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pop quizzes were killers. like ambushing
assassins they elicited fear and loathing in the prey, and
a certain heady power in the hunter.

As Craig Foster prepared to take his lunch break and finish refining
the quiz, he knew how his fifth-period U.S. history class would re-
spond. Groans and gasps, winces of misery or panic. He understood
completely. At twenty-six, he wasn't so far removed from the student
section of the classroom to have forgotten the pain or the anxiety.

He got out his insulated lunch sack. Being a creature of habit, he
knew that his wife—and wasn’t it just mag being married—would
have packed him a poultry pocket, an apple, some soy chips, and his fa-
vorite hot chocolate.

He never asked her to pack his lunch, or to make sure his socks were
washed and folded in pairs and stacked in the right-hand side of his top
drawer. But she said she liked doing things for him. The seven months
they’d been married had been the best of his life. And it hadn’t sucked
before that, either, he decided.
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He had a job he loved, and was damn good at, he thought with a
quick burst of pride. He and Lissette had a very decent apartment
within reasonable walking distance of the school. His students were
bright and interesting—and, bonus time, they liked him.

They’d grumble and sweat a bit over the pop quiz, but they’d do fine.

Before he got down to work, he shot his bride an e-mail.

Hey, Lissy! How about | pick up that soup you like, and the big salad on
the way home from work tonight?

Miss you. Love every sweet inch of you!

You know who.

It made him smile thinking about how it would make her smile.
Then he switched back to the quiz. He studied his comp screen as he
poured out the first cup of hot chocolate and lifted the pocket bread
filled with soy products masquerading as thinly sliced turkey.

There was so much to teach; so much to learn. The history of the
country was rich and diversified and dramatic, full of tragedy, comedy,
romance, heroism, cowardice. He wanted to pass all of it on to his stu-
dents, to make them see how the country, and the world they lived in,
had evolved into what they were in the early months of 2060.

He ate, added questions, deleted others. And he drank deep of his
favorite chocolate as a soft snow fell outside the classroom window.

As the days of his own short history ticked minute by minute closer
to their end.

Schools gave her the willies. It was a humbling thing for a tough-
minded, kick-ass cop to admit, even to herself. But there it was. Lieu-
tenant Eve Dallas, arguably New York City’s top murder cop, would
rather have been stalking through an abandoned tenement in search of
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a psychotic chemi-head juiced on Zeus than striding down the pristine
hallways of staunchly upper-middle-class Sarah Child Academy.

Despite the bright, primary colors along walls and floors, the sparkling
glass of the windows, it was, for Eve, just another torture chamber.

Most of the doors along the maze were open, and the rooms beyond
empty but for the desks, tables, counters, screens, boards.

Eve glanced over at Principal Arnette Mosebly, a sturdy, heading-
toward-statuesque woman of about fifty. Her mixed-race heritage had
given her skin the color of caramel cream and eyes of misty blue. Her
hair was a glossy black worn in a ball of corkscrew curls. She wore a
long black skirt with a short red jacket. The heels of her sensible shoes
clicked and clacked on the floor as they walked along the second-floor
corridor.

“Where are the kids?” Eve asked.

“I had them taken to the auditorium until their parents or guardians
can pick them up. Most of the staff is there as well. I thought it best,
and most respectful, to cancel afternoon classes.”

She paused a few feet away from where a uniformed cop stood in
front of a closed door.

“Lieutenant, this is beyond tragic for us, and the children. Craig . . .”
She pressed her lips together, looked away. “He was young and bright
and enthusiastic. His whole life ahead of him, and—" She broke off,
held up a hand as she struggled for composure. “I understand this sort
of thing, | mean to say, having the police involved is routine in matters
like this. But I hope you’ll be as discreet and efficient as it’s possible to
be. And that it will be possible for us to wait to—to transport the body
until after all the students have left the building.”

Now she straightened her shoulders. “I don’t know how that young
man could have become so ill. Why would he have come in today if he
was feeling unwell? His wife—he’s only been married a few months—
I haven’t contacted her yet. | wasn’t sure—”"
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“You're going to want to leave that to us. If you'll give us a few
moments.”

“Yes. Yes, of course.”

“Record on, Peabody,” Eve said to her partner. She nodded to the
guard who stepped to the side.

Eve opened the door, stood at the threshold. She was a tall, lanky
woman with a choppy cap of brown hair, with brown eyes that were
flat and dispassionate now as she scanned the scene. Her movements
were easy as she took a can of Seal-It from her field kit, coated her
hands, her boots.

In nearly a dozen years on the force, she’d seen a lot worse than the
doomed history teacher sprawled on the floor in pools of his own vomit
and shit.

Eve noted the time and place for the record. “MTs responded to the
nine-one-one, arriving at fourteen-sixteen. Pronounced victim, identi-
fied as Foster, Craig, at fourteen-nineteen.”

“Lucky we drew a couple MTs on the call who knew better than to
move the body,” Peabody commented. “Poor bastard.”

“Having lunch at his desk? Place like this probably runs to a staff
lounge, cafeteria, whatever.” Remaining at the threshold, Eve cocked
her head. “Knocked over a jumbo insulated bottle, the chair.”

“Looks more like a seizure than a struggle.” Peabody skirted the
edge of the room, her airboots squishing slightly. She checked the win-
dows. “Locked.” She angled so she could study the desk, the body from
that side of the room.

While her body was as sturdy as Arnette Mosebly’s, Peabody’s build
would never be statuesque. Her dark hair had grown past the nape of
her neck and curved up at the ends in a flirty little flip Eve had yet to
resign herself to.

“Working lunch,” Peabody noted. “Lesson plans or grading papers.
Allergic reaction to something he ate, maybe.”

“Oh, yeah, I'd say.” Eve crossed to the body, hunkered down. She’'d
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run prints, do the standard gauge for TOD, all the rest, but for a mo-
ment she simply studied the dead.

Spider legs of broken vessels ran through the whites of his eyes.
There were traces of foam as well as vomit clinging to his lips. “Tried
to crawl after it hit him,” she murmured. “Tried to crawl for the door.
Get the formal 1D, Peabody, verify TOD.”

Rising, Eve moved carefully around the puddles of what Craig’s
body had voided, and picked up the insulated cup she saw, which had
his name engraved in silver over black. Sniffed.

“You think somebody poisoned this guy?” Peabody asked.

“Hot chocolate. And something else.” Eve bagged the cup into evi-
dence. “Color of the vomit, signs indicating seizure, extreme distress.
Yeah, I'm thinking poison. ME will verify. We'll need to get clearance
to access his medicals from the next of kin. Work the scene. I'm going
to talk to Mosebly again, and pull in the witnesses.”

Eve stepped out again. Arnette Mosebly paced the hallway with a
PPC in her hand. “Principal Mosebly? I’'m going to have to ask you not
to contact anyone, speak with anyone just yet.”

“Oh. .. l—actually, I was just—" She turned the PPC around so
Eve could see the miniscreen. “Word game. Something to occupy my
mind for a bit. Lieutenant, I'm worried about Lissette. Craig’s wife.
She needs to be told.”

“She will be. Right now I'd like to speak with you, in private. And |
need to interview the students who found the body.”

“Rayleen Straffo and Melodie Branch. The officer who responded
said they couldn’t leave the building, and had to be separated.” Her lips
thinned now in obvious disapproval. “Those girls were traumatized,
Lieutenant. They were hysterical, as one would expect under these
kinds of circumstances. I have Rayleen with the grief counselor, and
Melodie with our nurse practitioner. Their parents should be with
them by now.”

“You notified their parents.”
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“Really?” Melodie sniffled, sighed. “Thank you. I want to go home
now. May | go home now?”

Eve met the girl’s drenched eyes, nodded, then shifted her gaze to
the mother. “We’ll be in touch. | appreciate your cooperation.”

“This has been very hard on the girls. Very hard. Come on, sweet-
heart. We’re going home.”

Angela draped her arm around Melodie’s shoulders and walked her
from the room. Eve pushed away from the desk, followed them to the
doorway. Mosebly was already heading for the pair.

“Principal Mosebly? Question.”

“I'm just going to escort Mrs. Miles-Branch and Melodie out.”

“I'm sure they know the way. In your office.”

Eve didn’t bother to sit this time, but simply leaned back on the
desk. Mosebly steamed in, fists knotted at her sides.

“Lieutenant Dallas, while | perfectly understand you have a job to
do, I'm appalled by your dismissive and arrogant attitude.”

