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      Chapter One


      IN A FEW seconds the president of the United States would begin to snore. I had been watching his eyelids droop for the last quarter

         hour; too many glasses of Riesling at a state dinner, compounded by the strain of trying to see through my gown, had finally

         knocked him out. Couldn’t take his inattention personally since the man didn’t know Brahms from Buxtehude. To him, violins

         without bluegrass were like Novembers without elections. And the poor sod had been up since six trying to run the country.

         He had probably blown the morning at the hospital with Jordan Bailey, second in command. He could have visited a mistress

         on the way back to the White House, then spent the afternoon hallucinating with his spin doctors. After that, another screaming

         match with wife Paula as he zipped her into that atrocious orange dress. Let him snore, I thought. It was impossible to get

         mad at Bobby Marvel. He just wasn’t a serious president.

      


      Perhaps my East Room recital was meant to help the First Lady score a few points with the German foreign minister, here to

         apologize again for World War II in exchange for a few billion in trade concessions. The invitation had come to my manager

         two days ago. “You’ve got a date at the White House Tuesday night,” Curtis had told me.

      


      “Is that so? I thought I had a rehearsal in Munich.”


      “Canceled.”


      Ah: my boss Maxine—the Queen—was sending me to Washington. She hadn’t called in months. I would have been more flattered had

         she not kicked things off by making me über-dessert at a State Department orgy. “Are you coming along, Curtis?”

      


      “I think it’s time you headed out alone.”


      A great vote of confidence. Admittedly, on my last case Agent Smith had won the battle, lost the war; but the battle had been

         Maxine’s, the war mine. Other people had died, I had lived: she and I would forever interpret that outcome differently. Perhaps

         the Queen was giving me another chance to even the score in that murky game called espionage.

      


      “What’s the deal?” I sighed.


      “As far as I know, you eat, play, and leave.”


      Right.


      I had eaten, now I was playing in a cheerful, fairy-tale room with glittering chandeliers and walls the color of lemon mousse.

         No critics here; perhaps cheered by that fact, my accompanist Duncan Zadinsky opened the Brahms sonata faster than usual.

         Had the honor of the occasion unnerved him? Duncan was the skittery type and I probably hadn’t given him enough time to barf

         backstage before the concert. I glanced casually toward the piano bench. He didn’t look up but he slowed down: I have that

         effect on certain men. Nestling into my Stradivarius, I began to play, closing my eyes as the old wood vibrated against my

         shoulder and high, exquisitely pure melody rippled over the room. I had been making sounds like that for twenty-five years

         and the first fluttery note was always like a kiss from the gods, tempting me to live forever. As music flew from violin to

         the far wall, my brain ran myriad acoustical calculations and sent correcting data to my fingertips. I half opened my eyes

         again: other work here.

      


      Paula Marvel wore a dress with a little more bouffant than her hips could gracefully handle. Her rhinestone tiara topped a

         pageboy that absorbed but did not reflect light; once again, her hairdresser had gone one shade overboard washing away the

         gray. Deceptively tiny mouth, apple cheeks, everlasting smile … eyes blue and lethal as prussic acid. As I played, she memorized

         the scrollwork in the ceiling. Next to her, the president slept. Gold and bow ties dominated the rest of the front row, Bobby

         and Paula having surrounded themselves with the sycophants, moneybags, and movie stars who had gotten them elected. Not one

         of these half-assed Machiavellis was listening to Brahms. Neither was the German foreign minister, for that matter: in half

         an hour he’d be back at the bargaining table, trying to screw everyone he had just been toasting at dinner. Meanwhile, of

         course, his intended victims sat figuring how to screw him even worse. The violent beta waves charging from three hundred

         skulls were beginning to undermine my concentration, not to mention patience. Damn Maxine! This little put-down was her way

         of reminding me that I was agent first, musician second. Human a far third.

      


      Fine. I played my part. Fortunately, President Marvel was about to provide a little side show. I loved loud snoring at black-tie

         affairs. At best, it came from the husband of the female heavy, a tight-faced woman in the front row whose jewelry should

         have been fake. Her reaction to that first snort never ceased to amuse me. Aghast, she would raise an eyebrow. If the offender’s

         own stertor didn’t wake him after a few seconds, her shoe would creep sideways and slowly ccrrrush his until he resuscitated. This was all done while benignly, sadistically, beaming at the sole witness—me. I caressed Brahms,

         fighting back a smile: Bobby Marvel’s left shoe had five seconds to live.

      


      Perhaps the president’s electromagnetic field changed. I saw the First Lady’s eyes disengage from the ceiling and glide to

         her husband’s too still profile. Reacting with the reptilian calm that still terrified Washington after three-plus years,

         Paula snuggled into her seat as one gloved hand crept into Bobby’s lap. I put Brahms on automatic and watched, entranced,

         as two of her fingers constricted around the president’s testicles. His only response was a slack jaw, prelude to a snore.

         So Paula squeezed harder, her biceps rising hideously from her upper arm. President Marvel opened an eye and eventually recognized

         his surroundings. As Paula’s hand slithered back to her lap, he took a deep breath and recrossed his legs. The two of them

         smiled lovingly at each other, as if this concert made them very, very happy. An overblown performance, even by silent film

         standards: everyone on the planet knew their marriage was radioactive waste.

