two of the smartest detectives I’d worked with as a young prosecutor, they had handled major cases long before I came on the job.

“Sure. Didn’t Giorgio train you?” I asked.

Mike nodded at me. “Jerry G. was just breaking in at the time. Asked Dad to go up to the fourth floor. Along the way, every time we passed somebody in a costume, my old man’d stop them and introduce them to me. I don’t know what the hell he was thinking, but he wanted me to shake hands with people he thought might be famous, like maybe the class would rub off on me,” he said, laughing at the memory of it.

“Sweet,” Mercer said, smiling back at him. “Sweet idea.”

“Those girls were something else. They all looked so soft and so beautiful. Each one he put a hand out to greet had creamier shoulders than the next, with jewelry sparkling on their ears and in their hair.”

Mike smiled at Mercer as he talked on. I hadn’t seen him this animated and happy since before Val’s death. “I don’t think I’d ever seen women in makeup before, elegant women—not all that much older than I was—who tousled my hair and stroked my cheek as they went past me; each of them seemed like a fairy queen to me. You ever dress up like that?”

“Only for our recitals,” I said. “My favorite day at the end of the year.”

“We got up to the fourth floor and it was like a city unto itself. There was the scenic design room, with a few guys building a palace for some opera and others making a fantastic tree out of Styrofoam. There were Roman columns and castle parapets, papier-mâché mountains, Egyptian pyramids and Hindu temples, like a giant playroom. Cops were everywhere, looking behind plywood frames twenty feet high, stacked against every surface.

“Then came a clothing studio where thousands of costumes were made, with tailors and seamstresses hunched over drafting tables. Life-size figures were standing in the hallways, and a pole—a spaghetti rack, they called it—hung from one end of the corridor to the other. There were soldiers’ uniforms and kings’ robes, and still cops sticking their noses in every nook and cranny ’cause you could have hidden ten bodies just about anywhere up there and not found ’em for years. And me? I was mesmerized by the costumes—touching the gold braid and holding the different fabrics against my skin, wondering if I’d ever feel anything that silken again.”

“How about Brian?” Mercer asked.

“Pop did what he had to do, asking the workers if they’d seen or heard anything, writing down all their names. He was happy just watching me, ’cause I really was entranced by the whole thing. Exactly what he wanted to bring me for. Till one of the rookies came running to get him, whispered something to him.”

Mike paused and when the storytelling stopped, the smile was gone with it. When he went on, there was no trace of a pleasant memory.

“I can remember the look on my dad’s face. He didn’t seem to know what to do at that very moment, and I wasn’t used to seeing him like that. I think he wanted to leave me right where I was, but he knew he couldn’t do that. The guys were all working too hard to ask any of them to look after me. He gave me one of those very stern, hand-on-my-shoulder commands in his best brogue: ‘Mikey, my son, just follow me and stay out of everyone’s way.’”

“Where to?” Mercer asked.

“Back through the maze of shops and studios, till someone put us on an elevator that took us up to the roof. We stepped off and I saw Giorgio and Struk. One of them called out to Brian and pointed at me, telling him to leave me back, right where I was.”

Mike stopped again. “My old man was wrong. That’s the first thing I remembered thinking that day. I didn’t believe the guy ever had a bad instinct in his life and maybe this time he’d screwed up for once. I was so shaken and disappointed, I thought I was gonna be sick. I knew he’d catch hell from my mother for bringing me along, for his thinking the missing musician was alive and well someplace else, and for his idea that the Met would be a good afternoon outing for his kid.”

“You mean they told you what happened to the girl?” Mercer asked.

“Tell me? Nobody was paying any attention to me from that point on, with good reason. So I got down on the floor and held on to a pipe along the edge of the building, leaning out just enough to see what they were all staring at below us.

“There was her body, crumpled on the top of a setback, six floors down from the roof, four stories above the street. Long blond hair down most of her back, spattered with blood, her legs twisted and bent like a wishbone torn apart at a Thanksgiving dinner.”

I thought immediately of the missing Natalya Galinova.

“I still can’t shake that memory,” Mike said. “You never forget the first time you see a corpse.”
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