“Yeah, | get that. Was it Mr. Foster’s habit to bring his own lunch
and beverage to work?”

“I... 1 believe it was. At least several days a week. We have a
nutritionist-certified cafeteria, of course. And state-approved vending.
But many members of the staff prefer to bring their own, at least occa-
sionally.”

“He generally eat alone? At his desk?”

Mosebly rubbed her thumb and forefinger over her forehead. “As far
as | know he took his lunch in his classroom two or three days a week.
A teacher’s work encompasses more than can be done during school
hours. There are lesson plans, grading, reading, lecture and lab prep-
arations. Craig, like most of the staff, was also pursuing his own further
education, which requires study and writing, and so forth. He’'d lunch
at his desk so that he could work while he ate. He was dedicated.”

The anger seemed to drain out of her. “He was young and idealistic.
He loved teaching, Lieutenant Dallas, and it showed.”
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“Did he have any problems with anyone on staff?”

“I'm really not aware of any. He was a friendly, easygoing young
man. | felt, both personally and professionally, that we were fortunate
to have him on our faculty.”

“Dismiss anyone lately?”

“No. We have very little turnover here at Sarah Child. Craig was in
his second year with us. He filled a hole left by one of our teachers who
retired after fifty years of service. Twenty-eight of those years were
given right here, at Sarah Child.”

“How about you? How long have you been here?”

“Three, as principal. | have twenty-five years in education, and in
administration.”

“When did you last see Mr. Foster?”

“I saw him briefly this morning.” As she spoke, Mosebly went to a
small cold box, took out a bottle of water. “He’d come in early to use the
fitness facilities, as he did routinely. All staff are permitted to use the ma-
chines, programs, the pool, and so on. Craig made use of the privilege
nearly every morning.”

She sighed as she poured water into a short glass. “Would you like
some, Lieutenant?”

“I'm good.”

“I had a swim myself this morning, and was just leaving the pool
area when he came in. We said good morning. | complained about the
traffic, and kept going. I was in a hurry. I heard him dive in,” she mur-
mured, then took a slow sip of water. “I heard the splash as | opened
the locker room door. Oh, God.”

“What time was that?”

“About seven-thirty. | had an eight o’clock phone conference, and |
was running behind because 1’d spent too long in the pool. | was an-
noyed with myself, and barely spoke to Craig.”

“Where’d he keep his lunch?”

“Why, in his classroom, | suppose. Possibly the lounge, but I don’t
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recall I've ever seen him put anything in or take anything out of the
friggie or cupboard in there.”

“Would the classroom be locked?”

“No. The school is, naturally, secured, but individual classrooms
aren’t locked. There’s no purpose, and the Sarah Child program is
based on trust and responsibility.”

“All right. You can send for the second witness. Rayleen Straffo.”

Mosebly nodded, but there was nothing regal about it this time.
“What about the other students? My staff?”

“We’'re going to need to interview the staff before any leave the build-
ing. You can dismiss the students, but I'll need your registration list.”

“Very well.”

Alone, Eve pulled out her communicator to tag Peabody. “Status.”

“The body’s just being transported. The ME on the wagon concurs
with your poisoning assessment, though he won’t commit until the vic’s
on the slab. The sweepers are on scene. It looks as if the vic was working
on his comp at TOD. Putting together a pop quiz for his next class.”

“There’s a motive,” Eve said dryly.

“I hated the pop quiz, and question its constitutionality. I did a
quick check of the comp, and found the vic sent out an e-mail from
that unit to an LFoster@Blackburnpub.com at twelve-oh-six today.
No communication in or out prior to.”

“Wife’s name is Lissette. Content?”

“Just a sweetheart note, offering to pick up dinner on the way home
from work. Recipient responded in the same tone, in the affirmative, at
fourteen-forty-eight. Return post was not read.”

“Okay. I'm waiting for the second wit. I'll send the principal back to
you, have her set you up somewhere. Get started on interviewing the
staff and let’s nail the time line in each case. I'll take my share of them
in here once | finish with the kid. Meanwhile, verify the wife’s resi-
dence and place of employment. We’'ll notify after we leave here.”

“And the fun never ends.”
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Eve clicked off as the door reopened, and again Mosebly entered
with her hand on the shoulder of a young girl.

This one was blonde, with a cascade of curls held back from her face
with a violet band. The band matched her eyes. They were puffy at the
moment, red-rimmed, dominating a face of dewy skin with a slightly
tipped-up nose. The mouth, rosy and bottom heavy, quivered.

She wore the same kind of uniform as Melodie, with the addition of
a small gold star pinned to the lapel of the blazer.

“Rayleen, this is Lieutenant Dallas. Lieutenant, Rayleen is here with
her father, Oliver Straffo. I'll be just outside if I'm needed.”

“Have a seat, Rayleen.”

“Lieutenant.” Oliver kept his daughter’s hand in his. His voice res-
onated in the room, like a good actor’s in a theater. He was tall, gilded
like his daughter. But his eyes were a cold steel-gray. She’d met them
before. In court.

High-powered, high-dollar, high-profile defense attorney, she
thought.

Crap.



“i'm allowing this interview,” he began,
“in this place, at this time, because I feel it’s in the best
interest of my daughter’s emotional well-being. How-
ever, if 1 don't like the tone or the texture of this interview, I will stop it
and take my daughter away. Is that clear?”

“Sure. | was going to dig out the thumbscrews, but | don’t remem-
ber where | left them. Have a seat. Rayleen, 1 just need you to tell me
what happened.”

Rayleen looked at her father first, got his nod. Then she sat, as he
did, with admirable posture. “I found Mr. Foster. Melodie was with
me. It was awful.”

“Explain to me how you found him. How you got to his classroom
at that time of day.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She took a deep breath as if to prepare herself for an
oral report. “I was in my study group, but I wanted, especially, to talk
to Mr. Foster about the project I'm working on with Melodie. It’s
worth a full quarter of our second-term grade in U.S. history, and |
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wanted to do the best I could. I'm ranked first in my grade, and this is
one of the most important projects of this term.”

“Okay, so you left study group for Mr. Foster’s classroom.”

“Yes, ma’am. Ms. Hallywell gave us a pass so we could go to Mr.
Foster’s class early. He always has his lunch there on Mondays, and he
lets students come in during the last fifteen minutes to talk to him, if
they need to.”

“What time did you leave study group?”

“I have the pass. It’s time-stamped.” Again she looked at her father
for permission, then drew the pass out. “Melodie and | each have one.
That's the school rule. It says twelve forty-seven p.m.”

Eve made a mental note to walk the route to gauge the time it would
take. “You went directly from study group to the classroom.”

“Oh, yes, ma’am. Loitering in the hallways between classes is an in-
fraction, and three infractions within a thirty-day period results in a
loss of privileges.” Her voice went prissy, reminding Eve that Rayleen
was just the sort of kid she’d done her best to avoid in the cell block of
school. “I don’t have any infractions on my record.”

“Good for you. How long did it take you to get from study group to
Mr. Foster’s classroom?”

“Oh, it couldn’t have been more than a couple of minutes. Maybe
three? I'm not absolutely certain, but we went right there. We were
just talking, about the project, and some ideas for it. The door was
closed, so we knocked first, then we opened it. And it smelled bad. It
smelled sick, I guess. Melodie said something about the smell,and . ..”
She pressed her lips together. “I laughed. I'm so sorry. I didn’t know,
Daddy, I didn’t know.”

“It’s all right, Ray. Of course you didn’t know.”

“Then we saw him. He was lying there, and he was...” She
hiccupped twice, then simply crawled out of her chair and into her fa-
ther’s lap.
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“It’s all right, baby. It’s all right, Ray.” His eyes lasered into Eve’s as
he stroked Rayleen’s hair. “Lieutenant.”

“You know I need to finish this. You know it’s vital to get the details
as quickly as possible.”

“I don’t know what else.” Her voice was muffled as she pressed
her face to her father’s chest. “We ran, we ran away. And Mr. Dawson
was there, and he said to stay where we were. | sat down, I think. I sat
on the floor, and we were crying, and Mr. Dawson came back. His
hands were shaking when he took out his talkie and called Principal
Mosebly.”

“Did you see anybody else go in or out of the classroom?”

“Principal Mosebly went to the door, then she called for the nurse
and they took us—Melodie and me—to the infirmary.”

“On the way to the classroom, did you see anyone?”