      


      Brahms ended. I ran Duncan through Ravel then a bunch of Gershwin arrangements, earning us a flurry of applause. Afterward,

         President Marvel gave me a gummy kiss and Paula, paradigm of hospitality, invited her guests to stay and dance. She spoke

         in a deliberately somber voice so that everyone would know she was extremely concerned about the vice president’s condition

         but hell, this evening had been planned months before Bailey had gotten himself terminally ill.

      


      I took my accompanist’s arm as a few hundred cabalists rose from their seats, smarmy smiles ready for action. “Duncan, let’s

         go.”

      


      “Now?! Paula’s about to ask me to dance!”


      Next he’d want me taking pictures for his mother in Cleveland. I left him near the butler with the most champagne glasses

         and waded toward the exit. My manager Curtis would howl in frustration: once again I was neglecting the postconcert schmooze,

         an artistic duty nowadays as indispensable as tuning my violin. But coed grazing appalled me. Always had. I was the one-on-one

         type, with men who preferred lamps low and conversation soft. Too many capped teeth here and the place was verminous with

         media. They had had a field day with my private life last spring, after my Grand Guignol in Leipzig. Someday I’d return the

         kindness. Meanwhile I’d continue playing the role of Leslie Frost, the fiddler who rode Harleys and broke men’s hearts … if

         they were lucky.

      


      Maxine had recruited me—and six others like me—almost ten years ago. We called her the Queen not only for her imperial bearing,

         but for her ability to psychologically decapitate her subjects. First she tried to break us in a boot camp that would have

         made a marine mush, then she christened us the Seven Sisters. Sanitation Crew would have been more accurate: dancer, archaeologist,

         or in my case, violinist, we girls roamed the planet eliminating nasty situations for an agency that did not officially exist.

         Unfortunately, five of us had been eliminated in return. Maxine ran her last survivors Barnard and me—Smith—from Berlin. I

         suspect the Queen’s desire to live close to me derived less from heroine worship than from a lingering apprehension that I

         would someday blow her whole operation. Performing artists were fundamentally unstable and I had always been the delinquent

         of the lot. Maybe my death wish was the adjunct of a desire to play the Tchaikovsky concerto perfectly in front of two thousand

         people. Like the other girls in Maxine’s litter, I lived to taunt the gods. So far they hadn’t struck me with lightning, but

         the bolts were dropping ever closer: five people dead last time out, two of them my lovers. All I got in exchange for that

         carnage was the puny consolation that I had not yet killed anyone on purpose. I had killed by omission, by accident, in self-defense,

         yes; on purpose, no. Once you crossed that line, you were good as dead. Would this be the assignment that finished me? It

         had begun innocently enough. But I knew Maxine better than that. And she knew me.

      


      I waded through a wash of executive branch handshakes and shallow smiles, waiting, observing, until a fiftyish woman with

         shrewd eyes and a shrewd yellow suit blocked my way. Great knees. Primed for cameras, she wore heavy powder and enough hairspray

         to deflect an F-111. On the tube, she’d look part mom, part CEO; in the flesh, one trembled before a Hun in tweed. At her

         right stood a lusterless assistant, about my age, in neutral suit and prim linen blouse. At her left stood a smug, possessive

         man who looked like the only person alive who could handle her.

      


      Assuming I recognized her, the woman bypassed introductions. Daughter had been taking violin lessons. The girl was a genius.

         I would be thrilled to hear her play, maybe tomorrow. Where was I staying?

      


      Fortunately the foreign minister interrupted. “Help has arrived,” he whispered in German, kissing my hand. “You can make it

         up to me later.”

      


      I turned to the woman. “Perhaps you could send your daughter to Berlin. I’m leaving Washington tonight.”


      Her glare could have melted glass. “Ah.”


      Folding his arm over mine, the minister led me past a few photographers. We’d be all over Der damn Spiegel this week. “Who was that?” I whispered.

      


      “You don’t know? Don’t you read the newspapers, darling?”


      “Just the comics. The characters are more believable.”


      “I see,” he lied, smiling at an actor whose career had peaked a decade before his first face lift. Hollywood intoxicated the

         Marvels. “The woman in question is your next vice president. Aurilla Perle.”

      


      Jordan Bailey, the current officeholder, had been stung by the wrong mosquito on his last trip to a rain forest. No cure existed

         for dengue hemorrhagic fever. Last I heard, red spots covered his lungs and blood was beginning to swamp his brain. He lay

         ravaged and comatose at Walter Reed, waiting for his heart to collapse. Even so, I would have preferred him to that neutron

         bomb in the yellow suit. “I thought Bailey was improving.”

      


      “Jojo’s history. The poor man should have stuck to whales.”


      “What makes you say Aurilla’s going to replace him?”


      “It’s common knowledge.”


      Another woman in a suit blocked our path. At least this one I recognized: Vicky Chickering, the First Lady’s right arm. They

         had known each other since eighth grade, which meant they were the same age. Paula looked years younger, but she had gotten

         a lot of exercise waving to crowds while Vicky was stuffed in the back of the campaign bus with the pizzas and telephones.

         No problem: a lesbian who viewed the female body as an impediment and torment, Vicky had achieved liberation by becoming a

         250-pound hulk with sensible shoes. She had spent the last week testifying to a Senate panel about discrimination against

         fat persons.

      


      “I enjoyed the performance, Leslie,” she said, crushing my hand.


      “Thank you.” Vicky hadn’t heard one note. Each time I had looked at her, she had been scribbling on a little pad that hung

         from her neck. It was as much a trademark as her Betty Boop hairdo.

      


      Enough of me. Vicky homed in on more pressing business matters. “Minister Klint, the First Lady would like to speak with you.”


      The minister’s perfect smile suggested that the feeling was not mutual. “Aren’t we meeting at ten tomorrow?”


      “Before the meeting.”


      My escort reverted to German. “Back to the bloody war. A drink later?” His lips lingered over my hand. Ace diplomat: hard

         to say whether he was wooing me or insulting Vicky.

      


      “Some other night.” I had almost escaped the East Room when Aurilla Perle’s escort caught up. Expensive suit, brazen green

         eyes flecked with gold. Heavy black curls framed his face. He was probably ten years older, fifty times deadlier, than he

         appeared. I should have recognized him. “The recital was marvelous,” he said, clasping my hand. “My name is Bendix Kaar.”

      


      I didn’t care if he was Henry VIII. “Hello.”


      “You’re not staying?” Voice cool as granite: I would not want to be this man’s enemy.


      “I don’t dance.” Across the room I could see Mr. Godo, president of my record company, shaking hands with Bobby Marvel. Any

         second now Godo’s photographer would be dragging me back inside for a dozen historic shots. “Good night.”

      


      I nearly ran to the door, where a marine escorted me to the limo waiting behind the White House. We didn’t speak; I was imagining

         him naked and I suppose he was watching for thugs in the shrubbery. The night was dense and paludal, throbbing with crickets.

         Ahead of us the Washington Monument rose like a gigantic tack from the cushiony Mall, daring history to sit.

      


      I entered the limousine. The marine handed over my violin. “Good night, ma’am.”


      Ah, men in uniform: would that he could take a ride, let me peel off those perfect white gloves. It had been a while. “Good

         night.”

      


      The chauffeur’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “Scenic route, Miss Frost?”


      Any route, as long as it wasn’t back to my vacant bed. “I’ll tell you when to stop.”


      We rolled past magnificent buildings, many of which people called home, judging by the slumberous bodies on their front steps.

         As the limo neared the Capitol, I wondered why Maxine had sent me to Washington. She knew I disliked working in America: too

         big, too diffuse, unpredictable for all the wrong reasons. I didn’t know the movies or the slang and I never wore sneakers.

         Having lived so many years abroad, isolated from the stunning degeneration of the language, I now spoke a mildly archaic English.

         Natives knew immediately, from my clothing and voice, that I wasn’t one of them. Maxine would be out of her mind to send me

         here for undercover work. Wasn’t America Barnard’s territory? She was the agent who could pass for anything from El Paso barmaid

         to Boston pediatrician.

      


      Lightning needled the hilltops as we crossed the Arlington Bridge. Cornering like a blimp, the limo skirted the Pentagon.

         I poured myself a Scotch and sank into the seat, listening to the drone of rubber on pavement. I missed my Harley. It was

         a good companion after concerts, more intoxicating than alcohol, less demanding than a man. After a siege under the spotlights,

         nothing recharged the batteries like a supersonic zip along the Autobahn, especially when I had the Stradivarius strapped

         to the rack. Tempting fate kept one humble—and brave. Couldn’t happen here, of course, not with a speed limit of sixty-five

         mph and a radar trap beyond each hill. No wonder everyone had a gun.

      


      As we drifted into Virginia, the phone rang. A mistake—I hoped. “Hello.”


      “Raoul?” asked Maxine.


      I knocked on the partition, playing the hole through. “Is your name Raoul?”


      He shook his head. “Mickey.”


      “You’ve got the wrong number.” Hung up, finished the Scotch. After a while I told Mickey to return to the hotel: Maxine expected

         me ready for action in an hour. I had to smile as trees became streetlights and the limo fell in with police cars prowling

         the boulevards. The Queen knew the best time to get me was after a performance, when the ganglia were still smoking and. the

         brain ached for a new riddle, any riddle, to stanch the void. I was suicidally fearless now. Or I used to be … the concerts

         had resumed only three weeks ago. My first few strolls into the spotlight had been frightening. During my sabbatical, a tiny

         switch that fused brain to finger had turned off; without that switch on, I had no shield against the terror that seized performers

         seconds before they had to go onstage and string a few thousand notes, beginning to end, flawlessly. Tonight the switch had

         flicked off only a few times, an encouraging sign, but now I was tired rather than wired. Whatever little errand Maxine had

         concocted, I hoped it would be easy.

      


      After halting the limo in a brass alcove, Mickey unhanded me to a doorman. I went to my room and changed from flowing white

         to tight black. As the costume changed, so did my pulse: Maxine was sending me back to the razor’s edge, bless her conniving,

         pitiless heart. I packed my plastic knife, which wouldn’t ruffle any metal detectors in this security-mad town, and coiled

         my hair under a black scarf. Left the room. The doorman who had just helped me from the limousine looked twice as I returned

         to the lobby: in five minutes I had gone from goddess to buccaneer. Nevertheless, he put a whistle to his mouth. Guests of

         his hotel did not walk the streets at this—indeed any—hour.

      


      “No cab,” I said, sailing past.