“I think, yes, I think Mr. Bixley came out of the boys’ room, the rest-
room. He had his toolbox because one of the sinks was stopped up.
That was before, before we passed Mr. Dawson and showed our passes.
I went in first, into the classroom first. I was the first to see him.”

She lifted her tear-streaked face. “I don’t see how Mr. Foster could
be dead. | don’t see how. He was my very favorite teacher.”

Her shoulders shook as she clung to her father.

“You can’t need any more from her,” Oliver said quietly. “I’'m tak-
ing her home.”

“If she remembers anything else—"

“If she does, I'll contact you.”

He rose, and carrying his daughter, strode from the room.

Eve started with Eric Dawson. He was a science teacher, in his middle
fifties, and had been instructing at the academy for fifteen years. He
carried a little paunch, and since his shirt buttons strained over it, Eve
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assumed he was in denial over it. His sandy hair showed a little glint of
gray at the temples. Pockets of fatigue dogged his light brown eyes.

“I didn’t go in,” he told Eve. “No more than a step or two. | could
see ... Anyone could see Craig was gone. I’d been annoyed with the girls,
all that screaming. | thought they’d seen a spider or something equally
foolish.” He paused, passed a hand over his face. “But as soon as | saw
them . .. Evensilly girls don’t reach that level of hysteria over a spider.”

“Did you see anyone else, other than the two girls?”

“I'd just left Dave Kolfax and Reed Williams in the staff lounge. We'd
had lunch together, as we sometimes do. And I passed Leanne Howard
going in. 1 was going to the chem lab to set up for the next class.”

“When did you last see Mr. Foster alive?”

“Oh, God. God. In the lounge, before classes this morning. 1 was
having a coffee, and he had a tube of Pepsi from Vending. He didn’t
drink coffee. I used to tease him about it. We talked a little about a mu-
tual student, Bradley Curtis. His parents are divorcing, and Brad’s
grades have been sliding. We agreed it was time for a meeting with the
parents and a counselor. Then, ah, Reed came in. Yes, to grab a coffee.
When | left they were talking about some action vid they’d both seen
recently. I didn’t see him again until . . .”

“How did you get along?”

“With Craig? | liked him quite a lot. Quite a lot,” he repeated qui-
etly. “I was, well, unconvinced when he first came on staff last year.
He was so young—the youngest member of the teaching staff. But he
made up for a certain lack of experience with enthusiasm and dedica-
tion. He cared a great deal, a great deal about the students. He must
have been ill and not known it. He must have had some sort of condi-
tion. To die that way. It’s inconceivable.”

The sentiment was echoed by every staff member Eve spoke with.
She finished up the session with Reed Williams, English department.

No pouch on this one, Eve noted. He had a strong, lean build that
told her he took advantage of the fitness center facilities. His hair was
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a deep, rich brown tipped with gold to simulate sun streaks. His square
jaw was deeply clefted under a firm mouth. His eyes of sharp, bottle
green were heavily and darkly lashed.

He was thirty-eight, single, and wearing a suit that she estimated
had cost him a stinging slice of his monthly pay.

“I saw him this morning, in the fitness center. He was doing reps
when I came in. | don’t like to talk when I’'m working out, so it was just
a...well, anod of acknowledgment. I'd say we were in there together
for about twenty minutes. He headed out, waved. He generally took a
swim after a workout. | was in there another ten minutes, I'd guess.
Grabbed a shower, dressed. Then | saw Craig again in the lounge, with
Eric. Eric Dawson.”

“Did Mr. Foster have anything with him?”

“With him? No, just a tube of Pepsi. We talked vids for a few min-
utes, then headed off to class. | ran into him again in the staff rest-
room.” Williams smiled slightly and showed a single dimple in his left
cheek to go with the cleft. “Just a kind of ‘How’s it going?’ as we used
the facilities. | guess that was right about eleven. Just before. The
classes start on the hour, and | wasn't late.”

“How did you get along with him?”

“Fine. We got along fine.”

“You both liked action vids. Did you hang out socially?”

“Now and again, sure. | went to his wedding last year—most of the
staff did. We had a beer together a couple of times.” He shrugged. “We
weren’t best pals, but we got along. Mirri would know him better,
socially.”

“Mirri.”

“Hallywell. English department, Drama. They saw each other out-
side the school.”

“On asocial level.”

“Sure.” He smiled a little again, and there was a smirk behind it.
“They have a standing date Wednesday nights. To study.”
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With the initial interviews done, Eve tagged Peabody again. “Bixley.”

“Hernando M., Maintenance. He was dealing with a plumbing
problem in the boys’ john down the hall from the scene. He passed the
two wits and Dawson on his way out.”

“Buzz?”

“No. He’s late sixties, worked here for twelve years. His two grand-
sons attend on his employee tuition rate. Seems like a solid type.”

“Hallywell.”

“Mirri C. Finished her about fifteen minutes ago. English depart-
ment, runs the Drama Club and directs the school plays. I’'m about to
interview the last on my list. Is there something about Hallywell? |
didn’t get a buzz from her either.”

“I want a quick followup. If she’s still here, I'll track her down. Find
me when you’re done.”

“She was pretty broken up—Hallywell. Might check one of the
washrooms. 1I'd say she’d need to compose herself before she left.”

Following Peabody’s advice, Eve tried the staff restroom closest to
the lounge where Peabody was conducting interviews. The door re-
quired a key card; Eve used her master.

And found a woman sitting on the floor in front of the bank of sinks,
weeping.

“Mirri Hallywell.”

“Yes. Yes.” She choked back a sob, sniffled, mopped at her face with
a tissue. The face was splotchy from the crying jag, the pale blue eyes
swollen from it. She had dark hair worn in a brutally short Caesar style
and tiny silver hoops in her ears.

“I'm sorry. Are you with the police? I've already talked to a detective.”

“My partner. I'm Lieutenant Dallas. I need to ask you a few more
questions.”
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“Oh, God, oh, God. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what
to say.”

Eve crouched. “It’s rough when a colleague’s killed, so suddenly.”

“It’s horrible. We weren’t just colleagues. We were friends. We were
good friends. None of this seems possible.”

“How good friends?”

Mirri let her head fall back. “That’s a terrible thing to imply, a terrible
thing to think about someone like Craig. Someone who can’t speak for
himself anymore.”

“I speak for him now. That’s what | do.”

“Then if you're going to speak for him you should know he loved
his wife. They loved each other. | envy that, what they have together.
I'm her friend, too. I'm her friend, and I don’t know how to begin to
help her through this.”

“You and Craig saw each other every week, outside work.”

“We had a study date on Wednesdays.” Fire came into the ravaged
eyes. “For God’s sake, is that what everything whittles down to for
people like you?”

“If it was innocent, why get pissed off?” Eve countered.

“Because he’s dead. He’s dead.”

She drew in a shaky breath. “We were both working on our Master’s
degrees. We'd go to the library or a coffee shop, study together for a
couple hours. Maybe have a beer afterward. We’re going out—I mean,
oh, God, I mean we were supposed to go out tomorrow, to the vids.
Craig and Lissy and this guy they fixed me up with. I hate being fixed
up, but they talked me into this one last month, and it’s worked out
pretty well so far. So we’re doing a double date.”

“Mirri, if you and Craig had anything going, now’s the time to
tell me.”

“There’s nothing to tell. I'm not so desperate 1’d poach a friend.” She
scrubbed her hands over her face. “I was going to call Lissy, come in
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here and call her, even though they said we weren’t to contact anyone.
I thought, I need to do that for her, she needs to hear about this from a
friend. But I couldn’t.”

Mirri drew up her knees, pressed her face to them. “I just couldn’t. |
didn’t know what to say, how to say it, and I didn’t have the guts to try.”

“That’s for us to do.”

“What can you say?” Mirri demanded. “What can you say to some-
one like this? She’s expecting he’ll be there when she comes home. And
he won't be there. Not tonight, not ever. What can you say?”

Then she sighed, pushed herself to her feet. “It's not your fault. |
wish it were. | wish it could be your fault and I could scream and rave
at you for it. Would you tell Lissy . . . would you just tell her how sorry
I am, and that if | can help, if I can do anything . .. I'll be there.”

Lissette Foster was an editorial assistant for a small publishing house
with offices in midtown. The background Peabody accessed listed
her as twenty-four, a native of Martinique who had moved to New
York to attend Columbia. The only blight on her record was an under-
age drinking rap when she’d been nineteen. She’d been given proba-
tion, and community service.