      Headed toward the White House, where the president’s soirée, or a major fire, still raged. Lights from the East Room threw

         buttery shafts across the lawn. Tourists along Pennsylvania Avenue pressed their faces to the high iron fence, chattering

         in a stew of tongues as they photographed the distant chandeliers. By now my accompanist Duncan was either tangoing with a

         princess or puking in LBJ’s toilet. Minister Klint would be in one of those overstuffed reception rooms, sipping champagne

         as he allowed Paula & co. to think they were getting the better of him. President Marvel? Engaging a cigar or a woman: end

         result about the same. Hard to believe I had been with them an hour ago.

      


      Found a phone at Pershing Square, called a local number. The line fizzed and clicked. Finally Maxine answered. “Play well?”


      “I would have been a bigger hit at Arlington Cemetery.”


      “Meet anyone interesting?”


      “Was I supposed to?”


      I could hear her patiently swallowing coffee four thousand miles away. “How’s the weather?”


      “Stinking hot.” Same as two weeks ago, when Maxine had been in town rooting around the NSA computers with her five-star general.

         Maybe she had been trying to dig up some easy work for me. “Can I come back to Berlin now?”

      


      “Drop in on Barnard first. She’s right down the street.”


      Something wrong. Not once in all these years had one of Maxine’s other agents dropped in on me, or I on them. Now that five

         out of seven of us were dead, perhaps the Queen was relaxing her social policy. “Is she expecting me?”

      


      “She knows you’re in town.”


      “What’s she doing here?”


      Again I heard a quiet swallowing. “You got me.”


      Hard to say which was worse, Maxine not knowing what was going on or actually admitting so. She gave us girls a long leash,

         but we were expected to bark at reasonable intervals. “What do you want me to do?” I asked.

      


      “Just check her out.” Maxine told me an address: Watergate.


      “Come on, the place is a fortress!”


      “You’ll see three fountains outside the north lobby. Keys are in the middle one. Apartment 937. Her name’s Polly Mason.”


      Before Maxine could explain how to unlock Barnard’s door, I hung up and joined the tourists cruising the Ellipse. Hard to

         be invisible in this town: too damn broad and bright, zero foliage cover, and every other pedestrian carried a videocamera.

         No wonder there were so few assassinations anymore. Crowds, lights, thinned after the Lincoln Memorial. Soon even the sidewalks

         disappeared. I walked along the Potomac, reacquainting myself with the rhythm and insinuation of shadows as adrenaline began

         seeping into my blood. It was a heavier mix than my brain had put out for Bobby Marvel’s concert a few hours ago; then again,

         no one killed a violinist for bad intonation. I could feel the rush in my arms and legs. They were already in super shape;

         during my time off, I had been working out. Smith had never been leaner or stronger. Odd that the less I cared to live, the

         better care I took of my body.

      


      Cut through the bushes behind the Kennedy Center. Though all was now quiet on the immense back palazzo, tonight’s opera would

         end in fifteen minutes, spewing several thousand witnesses my way. Even now a few spoilsports were scuttling out before the

         final curtain. Limousines crawled up the ramp, motors rumbling, masking low frequencies; a battalion of taxis would invade

         any minute. Hurrying, I crossed the street to the Watergate complex, where once upon a time a few cocky amateurs had performed

         the mother of all botch jobs. Careful, Smith: bad karma here.

      


      Heard water before I saw it. Ahead of me, three oval basins tinkled into each other, exactly as Maxine had described. Three

         tiny moons danced on their surfaces. I froze, horrified: my last assignment had begun in a fountain in Leipzig. Now Maxine

         had brought me halfway around the earth to not one fountain, but three. Was this the Queen’s way of telling me to get on with

         it? Worse, a dare: If I couldn’t make this first hurdle, she’d know my guts were still soup, my nerves steady as ice in a

         desert. I’d sink to the bottom of her class, maybe for good.

      


      On a nearby balcony, a woman laughed softly, ecstatically: stopped me dead. She was watching the moon with someone she loved.

         I had laughed like that once … did that woman have any idea what was to come? If so, she laughed anyway. Goaded by her defiance,

         her hopeless bravery, I stalked to the middle fountain. No fish. Just pennies, pebbles, balls of gum. I had nearly circled

         the basin when the phantom of a shadow wavered beneath the water. A jellyfish with straight edges? My hand raked the slippery

         bottom: keys all right. Clear plastic.

      


      Above, I heard another low, maddening chuckle. Up the street, cars began to honk: opera finita. I quickly circled the Watergate complex, a hulk of jags, tiers, and curves—half yacht, half Moby-Dick. Like most buildings

         in Washington, it was a tad too white. Out back, a grove of pines shielded the service entrance. Pulled on my gloves and hid

         my face in the scarf. Tried one of Maxine’s keys. No alarm sounded, but up in security a little beeper had probably gone off;

         armed guard would be checking in any minute. I trotted down a humid, linty corridor. Behind closed doors, machinery whined

         so that folks upstairs could coast through four seasons at a comfy seventy-two degrees. I ran up the stairwell to the ninth

         floor. Barnard would live near the top, of course. Ostentation was the best cover, she always claimed. But Barnard would have

         stuck out in any crowd. She was a stunning six-foot blonde. Liked her hair in a high chignon and shoes with four-inch spikes:

         working altitude easily six six. She could do a mile in under four minutes and after a half bottle of gin she could still

         pick off a chipmunk at two hundred yards. Maxine had scooped her out of med school and somehow convinced her that squashing

         bad guys was more patriotic than finding a cure for cancer. I think her love life was like mine but with a few hundred more

         correspondents, thus fewer wrenching finales. What could she be doing in Washington? Rang her doorbell, concocting my spiel.

         Hi, remember me? We went to camp together. After a minute I rang again. Through the peephole, lights burned. I unlocked her door.

      


      “Polly?” No, Ella Fitzgerald crooning from the speakers. I was looking at more art and carpet than Barnard could have afforded

         after working a century for Maxine. Maybe she still did a little brain surgery on the side. The decor favored beige and live,

         the colors of dollar bills. On a sideboard flared an enormous bouquet of purple orchids. Beyond the music, an ominous silence

         pressed the nerves. My heart began thumping erratically: I was not alone here. Drawing my knife, I entered the bedroom.

      


      Gloriously naked, Barnard sprawled facedown across the bed. A tattoo glowered on her left buttock. From the looks of the rumpled

         bedding, she had either fought—or fucked—very hard. But no blood. And no pulse in her still warm neck. The faintest scent

         of grilled pineapple lingered in the air. I was inspecting a puncture near the edge of Barnard’s hairline when the phone rang.

         The answering machine picked up.

      


      “The ice-cream man will see you at midnight.” Woman’s voice. Contemptuous, biting the t’s. “Don’t be late.”

      


      I pocketed the cassette and rolled Barnard’s lush, heavy corpse over. Blue eyes bulged from a blue face. Strangled? No welts

         on the throat. Pills? Drano? I pried open her jaws. Tough work, since they were beginning to mortise. Her mouth looked pink

         and healthy except for a dash of white down by the tonsils. Dug my finger in: eh? String? I pulled, felt the resistance, knew,

         didn’t believe but continued to tug, almost gagging when the thick, white head of a tampon loomed like a giant maggot at the

         base of her mouth. Slow suffocation: what a terrible way to die.

      


      I went to the bedroom, found a safety pin and another tampon. Sorry, friend: stabbed Barnard’s neck, near the original puncture.

         She bled heavily, warmly, still so alive. I was swabbing the last beads of blood when a key slipped into the front door. In

         a few seconds I’d be at a bad pajama party so I cut to Barnard’s plant-clogged balcony. No chance of winging the twenty-foot

         gap between here and the neighbor’s begonias. Nine stories below I saw only trees. Damn! Where were all the swimming pools

         when you needed them? Looped my scarf around a balcony post and somersaulted over the edge as a figure burst into Barnard’s

         bedroom. Whoever it was stomped onto the balcony, pausing in the moonlight as I swung by the wrists a few inches below. Breathless,

         we both listened to the wind, to the hum of traffic along the Potomac. Should the intruder look down, should a pedestrian

         look up, I was finished. But a terse whistle inside the apartment saved me. The footsteps retreated and I was left alone to

         calculate the number of seconds I could hold on before my grip melted or the scarf tore. Minutes crawled by. My wrists became

         numb, white hot, numb again as I dangled in the breeze. Diversion necessary so I ran the first movement of the Brahms concerto,

         note by note, through my head. Curtis had scheduled me to play it in Frankfurt next week. I was almost through when the lights

         snapped out in Barnard’s living room.

      


      Counted to ten, willing strength to my dead arms. Mind gradually won over matter and I began to swing back and forth, finally

         gaining enough momentum to curl knees to chest, then clamp the ankles around a balcony post. One last pull and I lay gasping,

         threatening as a squid, behind Barnard’s azaleas. Acrid fumes of hundred-fifty-proof sweat rose from every pore, evaporating

         along with my energy. Eventually I dragged an ear to the sliding door: Ella still sang the blues. I went back inside.

      


      Dim light played evenly over Barnard’s bed. Her body was gone. So was the answering machine. In the living room, paintings

         had been slashed, pillows disemboweled. Even the oranges in the fruit bowl had been sliced and squeezed into grotesque parabolas.

         Maximum damage in minimum time, yet they had overlooked the dead weight hanging off the balcony: amateurs? Worse: zealots?

         I doubted they had found what they were looking for. You had to know Barnard, and Maxine, for that.

      


      Found the crème de menthe at the back of the liquor cabinet, where one would normally keep the more repellent digestifs. Although the bottle looked and felt full, few would be tempted to decant the sticky emerald liquid. Just as well, because

         it wasn’t alcohol, and that wasn’t really a bottle. Snapped off its neck, took a few scraps of paper from its belly. On the

         way out I noticed deep, fresh dents in the door frame, paint on the floor: Barnard hadn’t been hauled out of here in a rug.

         Near the Arlington Bridge I got to a phone. “I found her, Maxine.”

      


      After ten years reading tone of voice, the Queen didn’t even sigh: six of the Seven Sisters confirmed dead, and the violinist

         had outlived them all. Unbelievable. “How bad?” she asked.

      


      “Naked in bed with a tampon down her throat.”


      A moment of silence as Maxine considered the mechanics of that. “Barnard could have fought off three men with one hand.”


      “Puncture on her neck. I got some blood.” The second tampon lay stiff as a finger in my pocket. “They took the body away in

         something big.” I sighed: how banal.

      


      “Where were you, hiding behind the shower curtain?”