Her mother remained in Martinique. Her father’s whereabouts
were unknown.

“So,” Peabody continued, “speaking of the islands, how was your
vacation?”

“It was good.” A week of sun, sand, and sex. What could be better?
“This snow’s starting to stick.”

“Yeah, we’re supposed to get maybe four inches. Are you looking se-
riously at the wife?”

“She’s first on the list. Spouses tend to be.”

“Yeah, but newlyweds? I know how it’s supposed to be tough the
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first year, adjusting and whatever, but poison? It’s sneaky and distant.
A spouse gets pissed, it’s usually bloodier, and more personal.”

“Usually. If his lunch was poisoned, where did the lunch come
from? Consensus is, from home. Wife had the easiest access. Although
consensus also is the vic left the bagged lunch in his classroom. Un-
locked room. He comes in early, dumps his stuff in the classroom,
heads to the fitness center. Again, fairly easy access for anyone.”

“Motive?”

“Other than the pop quiz? Not clear as yet. The wit? Rayleen
Straffo is the fruit of Oliver Straffo’s loins.”

“Oh, shit! Seriously? Does she have horns and a tail?”

“If so, well hidden.” Eve tapped her fingers on the wheel as she
thought of Straffo. “He could get a lot of screen time with this, playing
the Daddy card. Outrage, concern, blah, blah.”

“It'd be just like him. You're going on Nadine’s new show this week.
You can balance his bullshit.”

“Don’t remind me. Stupid damn friendships. They always cost you.”

“You're so soft and sentimental, Dallas.”

“Yeah, I love that about me.” Judging the snow, the insanity of New
York drivers in same, Eve swung into a parking lot two blocks from
the address. “I’'m not trying for street parking in this snowing crap.”

“I can use the exercise. I, like, ate my way through the holidays,
and am expecting McNab to spring for something resembling choco-
late for Valentine’s Day, so | need to lose in advance. What are you get-
ting for Roarke?”

“For what?”

“For Valentine’s Day?”

“I just got his Christmas stuff five minutes ago.” She stepped out of
the car, remembered the scarf stuffed in her coat pocket. Pulling it out,
Eve swung it around her neck.

“Two months ago. And it’s Valentine’s Day. For sweethearts. You
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need to get him a gooey card and a sentimental token. | already got
McNab's. It’s a talking picture frame with our names inscribed on it. |
put this shot of the two of us his father took at Christmas? He can keep
itin his cube in EDD. Roarke would like something like that.”

“Roarke already knows what we look like.” A minicoupe skidded at
the light, fishtailed into the crosswalk, and earned the curses and snarls
of pedestrians.

She loved New York.

“Oh, speaking of pictures, I've got a new crop of Belle. Have you
seen her since you got back?”

“No. Is she asking for tats and belly rings already?”

“Come on. She is so seriously adorable. She’s got Leonardo’s eyes
and Mavis’s mouth, and—"

“God help us if she inherits their fashion sense along with it.”

“She smiles at me, every time | pick her up.” Above her scarf, under
her watch cap, Peabody’s eyes went to brown goo. “People say that’s
gas, but she smiles at me. She’s getting so big, and she’s...”

While Peabody rhapsodized about Mavis’s infant daughter, Eve lis-
tened to the music of New York. The blasting horns, the arguments,
the rumbling ad blimps from overhead. Through them were the voices,
a rat-a-tat of conversations, a litany of complaints.

“So, what are you going to take her?”

“What? Taking what? Where?”

“To Belle, Dallas, when you go to see her. The gift?”

“What gift?” Seriously stymied, Eve stopped in the middle of the
sidewalk. “Why do | have to take a gift?”

“Because.”

“Why? Didn’t | do the shower thing, with gifts, then the hospital
thing?”

“Yes, but when you go to visit the baby at home for the first time, it’s
traditional to—"
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“Who makes this up?” Seriously aggrieved, Eve jabbed a finger into
the marshmallow puffiness of Peabody’s winter coat. “I demand to
know who makes these rules. It's madness. Tell me who it is, and Ill
have them committed for psychiatric evaluation.”

“Aw, Dallas, you just need to bring her a little teddy bear or a pretty
rattle. It’s fun shopping for baby stuff.”

“My ass. You know what’s fun?” Eve hauled open the door of the of-
fice building. “Finding out who poisoned some poor slob of a history
teacher. That’s my idea of fun. Any more talk about shopping, gifts, ba-
bies, gooey cards, or Valentine’s Day, my boot’s going so far up your ass
you'll think the toe’s your tongue.”

“A week at the beach sure sweetened your mood. Sir,” Peabody
muttered when Eve’s look fried off the top layers of her skin.

Eve turned on her heel toward the security station, and badged the
guard. “Lissette Foster.”

“Just a minute, please.” He ran the badge number, the ID plod-
dingly, thoroughly. “Yes, sir, you're cleared. Lissette Foster . .. Foster,
Foster. Here we go. She’s with Blackburn Publishing. Editorial.
Uh ... that’s on the ninth floor. Bank of elevators to your right. Have a
productive day.”

“Yeah, you bet. Native of Martinique,” Eve began as they stepped
into an elevator to be assaulted with quiet, mind-melting music. “Stu-
dent visa, most like, work visa maybe. She’d get her green card by mar-
rying a U.S. citizen. And keep her status here as his widow.”

“Easier ways to get a green card.”

“Sure. But maybe things weren’t working, and divorce within two
years cancels out the green. Maybe there was more going on in those
Wednesday night sessions with Hallywell than studying. You got a job
here, you want a life here. Killing to keep it isn’t a stretch.”

They stepped off into a small reception area where a woman sat be-
hind a white counter. She wore a headset and a big, welcoming smile.
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“Good afternoon!” she said, so enthusiastically that Eve’s eyes slit-
ted. “Welcome to Blackburn Publishing. How may I help you today?”

“Lissette Foster.”

“Of course. I can certainly find out if Ms. Foster’s free. May | say
who’s here to see her, and the nature of your business?”

Eve simply took out her badge again. “We’ll explain all that to Ms.
Foster.”

“Oh.” The woman’s eyes bugged as she stared at the badge. “Oh, my.
Excuse me.” She swiveled around, spoke into the mouthpiece of her
headset in a hissing whisper. “Lissette Foster.” Clearing her throat, she
darted a glance back at Eve. “Lissette, there’s someone here in Reception
to see you. It’'s a police officer. | don’t know. I really don’t. Okay.”

With her smile strained at the edges, the woman turned back to Eve.
“She’ll be right here. If you'd like to sit—"

“We're fine.”

By the time Eve had unwrapped her scarf, a woman was striding
out on ice-pick heels. Those alone indicated some level of insanity to
Eve. The heels were cherry red, the pencil-slim suit stone gray. Inside
it was an excellent body.

Lissette Foster had luminous skin, heavy-lidded, and currently an-
noyed, nut-brown eyes. Her hair was nearly the same shade and worn
ruler-straight to brush her shoulders.

She moved with purpose, Eve thought. Like a woman with a fire in
her belly. It might have sparked from anger, from ambition, or passion,
but it was hot.

“You're police?” Lissette demanded in a brisk tone made exotic by
the French accent.

“Lieutenant Dallas, Detective Peabody. We—"

“Oh, for Christ’s sake! I told him we’d keep the music down. Arrest
me then.” Drama quivering, she held out her arms, wrists together.
“Arrest me for playing music after the ungodly hour of nine p.m. on a
Saturday night. I should be dragged away in chains! Just because some
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retired cop has zssues is no reason to have police coming to where |
work. Does he want me to get fired?”

“Ms. Foster, we're not here about your music. We'd like to speak
with your privately. Your office would be best.”

“Office?” Lissette let out a very lusty laugh. “I’'m an editorial assis-
tant. I'm lucky I've got a cube. What's this about?”

Eve turned now to the woman at reception. “I need a private room.
Office, conference room, lounge, whatever. | want it now.”

“Certainly, certainly. The conference room isn’t booked right now.
You can—"

“Fine.” Eve looked back at Lissette. “Let’s go.”

“What'’s this about? | have a meeting with the boss in . .. oh, God,
ten minutes. She hates anyone to be late. If you think you can pitch a
story idea to someone at my level, I can promise you, you’re wasting
your time.”

She wound her way through a maze of cubes and narrow hallways,
past offices with tiny windows, corner offices with views to kill.

“Look, I shouldn’t have talked that way about Sergeant Kowoski.
Maybe the music was too loud. My husband and | were playing
around, pretending we were at some hot club. We were probably a lit-
tle drunk, and a little loud. I don’t want any trouble.”