      “No, under the bed with a teddy bear. You would have preferred casualties?”


      Her silence shouted yes. “Who were they?”

      


      “Couldn’t tell you. I was hanging off the balcony. My arms are a lot longer than they were an hour ago.” That got no sympathy

         whatever. “I found a theater ticket in her bottle. Show’s tomorrow night.”

      


      “What’s playing?”


      “La Ronde. The ticket cost a thousand bucks. Fund-raiser for endangered species.”

      


      “Bizarre.”


      So was Schnitzler in English. I felt for my knife as a man in tennis whites sauntered by. When he wandered around the bend,

         I squinted at the little slip of paper that had been in Barnard’s bottle with the ticket. “‘Yvette Tatal. Saint Elizabeth’s,’”

         I read. “Mean anything to you?”

      


      “No.” Heavy breathing on Maxine’s end. “Why didn’t they find you hanging off the balcony?”


      “Amateurs in a rush.”


      “They kill a pro, toss the apartment, take the body, and miss you?”

      


      I had never heard the Queen raise her voice before. Her fear galloped through my blood. “Maybe I got lucky.”


      Maxine only chortled. “Look for me after the play.”


      I returned to the Watergate complex, circled a few times but saw no large, clunky objects leaving the premises. Nothing emerged

         but toilers and spoilers, all alive. Each time I passed the triple fountain, I listened for that soft, knowing laughter, proof

         that another woman, drunk with love, had defied the gods. But the sound had vanished with Barnard. I went back to my hotel.

         Same doorman: damn, he had seen me go and come. I entered the elevator with a Korean whose eyes crawled torpidly over the

         curves in my black leather. Left that poor sod on the third floor and unlocked my door. My white concert gown still draped

         a chair. Bed looked wide and barren as Antarctica, with two silly chocolates on the pillow now. I stashed the bloody tampon,

         all I had left of Barnard, in the minibar. As I grabbed a beer, the phone rang.

      


      “How’d it go?” Curtis asked.


      “Better than last time.” I could hear eggs and sausage crackling on my manager’s end of the line. Sunshine would just be warming

         the violets on the kitchen sill. Home, Curtis, safety: all a fantasy now. He listened to “My Night at the White House,” aware

         that the pull in my voice had nothing to do with Brahms. “I might stay here a few days,” I said finally.

      


      “What about Duncan?”


      “I left him dancing with a few menopausal Cinderellas. He’s probably booked for lunch until Thanksgiving.”


      “Leave yourselves a little time to practice. Carnegie Hall on Saturday, remember.”


      I’d be lucky if circulation returned to my fingers by Christmas! “Yes, Mother.”


      Took a bath, thinking about Barnard, whom I had last seen eight years ago. Camp Maxine had just opened for business and the

         Queen was intent on exterminating the weaklings in the bunch. She’d almost succeeded with me: I was the drinkin’, smokin’

         musician, unused to sleep-outs and twenty-mile hikes before breakfast. Barnard thrived on such abuse. She was also off-the-charts

         smart, a fatal attribute in a beautiful female—but the perfect requisites for Maxine, who had managed to find seven of us

         with that peculiar nimiety. Barnard could play Texas bimbo, Swedish hippie, frigid WASP, to perfection. I wondered which persona

         she had used last. Whatever the pose, Barnard could enslave a man in fifteen seconds. Ordinary women hated her. Sad that she

         and I had not become closer as our sisters fell. Not smart, but sad just the same. After Wellesley turned up—in two pieces—in

         Johannesburg, Barnard had called me. “Looks like you and I are holding the fort, Smithy. Care to place your bets?”

      


      “Fifty thousand bucks.”


      “Son of a bitch! On you or me?”


      “I bury you, babe.”


      “I’ll use it for violin lessons,” Barnard had snorted.


      “I’ll spend it on push-up bras.” Now I was fifty thousand, plus interest, richer: Smith’s survival bonus. Maybe I’d donate

         it to Maxine.

      


      At precisely ten the next morning, Duncan Zadinsky knocked. My accompanist liked to breakfast with me after a concert to discuss

         all the mistakes we had made the previous evening. Sometimes I think he enjoyed the postmortem more than he did the performance.

         Today, however, music was not uppermost in his mind. “You missed the party of the century,” he crowed, seating himself at

         the trolley a steward had just wheeled in. “I was dancing till dawn.”

      


      “Four-fifteen, dear. I heard you come in with a few elephants.”


      Duncan constructed a meticulous still life of granola and prunes before submerging it in tomato juice. He had read somewhere

         that this alleviated baldness. “Paula’s one hell of a dancer. She’s got hips like butter. Feet like feathers.”

      


      Brain like Iago. Bobby was just her Moor. “I’m sure you swept her away.”


      Duncan tucked half a muffin into his mouth. “After our dance, she left. Why settle for second best?”


      “Sorry to disappoint you, but she had a staff meeting. Whom did you ravish next?”


      “Justine Cortot. A very attractive woman, believe me.”


      No kidding: White House press secretary. She and Bobby had graduated from the same high school in backwater Kentucky. Both

         had gone to the same Ivy League law school, but only Justine had won the Rhodes Scholarship. While she was in England, Bobby

         had married Paula. “I hear she shot Marvel a long time ago. Missed his balls by inches. He was gentleman enough to call it

         a hunting accident.”