She stepped into a room with a dozen chairs around a wide table,
long counters along each side wall and screens front and back.

“Can we do this quickly? | really don’t want to be late for my
meeting.”

“We'd like you to sit down.”

“This is ridiculous.” Blowing out a breath, she yanked out a chair,
sat. Then came straight back to her feet again, with alarm in her eyes.
“Oh, God. Has something happened to my mother? Was there an
accident? Maman?”

“No.”

How did you tell someone the person she expected to be waiting for
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her at home wouldn’t be there tonight? Or any other night? Eve
remembered. You told them fast, without flourishes.

“It’s regarding your husband, Mrs. Foster.”

“Craig? He’s still at school.”

“I'm sorry to tell you, your hushand’s dead.”

“That’s a terrible thing to say to someone. That’s a vicious, terrible
thing to say. I want you to leave, right now. I’'m going to call the
police—the real police—and have you arrested.”

“Mrs. Foster, my partner and | are the real police, and we're the
investigators on your husband’s death. He died today at approximately
twelve-thirty.”

“Of course he didn’t. He didn’t. He was at school. That’s his lunch
break, and he sent me an e-mail just after noon. I packed his lunch this
morning. He’s at school, at the Monday faculty meeting right now.
And he’s fine.”

Her breath began to come quick, choppy. Her color was fading even as
she fumbled a hand behind to brace the table as her legs went out.

“You should sit down, Mrs. Foster,” Peabody said gently. “We're
very sorry for your loss.”

“No. No. Was there a bomb? Was there a bomb at school? Oh, my
God. Is he hurt? Is Craig hurt?”

“He died,” Eve said flatly. “I’'m very sorry.”

“But he ... But he... You could make a mistake. You must have. |
should call him. You'll see. I should call him. But he’s in his Monday
meeting. He’s not allowed to have the 'link on when he’s in his Mon-
day meeting. We'll go there.” She pushed away from the brace of the
table, swayed. “We’'ll go to the school and to Craig. | need my coat. I'll
just get my coat.”

She looked around, dazed. “Silly, so silly. I couldn’t remember
where | was for a minute. | need . . . what is it?”

“Sit down, Mrs. Foster.”
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“No, we have to go. To the school. We have to—" She jumped at the
sound of a knock. A blonde in power red stepped in.

“I'd like to know what’s going on here. Lissette?”

“Elizabeth.” Lissette wore the dull look of sleepwalkers, and sur-
vivors. “Am | late for the meeting?”

“Peabody.” Eve nodded toward Lissette, then moved to the blonde.
“Who are you?”

“I'm Elizabeth Blackburn, and who the hell are you?”

“Dallas, Lieutenant, NYPSD. I've just informed Mrs. Foster that
her husband’s dead.”

“He’s ... what? Craig. Oh, sweet Jesus. Lissy.”

Perhaps it was the pet name, or the tone of grief in it, but as Eliza-
beth started across the room, Lissette simply slid to the floor. Elizabeth
went down on her knees, gathered Lissette up.

“Craig. My Craig.”

“I'm sorry. Lissy, Lissy, I'm so sorry. Was there an accident?” she de-
manded of Eve.

“We’ll need to speak with Ms. Foster about the circumstances.”

“All right, all right. My office is to the right, end of the corridor. I'll
bring her there to you as soon as she’s able. She needs a few minutes, for
God’s sake. Just wait in my office.”

They left Lissette in the arms of her boss. There were a number of
curious looks from offices and cubes, but no comment until they
reached the corner office at the end of the hall. At that point a little
brunette popped out like a jack-in-the-box.

“Excuse me! That's Ms. Blackburn’s office.”

“Where she just asked us to wait.” Eve yanked out her badge. “Go
back to work.”

Inside was a glossy workstation, a cushy sofa, and two pretty chairs.
A fairly stunning flower arrangement stood on the table under the
south-facing window.
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“If she faked that reaction,” Peabody began, “she’s got major talent.”

“Not so hard to fake if you practice. But yeah, it seemed genuine. Go
on out before they get here, have someone show you her cube. | want to
know what she has in there.”

“On that one.”

Eve wandered to the windows, pausing long enough to note what
Lissette’s boss kept on her desk. A framed photograph of a girl some-
where in her blossoming teens, a loaded disc file, a pile of memo cubes
arranged in a pyramid, and a file that revealed artwork for what was
likely a disc cover when Eve flipped it open.

Outside the windows, snow continued to fall on the city in thin, slick
flakes. An airtram chugged through it holding a clutch of miserable
passengers.

Personally, she thought, she’d stick with the vicious traffic on the
slick streets below.

She turned as Peabody stepped back in.

“Nothing much, and not a lot of room for it. Files, memos, notes on
current work. She’s got a wedding picture of her and the vic in a really
nice frame. I’'m betting wedding present. Some snaps of him, or them,
pinned to the cube walls. Oh, and a little file of ads and pictures from
decorating magazines. That’s about it.”

“All right. We'll give her another minute, then we’ll take this back
in the conference room. We’'ll swing by the morgue next. I want to
know exactly what killed Craig Foster.”

It didn’t take a minute. Seconds later Lissette came in, leaning heavily
on Elizabeth Blackburn.

“You're just going to sit,” Elizabeth told her. “And I'm going to sit
with you. I gave her a soother,” she said to Eve, then jutted her chin pug-
naciously before Eve could speak. “And don’t even think about starting
on me about it. She needed something. It’s mild, and won’t keep her
from talking to you.”

“You her boss or her legal rep?”
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“I'm whatever she needs me to be right now.”

“Are you sure?” Lissette’s voice was cracked and raw, and carried
the awful pain of fading hope. “Are you absolutely sure there’s no mis-
take? That it’s Craig?”

Knowing her strengths, Peabody took point. She moved to the
couch where Lissette sat with Elizabeth. “I’'m very sorry. There’s no
mistake.”

“But. .. He wasn’t sick. We had full medicals before we got mar-
ried. He was healthy. People don’t just... Did someone hurt him?
Was there an accident at the school?”

“We need to find out why and how this happened. We have to ask
you questions. You can help us find out.”

“I want to help. I want to know. I love him.”

“Let’s start with this morning. You said you packed his lunch.”

“I did. I always do.” Her eyes fluttered, widened as she shot a hand
out to grip Peabody’s arm. “Was something wrong with the sandwich?
He liked that awful processed poultry substitute. Did it make him
sick? Oh, my God.”

“We don’t know that, Mrs. Foster. Did anyone come to your apart-
ment today, before your husband left for work?”

“No. He leaves so early. He likes to use the fitness center at the
school. He takes good care of himself. He does. We do. Elizabeth.”

“You’re doing fine. How much more of this?” Elizabeth demanded.

“Was your hushand having problems with anyone at the school?”
Eve asked.

“Craig? No. He loved it there.”

“How about prior relationships? Did either one of you have trouble
with a former relationship?”

“We were together two years before we got married. You know how
you meet someone, and it’s just it? Your whole life is there, that
minute. That’s what it was like for us.”

Eve stepped forward, then sat so her eyes were level with Lissette’s.
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“If you want to help, you need to be straight with me. Absolutely
straight. Did he gamble?”

“He wouldn’t even buy a lottery ticket. He was careful with money.”

“Did he use illegals?”

She bit her lip. “Um, we did a little zoner in college.” Her gaze slid
toward Elizabeth’s.

“Who didn’t?” Elizabeth patted her arm.

“Recently?”

“No.” Lissette shook her head at Eve’s question. “Absolutely not. He
could be dismissed for any illegals use. Plus, he really feels strongly
about setting examples for his students.”

“Were you having financial problems?”

“Nothing serious. I mean, we had to juggle a little sometimes, espe-
cially since Craig wants to save. Sometimes I spend more than I should,
but he’s so careful it balances out. He saves for things. Important
things. He ... he took tutoring work last year for extra money. Then
he used it to bring my mother to New York for Christmas. He knew
how much it would mean to me, so he worked extra and he bought my
mother a shuttle ticket, and paid for her hotel because we don’t have
room. He did that for me. No one’s ever going to love me like that
again. No one could. Not ever in my life.”

Because the tears started again, Eve rose. “I’'m sorry for your loss,
and appreciate your cooperation at this difficult time.” Crappy words,
she thought. And the only words. “Is there anyone you’d like us to con-
tact for you?”