      


      “That’s absurd! Where’d you hear that?”


      Maxine had sent an unexpurgated bio of Bobby Marvel along with my ticket to the White House. Great bedtime reading, if you

         were a satyr. “Don’t remember.”

      


      Done with the prunes, Duncan attacked a mound of beignets. Maybe they cured impotence. “I’m surprised you believe rumors,”

         he chomped. “Of all people.”

      


      A dank wind, heavy with ghosts, blew by. “So what did you think of the concert?”


      He launched into a note-by-note recap of our horror show: twangy piano, poor lighting, cold audience, mushy acoustics, jet

         lag, insufficient rehearsal … obviously my accompanist was a saint. Never in our years together had we performed under humane

         conditions. “We’ve got to work our asses off before New York,” Duncan concluded. “We’ve been out of action for months. Playing

         live upsets me now.”

      


      It upset me, too; I just didn’t let anyone know how much. I went to the window. Outside the hotel, a sheik deboarded from

         a stretch limousine. All that white hurt my eyes. “How about staying in Washington a few days instead of going to New York?”

      


      “Don’t tell me you hooked up with that marine at the White House!”


      On the pavement, three veiled women followed their leader into the hotel. I wondered if they fought for his attention or jeered

         at him behind his back. “There are a couple new exhibitions in town.”

      


      “I suppose I could do some research at the Library of Congress.” Duncan speared a sausage. “Meet Justine for lunch. She’d

         be delighted if I changed my mind.”

      


      “Cortot invited you out?”


      “For God’s sake! Am I a leper?”


      Not completely. Duncan was just a fidgety old maid whose idea of an orgasm was playing Chopin’s Minute Waltz in fifty-eight seconds. What could Justine possibly want with him? “She’s probably tired of senators,” I said. “Wants to

         try her luck with a piano player.”

      


      “Aren’t you catty this morning! Justine’s a lovely girl.”


      “Girl? She’s ten years older than you. And she’s a politician. Don’t ever forget it.”


      “I’m forty-one! I’ll forget what I like!”


      Give up, Frost. I returned to the table. Duncan had left me five prunes. “Great weather. Maybe I’ll rent a Harley for the

         afternoon.”

      


      “Eh? I thought you wanted to see some exhibitions.”


      A knock interrupted further pleasantries. In the hallway stood a porter burdened with deep purple orchids. He smiled, my pulse

         tottered: just a few hours ago I had seen an identical arrangement in Barnard’s apartment. As the fellow sashayed to a sideboard,

         Duncan snatched the envelope. Intercepting notes on my bouquets was one of his professional duties, right up there with frowning

         at my apparel and passing judgment on my boyfriends.

      


      “Orchids,” he sniffed with the usual disdain. “How decadent. ‘A cliff-banging performance.’” Tossed the card away. “Who’s your admirer this time?”

      


      “No idea.”


      I spent the afternoon riding through the Virginia hills, inhaling the first delicate scents of autumn, wondering who could

         have seen me dangling from Barnard’s balcony last night. Duncan was half ah hour late for our rehearsal at five. He played

         beautifully, mysteriously, like someone in love. Neither of us mentioned his lunch with Justine.

      


   

      Chapter Two


      THE DOORMAN BEAMED as I left the hotel: I was in silk and diamonds again. No violin tonight, though. Just a little of Barnard’s blood in my

         purse. “Cab, Miss Frost?”

      


      “Thank you.” Heat rose from the asphalt, pressed down from the clouds, wilting humans in a moist, invisible sandwich. “Ford’s

         Theatre, please,” I told the driver.

      


      “I won’t be able to drop you outside,” he said, pulling onto Pennsylvania Avenue.


      “Why not?”


      “Bomb threats. We’re supposed to avoid the area.”


      Great. As predicted, traffic stalled five blocks from destination. I joined those abandoning their vehicles and walked the

         rest of the way to Tenth Street, wondering why Barnard had bought a thousand-buck ticket to an outdated play. Maybe someone

         else had blown the grand for the opportunity to sit next to her. Blind date? I was suddenly nervous, unprepared to step into

         her shoes. Totally unprepared to swallow a tampon. However, curious little gambler that I am, I crossed the police line outside

         Ford’s Theatre. Sailed by the metal detector in the foyer as an attendant fished through the pile of platinum I had dropped

         onto his plate. “Enjoy the show,” was all he said.

      


      Ford’s Theatre looked much the way it had in April 1865, when Lincoln had taken a bullet in the head. Heavy green curtains

         framed a modest stage; the audience sat on barely cushioned chairs. Slender beams supported two shallow balconies. Despite

         the crowd and the lights, my heart skipped upon entering this place: it felt the residual evil lurking here. I walked quickly

         along the rear wall, checking exits, aisles, faces. Everyone looked rich and terribly important, or attached to such a person.

         Finally I headed toward second row center: typical Barnard. She had probably planned to arrive three seconds before opening

         curtain so that no one could miss her entrance.

      


      Three chairs in the second row remained empty. Left of them loomed the immense Vicky Chickering. Seeing me, she broke off

         speaking with a younger woman at her side. For just a wee moment, disbelief grayed her face. But recovery was swift. “Leslie!”

         She ooched over a few inches to make room. “I thought you left town last night!”

      


      Had I told her that? “I make exceptions for Schnitzler.” I wedged into the three-quarter space she had left me. “So you’re

         a fan of endangered species?”