“No. No. Oh, God, Craig’s parents. | have to tell them. How do |
tell them?”

“We can take care of that for you.”

“No, I have to. I'm Craig’s wife. | have to do this.” She got shakily to
her feet. “I have to see him. I don’t know where he is.”

“He’s with the medical examiner now. I'll contact you as soon as
you're cleared for that. Do you have someone who can go with you?”
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“I'll go with her. No, Lissy, I'll go with you,” Elizabeth insisted
when Lissette teared up again and shook her head. “You just sit for a
minute while I walk Lieutenant Dallas and Detective Peabody out. Sit
right here, I'll just be a minute.”

She moved quickly, and purposefully, not stopping until they’'d
reached an intersection in the maze. “How was Craig murdered?”

“I didn’t say he was.”

Elizabeth turned, looked dead into Eve’s eyes. “I know who you
are. | keep up with who’s who in New York. Lieutenant Eve Dallas,
Homicide.”

“I don’t have any information to give you at this time. Mr. Foster’s
death is under investigation.”

“That’s bullshit. Just bullshit. That girl just lost the love of her life.
Like that!” Elizabeth snapped her fingers. “She needs answers.”

“She’ll have them, as soon as | do. How well did you know him?”

“I met him a number of times. He’d come in every now and then,
and Lissy would bring him to company parties and events. Sweet boy.
Dopey in love. Bright. He struck me as bright, like Lissy is. Two bright
young people getting started with their life, their careers. You're
bright, too, from everything I've read, heard, or seen of you. You get
those answers for Lissy. You get her that much to hold on to.”

“That’s the idea.”

33






eve looked to find the first of those answers
at the morgue. The air always smelled just a little too
sweet there, like a careless whore who’d used perfume
instead of soap to disguise some unpleasant personal odor. Tiles—
floor and walls—were an unrelieved white, pristine and sterile.

There was a vending alcove where staff or visitors could order their
choice of refreshment, though Eve imagined many who passed by would
prefer something stronger than the muddy soy coffee or sparkling soft
drinks.

She strode down the white-tiled corridor where, behind thick doors,
death lay in sealed drawers or on slabs waiting for the right questions
to be asked.

She pushed through the doors of an autopsy room to see Chief
Medical Examiner Morris already at work to the wicked rhythm of
what she thought might be Dixieland jazz. His sealed hands were
bloody to the wrists as he lifted Craig Foster’s liver from his body to
the scale.
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“Ah, why don’t | go score you a Pepsi.” Peabody was already taking
a step back. “Thirsty work. Be right back.”

Ignoring her, Eve continued into the room. Morris glanced up, his
eyes behind his microgoggles canny and faintly amused. “She still
queezes when I’'m cutting.”

“Some never get past it.” When had she? Eve wondered. Too long
ago to remember. “You're getting to him quickly. Appreciate it.”

“I always enjoy working on your dead, and feel you enjoy me hav-
ing my hands in them. What's wrong with us?”

“It’s a sick old world. How about the tox?”

“Music off,” he ordered. “I assumed you’d want that straight away,
and put a red flag on it. Still snowing?”

“Yeah, it’s crap out there.”

“Personally, I enjoy the snow.” He worked smoothly, weighing the
liver, taking a small sample of it. He wore a sleek black suit under his
protective smock, with a silver shirt that shimmered as he moved.
His dark hair was in one tightly coiled braid, looped at the neck and
twined with silver cord.

Eve had often wondered how he managed it.

“Want a look?” He put the sample on a slide under his scope, ges-
tured to the screen. “The tox confirms poisoning. Ricin, very concen-
trated, very lethal. Very quick in this case.”

“Ricin? That’s from beans or something, right?”

“And you win the trip for two to Puerto Vallarta. Castor beans, to be
precise. Ricin’s made from the mash after processing. It was used as a
laxative once upon a time.”

She thought of the state of the body, the crime scene. “It sure as hell
worked.”

“Superbly. His liver and kidneys failed, and there was internal bleed-
ing. He’d have had severe cramping, rapid heartbeat, nausea, very likely
seizures.” Morris studied the screen as Eve did. “Ricin dust was used—
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and is still used on occasion—in bioterrorism. Injection of ricin was a fa-
vored assassination method before we discovered handier ways.”

“Your all-purpose poison.”

“Very versatile. The lab will process, but I can tell you it appears he
drank it—in his hot chocolate.”

“His wife made the chocolate.”

“Ah. I love domestically inclined females.”

“I don’t see her for it. Married a handful of months, no obvious mo-
tive. And she copped to making it without a blink.”

“Marriages, even new ones, can be a terrorist camp.”

“Damn right, but she’s not popping for me. Yet anyway.”

“Good-looking young man,” Morris commented. “Athletic build
and, I'd say, a harmonic homogeny of races.”

“Harmonic homogeny.” Eve shook her head. “You kill me. He was
a teacher—history, private school, Upper West Side. Left his lunch in
his classroom, habitually. Ate at his desk Mondays, habitually. No
security cameras in the classrooms or corridors. Private schools aren’t
required to have them. Wouldn’t have been hard for anybody to doctor
his drink. What we’re missing at this point is why anyone would. Guy’s
coming off as a nice, harmless mensch.”

“Someone, I'd say, didn’t like your mensch. This kind of poisoning
isn’t just lethal, it’s extremely painful.” Hands deft as a violinist’s, Mor-
ris removed the heart. “He didn’t live long after he ingested it, but
while he did, he suffered a great deal.”

She looked back at the body. What did you do, Craig, to piss some-
body off this much? “His wife wants to see him. She’s notifying his
parents, and | assume they will, too.”

“After nine this evening. I'll have him prepared for viewing.”

“I'll let them know.” She frowned back at Morris. “Where the hell
do you get castor beans?”

He only smiled. “I'm sure you'll find out.”
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Peabody, slightly shamefaced, loitered by Vending. “Before you say
anything, here’s a nice cold tube of Pepsi. And | put my time to good
use. I've started runs on the staff members at Sarah Child and verified
life insurance policies on both the vic and his wife. Vic gets his through
work bennies. Fifty thousand, with the wife as beneficiary.”

“Pretty piddly motive.” Eve took the tube, pleased that it was, in-
deed, nice and cold. “We’ll hit their financials, see if she had any major
debts. Maybe she’s the gambler, or the one with an illegals habit.”

“But you don’t think so.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Eve cracked the tube, swigged as they walked.
“Unless there’s more money somewhere, the fifty doesn’t do it for me.
And if there was marital discord, let’s say, a spouse generally goes for
contact, for the personal. This was nasty, but remote. He pissed some-
body off.”

Peabody rewound her scarf, replaced her gloves as they hit the doors
and the cold exploded like an ice boomer. “Rejected lover, colleagues in
competition.”

“We’ll want to look closer at Mirri Hallywell.”

“Parents of a student who he disciplined, or who wasn’t doing well
in his class.”

“Jesus.” Eve jammed her hands in her pockets, and discovered she’d
lost yet another pair of gloves. “Who Kills because their kid gets a big
doughnut in a history class?”

“Parents are weird and dangerous creatures. And | worked up an-
other theory. Maybe it was a mistake.”

“It was ricin poisoning, and Morris’s take is that the dose was intense
and quickly lethal.”

“See, what | mean is, maybe one of his students was upset with
him.” Peabody mimed a sulky face. “I'll fix that meanie Mr. Foster.
Doctors his drink thinking he’ll maybe get sick. Oops.”
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“Not entirely stupid.” They climbed into the vehicle, where both
hissed out the breath the blustery cold had them holding.

“Jesus, Jesus, why is there February?” Eve demanded. “February
should be eliminated altogether for the good of mankind.”

“It is the shortest month, so that’s something.” Peabody actually
moaned as the heat came on. “I think my corneas are frozen. Can that
happen?”

“They can in fucking February. Let’s stick with Foster’s nearest and
dearest first. We'll go by their building, talk to a few neighbors. Most
particularly the retired cop.”

“Once a cop,” Peabody nodded, and began to blink cautiously to
help her potentially frozen corneas thaw out. “If there was anything off
going on, he’d probably have noticed.”

Henry Kowoski lived on the second level of a four-story walkup. He
opened the door only after scanning Eve’s badge through his secu-
rity peep, then stood, taking her measure.

He was a stocky five-eight, a man who’d let his hair thin and gray.
He wore baggy trousers with a flannel shirt and brown, scuffed slip-
pers. In the background, the entertainment screen was tuned to the
Law and Order channel.

“Seen your picture on screen a few times. In my day, cops didn’t an-
gle for face time.”

“In my day,” Eve countered, “the world’s lousy with reporters. Go-
ing to let us in, Sergeant?”

It might have been the use of his rank that had him stepping back
with a shrug. “Sound off,” he ordered the screen. “What'’s the beef?”

The place smelled like it had been just a little too long since laundry
day, and not long enough since takeout Chinese night. The space was
what realtors liked to call “urban efficient,” which meant it was one
room, with a stingy bump for a kitchen, a short, narrow cell for a bath.
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“How long were you on the job?”

“Thirty years. Last dozen of them out of the Two-Eight.”

Eve searched her mind, pulled out a single name. “Peterson the L.T.
when you were there?”

“Last couple years, yeah. He was a good boss. Heard he transferred
out a while back, moved clear out to Detroit or some such where.”

“That so? I lost track. You've had some complaints about the ten-
ants up above here? Fosters.”

“That’s damn right.” He folded his arms. “Playing music—if you
can call it that—all hours of the day and night. Stomping around up
there. I pay my rent, and | expect my neighbors to show some respect.”

“Anything else going on up there but loud music and stomping?”

“Newlyweds.” His mouth twisted. “Deduce. What the hell do
you care?”

“I care since Craig Foster’s in the morgue.”

“That kid’s dead?” Kowoski took a step back, sat on a ratty arm
chair. “Fucked-up world. It was fucked up when | picked up my
shield, and it was fucked up when I turned it in. How’d he buy it?”

“That’s under investigation. Any trouble between them? Upstairs?”

“With dove and coo?” He snorted. “Not likely. Sooner lock lips than
eat, from what I've seen. If there was yelling, it wasn’t a fight—if you
get me. The girl’s a noisy lay.” Then he puffed out his cheeks, blew out
air. “I'm sorry about this. They pissed me off, | won't say different,
with the noise up there. But | hate hearing he’s dead. Young guy.
Teacher. Had a smile on his face every time I saw him. Course if you've
got yourself a woman looks like her who's ready to bang you every five
minutes, you’ve got a lot to smile about.”

“How about visitors?”

“Her mother was here a couple days 'round Christmas. Got some
other young people who came in and out now and then. And a couple
of loud parties. Both of them came home stumbling drunk New Year’s
Eve, giggling like a couple of kids, shushing each other.”
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He shook his head slowly. “Fucked-up world. You're wondering
about criminal activity? You got yourself a couple of straight arrows with
these two, you want my take. Up every morning, off to work, back every
evening. Socializing now and again, sure, but these were homebodies.
Shoulda stayed home more, I guess, and out of that fucked-up world.”

They spoke with the handful of neighbors who were home, and the
rhythm remained stable. The Fosters were a happy and newly mar-
ried couple, young urban professionals who enjoyed each other.

“We work three angles,” Eve decided as they headed back downtown.
“The vic, the school, the poison. They’re going to intersect somewhere.”

“Maybe through the science department. We can find out if they
were studying poisons, or ricin in particular.”

“Dawson’s a science teacher,” Eve considered. “Let’s do a deeper
run on him. You tag him meanwhile, ask about what gets mixed up in
their lab.”

“Got it. And if we're leaning toward somebody in the school, or af-
filiated with it, we should check the students’ records. See if Foster had
any go-round with one of them, or the parents of same.”

Eve nodded. “Good. Let’s look at the staff members we’ve verified
were in the building before classes started. If I were going to slip some-
thing in somebody’s go-cup, I'd want to get it in before the place got
crowded. We'll write this up, then start digging.”

“Hate to dig on an empty stomach. Not to be a whiner, but we
haven’t had a dinner break, and it’s nearly eight. Maybe we could—"

“Eight? Dinner?”

“Jeez, Dallas, just a hoagie.”

“Shit, shit. S4::! Dinner. Eight. French place. Fuck, fuck. Why is it
nearly eight?”

“Well, because the Earth rotates on its axis while it orbits around the
sun. You're supposed to be somewhere.”
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“Roarke. Corporate wife duty.” Eve wanted to pull at her hair. “I
missed the last two, and | can’t do the no-show again. Le Printemps.
That'sit.”

“Le Printemps? Ooh-la-la! That's megachic. Totally. And it’s Up-
per East Side. Hate to point this out, but we're low on the Lower
West Side.”

“I know where the hell we are.” She batted her fist on the wheel as
she spun into the garage at Cop Central. “I have to go. | have to do this.
I’'m already late. Goddamn it.”

“The case is going to hold for the night,” Peabody pointed out.
“We've got nothing but paperwork now anyway. | can write the report,
and we’ll do the runs and the digging in the morning.”

“Copy the report, my home and office units. Anything else in your
notes that strikes you. Get out, get out! | gotta get to this stupid French
place.”

“Aren’t you going to go home and change first?”

“Into what? | don’t have time.” Then she grabbed Peabody by a
fistful of puffy coat. “Do this one thing for me. Tag Roarke, tell
him I'm on my way. Caught a case, running late, but I'm heading
there now.”

“Okay.”

“l can’t doit. He'll see I'min regular clothes, and he told me I should
take a change into work, but I nixed it. Like I want to go prancing out
of Central in some fancy dress.” Aggravation all but streamed out of
Eve’s pores. “Do you know the grief that causes me?”

“Honestly? I don’t know how you suffer through it. I'd crack like an
egg in your place.”

“Oh, bite me and tag Roarke.”

She all but shoved Peabody from the vehicle, and was whipping the
wheel and speeding out.

She couldn’t remember what she’d tossed on that morning, and
since she was driving like a maniac, couldn’t afford the time to check
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herself out. The traffic, the sz«p:d snow, the need to weave and dodge
made switching to autopilot an impossibility.

She probably smelled of death.

Well, it was his own fault, she decided. He’d married her, hadn’t he?
It wasn’t as if she hadn’t made full disclosure on what a crappy wife
she’d make for a man like him.

She’d had to go and fall for a man who owned the lion’s share of the
known universe, and had to—on occasion—trot out his wife for that
odd and awkward mix of social business.

He wouldn’t complain that she was late. In fact, he wouldn’t even be
annoyed with her. If a cop had to get married—and God knew they
were better solo—she couldn’t do better than hooking up with a man
who understood that the job messed with personal plans. Constantly.

And because he wouldn’t complain or be annoyed, she felt even
more guilty for forgetting the dinner, and more determined to beat the
hellacious traffic.

She broke one of her own rules, hit the sirens, and used the cop for
personal gain.

After barely avoiding clipping bumpers with a Rapid Cab, she went
vertical, then hung a screaming right on Fiftieth, zigging, zagging her
way over to Third before heading uptown again.

She should’ve told Peabody to tell Roarke to have everyone order
without her. Not to wait. Why hadn’t she thought of that? Now they’d
probably be sitting there, starving, while she killed herself and many
innocent bystanders trying to get to a restaurant where she wouldn’t
even be able to read the damn menu.

“Guidance System on!” she ordered. “Where the hell is this place.
Restaurant, New York City, Le Printemps.”

One moment, please, while your request is programmed. Le Printemps is
located at 212 East Ninety-third, between Second and Third Avenues.
Would you care to make a reservation?
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“I've got a damn reservation. Guidance off.”

Even with the kamikaze driving tactics, she was thirty minutes
late. And by the time she managed to double park, which would bring
the wrath of thousands and possibly cause an intercity riot, she was
later still.

She flipped on her On Duty light, then sprinted the last half-block.

She paused outside to scoop her fingers through her hair a couple of
times, then looked down at her dark brown trousers. She saw no overt
signs of blood or other bodily fluid staining them or the navy V-neck,
and considered the lack a big plus in her favor.

Horns were already blasting in protest of her parking arrangement
as she stepped out of the blowing snow, and into the fragrant and
muted music of five-star French.

The maitre d’ swooped down on her like a vulture on roadkill.
“Mademoiselle. I regret, we cannot seat walk-ins.”

“How do you seat anyone if they don’t walk in?” She shrugged out
of her coat. Peabody had the megachic right, Eve noted. Every woman
in the place sparkled and gleamed. “Check the coat, Pierre. And it’s
your ass if it’s not here when | leave.”

“Mademoiselle, I must ask you to leave quietly.”

“I'll be sure to do that, after | eat.” She smoothed down the brown
jacket, to be sure her weapon was concealed. Though she was tempted
to flash it, just to watch the tight-assed maitre d’ crack his head on the
floor as he passed out.

“Now we can go a round right here,” she suggested, “and give your
diners a show along with dinner, or you can tell me where my party is.
Reservation Roarke.”

He lost color, shade by shade, until he’d gone from ruddy to pasty.
Apparently the name of Roarke carried as much power and threat as a
police issue. “I beg your pardon, Madame Roarke.”

“Dallas, Lieutenant. Where’s the table?”

“If you would please follow me.”
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“My coat. | like that coat.”

“Of course. It’s a beautiful garment.” He snapped his fingers. “See to
Madame . . . to the lieutenant’s coat. If you will? Your party is already
seated. It would be my pleasure to bring you a cocktail.”

“Whatever they've got’s fine.” She scanned the room with all its gilt
and glory, then followed the chastened maitre d’.

He saw her coming. Knowing she’d be late, he’d chosen the table
with that in mind. He loved watching her walk into a room, carelessly
long strides, those cop’s eyes seeing every detail.

And in the simple jacket and pants she, in his eyes, outshone every
woman in the room. When their eyes met, he got to his feet.

“Good evening, Lieutenant.”

“Sorry I'm late.”

“Champagne for my wife,” he said without taking his eyes off her.
He drew her chair back himself. “Let me introduce you to Natalie and
Sam Derrick.”

“So this is Eve! I'm just thrilled to meet you.” Natalie flashed a mile-
wide grin, even as her gaze tracked over Eve’s clothes.

“Glad you could join us.” Sam held out a hand the size of a rump
roast, pumped Eve’s twice. “Roarke’s told us it’s hard for you to get
away from work.”

“I just can’t think how you investigate murders.”

Eve glanced back at Natalie. “First I need a body.” She felt Roarke’s
hand pat her thigh twice. “It’s a lot of details,” she continued. “And not
nearly as interesting as it comes across in a vid or on screen.”

“I'm sure that’s not true. But I don’t suppose we want to talk of un-
pleasant things.” Natalie beamed again. “Sam was just about to tell the
story of how he caught the biggest bass in Jasper County.”

“Wow.” It was all Eve could think to say, and she was grateful for
the glass of champagne now in her hand. And the fact that Roarke had
given her free one a squeeze under the table.

Just look at him, she thought, sitting there as though he couldn’t be
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more interested or enthralled to hear about some stupid fish. And of
course, he’d know that every eye in the place would be turned on him
at some point during the evening.

She couldn’t blame them. He sat, at ease, the half-smile on his gor-
geous face, the light of interest in those laser-blue eyes. Candle- and
lamplight gleamed in his hair, that thick mane of black.

When his lips curved more fully, her heart actually bumped her ribs.
He could still do that to her, chase her heart to a gallop, stop her breath,
melt her bones. And do all of that just with a look.

At some point she was given a menu, and on a quick scan saw that it
was, indeed, the sort of fare that caused mild fear in her rather than
hunger.

Sam and Natalie weren’t as terminally boring as she’d imagined they
would be. Though there was a lot of talk about the sort of outdoorsy ac-
tivities that caused more discomfort in her than fancy French food.

Hunting, fishing, hiking, riding in boats on rivers, sleeping in tents.

Maybe it was a kind of cult Roarke wanted to infiltrate.

But there was some humor in them, and an obvious enjoyment of
the moment.

“This is just wonderful. Sam, this lobster puts your big bass to
shame. You have to have a taste. We don’t spruce up very often,” she
continued as she held her fork up for her hushand. “We’re country
people, and that’s how we like it. But it sure is fun to do the big city in
a big way. I guess you’re used to it,” she said to Eve.

“I don’t spruce up very often either. Obviously.”

This time when Natalie smiled, there was more warmth to it.
“Honey, if | looked like you in pants and a sweater, | wouldn’t wear
anything else. Next time, you’ll have to come out and see us, and we’ll
throw you a real Montana feed. Roarke, you're just going to have to
bring Eve out to see us.”

“I'll have to do that.” He lifted his glass, smiled over the rim at Eve.
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And when someone said his name, and he glanced toward them, Eve
saw something come into his eyes, just a flash of it. A something she’d
only seen when he looked at her.

It was gone, shuttered down into polite pleasure. But it had been
there. Very slowly, Eve tracked her gaze over, and saw her.

She was stunning, in a bold red dress that managed to be both ele-
gant and sexy. Long legs ended in the glitter of paper-thin silver heels.
Her hair was a long, waving stream of delicate blond, clipped at the
sides with something small and sparkling. Her eyes were brilliantly
green, full of life and excitement that translated to sexual power. Her
lips were full, very red and lush against luminous skin.

“Roarke.”

She said it again in a kind of throaty purr that brought up the hack-
les on Eve’s back. And she glided as such women do, to the table, hold-
ing out her hands for his.

“*Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world,”” she mur-
mured as he rose, and lifted her face for a kiss.

“Magdelana,” he said with the Irish in his voice cruising through the
name, and he brushed her lips very lightly with his. “What a surprise.”

“I can’t believe it's you!” Magdelana laid her hands on his cheeks,
stroked. “And as handsome as ever. More. The years agreed with you,
lover.”

“And with you. Eve, this is an old friend of mine, Magdelana Per-
cell. Magdelana, my wife, Eve Dallas, and our friends, Sam and Na-
talie Derrick.”

“Wife? Oh, of course, of course. I heard. One does. I'm delighted to
meet you. And you,” she said to the Derricks. “You’ll have to excuse me
for breaking into your meal. All | saw was Roarke.” She smiled down
at Eve, that glitter in her eyes. “You understand.”

“Oh, yeah.”

With another full-wattage smile, Magdelana dismissed Eve, then all
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but melted into Roarke. “I’'ve only been in town a few days. | was go-
ing to contact you, see if we could make a date to catch up. It’s been, my
goodness, ten years?”

“Nearer to twelve, I'd think.”

“Twelve!” She rolled her exquisite eyes. “Oh, Franklin, forgive me!
My escort, Franklin James. This is Roarke, his wife, and the Derricks.”
“We know each other.” Roarke held out a hand. “Hello, Frank.”

He was thirty years her senior, by Eve’s gauge, looked prosperous
and hale. And, she thought, slightly besotted.

“We'll let you get back to your dinner.” Magdelana ran a hand down
Roarke’s arm—a light, somehow intimate gesture. “I’'m just thrilled to
see you again.” And this time she brushed her lips against Roarke’s
cheek. “We’ll have lunch, won’t we, and take a walk down Memory
Lane. You won’t mind, will you, Eve?”

“The lunch or the walk?”

Magdelana laughed, a frothy gurgle. “We’ll have to have lunch our-
selves, us girls. And tell secrets about Roarke. I'll be in touch. So nice to
meet you.”

Conversation picked up again, over food, and fishing. Though
Roarke’s face betrayed nothing but interest in his companions, Eve
knew him. So she knew while he ate, he drank, he spoke, his mind was
across the elegant room where the stunning Magdelana sipped wine in
her bold red dress.

When the evening was done, they put the Derricks in one of Roarke’s
limos for the drive back to their hotel, then got into Eve’s vehicle.

“There have probably been a dozen murders committed due to the
way you parked this thing.”

“Who is she?”

“I told you, she and Sam own not only a very large portion of Mon-
tana, but one of the most successful resorts in the state.”
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“Don’t play me that way. Lover.”

“An old friend.” He shifted, his eyes meeting Eve’s. “And yes, we
were lovers. It was a long time ago.”

“That much I already know.”

He sighed. “She was in the game. We . . . competed for a while, then
we worked together on a couple of jobs. Then we parted ways.”

“She’s a thief.”

“She was.” He said it with a shrug. “I wouldn’t know if she contin-
ues in that profession.” He reached out, and since Eve had gotten be-
hind the wheel, flicked at her hair as she drove. “What does it matter
to you?”

[ saw something in your eyes, She wanted to say. “Curiosity,” she said
instead. “She’s a looker.”

“She certainly is. Do you know what | thought when you walked
into the restaurant?”

“Thank God she doesn’t have blood all over her shoes?”

“No, but good point. I thought, there is the most compelling woman
in the room. And she belongs to me.” He laid a hand briefly over hers.
“Thanks for tonight.”

“l was late.”

“I noticed. New case?”

“Yeah. Caught it this afternoon.”

“Tell me about it.”

She ordered herself to put old lovers out of her head, and gave him
the basics.
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