      


      “As is the First Lady.” Vicky’s eyes leapt to a more strategic beast behind me. She not only stood up for this one, but pronounced

         her name in French. “Justine!”

      


      Egad, Duncan’s dancing partner. Looking right through me, Justine Cortot began wedging down the row as a man in bow tie and

         Fu Manchu glasses followed closely behind. Very hard to believe she was twenty years my senior. She looked more thirty than

         fifty. Cortot had packed her ninety-eight pounds into a white Lycra sheath that stretched to the max at bust and butt. Lipstick

         matched the stiletto heels and her blondish hair had been poufed into an enormous French twist. Her cubic zirconia jewelry

         glared in the yellow light. This lady was pedal-to-the-metal competing: she had expected to be seated next to Barnard. What

         a pathetic contest that would have been. It was still pathetic.

      


      I pretended to read the program so that Justine and Vicky could exchange public intimacies like “Did you get my memo?” and

         “We’re confirmed for next Friday.” Justine’s acquired Etonian accent grated on my nerves. Twice I caught her date looking

         down my décolletage. Justine noticed me not. She only had eyes for Vicky, and vice versa; if either of them had come to hear

         Schnitzler, I’d eat my diamonds.

      


      The hall quieted. I looked toward the loge at stage right, where Lincoln had been assassinated. That space would remain unlit,

         unoccupied, forever. But—rusty me—I didn’t take the fact full circle. Only when a Secret Service agent made a final pass by

         the first row did I realize that the two empty places in front of me were reserved for the Marvels.

      


      This ticket was hotter than hell!


      Justine suddenly acknowledged me. “How is dear Duncan?” she asked, never introducing herself. That would have been insulting—to

         Justine.

      


      “Fine, thank you.”


      With a smirk, she buried her face in the program. The Secret Service drifted quietly to the exits, penning us in as the U.S.

         Marine Band played a few ruffles and flourishes. All stood. Arm in arm, the Marvels entered. Bobby’s face was flushed; beneath

         Paula’s rouge I detected fury. They had been brawling again. However, politics being one of the minor performing arts, both

         bared their gums and waved to the crowd. From a distance, it would look genuine. Just before taking his seat, the president

         narrowed his gaze from the universal to the specific. Had I not been watching his eyes, I would have missed the shift from

         anger to shock to utter vacuity as he discovered not Barnard, but me, in her place. We stared for a split second as a few

         million volts passed between us. Then, smiling as if I had tickled him, Bobby turned his back and sat down.

      


      Ice crept through my guts as the lights dimmed. I had not been expecting such a reckless game, not even from Barnard. What

         had Marvel’s smile meant? Perhaps I had misinterpreted his glance … and perhaps the earth was flat. Without intermission,

         Schnitzler’s saucy play came and went. Trapped between giant on the left, pygmy on the right, president’s head looming like

         a cannonball two feet in front of me, I saw nothing onstage. Each time Vicky Chickering resnuggled into her seat, she squeezed

         me another few centimeters toward Justine, whose stuporously sweet perfume should have been buried in a canister in Nevada.

         After Schnitzler bit the dust, we were treated to idolatrous speeches about animals. Paula pinned a medal on the oldest actor’s

         lapels. Everyone applauded. Then the Marvels left.

      


      The lights came up. Vicky stood, breathless; she had been clapping herself silly for the last twenty minutes. “What a treat!”

         she preached, scribbling one last note to herself on the little pad hanging from her neck. We began shuffling toward the aisle.

         “You were so lucky to get a ticket!”

      


      Fishing? I’d nibble her line. “Someone sent it to my hotel.”


      “Is that so! And you just came here out of … curiosity?”

      


      I winked. “Wasn’t you, was it?”


      She stiffened. “You live dangerously.”


      Get off the soapbox, sister. I concentrated on Justine’s plummy rear end, wanting to get out of that theater, out of Washington,

         out of America. I wanted to be back in my studio in Berlin, playing Beethoven to my plants, slithering unnoticed into the

         night. I didn’t like Bobby Marvel and now he was part of the job. So was Chickering. So was this gremlin in front of me. God!

         What had Barnard been doing with them?

      


      Engulfed in bodies, I shuffled up the aisle. Then a tap on my shoulder: I faced an egg-shaped man in a flax suit. His fluorescent

         tie clashed nicely with the “Save the Ocelots” badge. Slicked-back gray-blond hair, around fifty with the round eyes of either

         a naïf or a hopeless degenerate. Smelled of heavy money. “Leslie Frost?” he asked with that annoying local familiarity. “What

         a pleasure. My name is Fausto Kiss. Your recording of the Sibelius concerto is the greatest.”

      


      I had never even listened to it: the performance had cost me two lovers. “Thank you.”


      “So sorry I missed you last night but I was out of town. Never mind. I detest concerts in the East Room.” The man confronted

         Chickering. “How’s that three-ring circus at the White House, dear?”

      


      For him, she smiled. “Getting by, Fausto.”


      Half hummingbird, half blimp, he whirred back to me. “How long will you be in Washington?”


      “I’m leaving tomorrow.”


      “Could you join me for a drink tonight?”


      “I’m afraid not.”


      “Breakfast then?” When I laughed in his face, Kiss tucked a business card into my hand. “Call any time. For any reason. I’m

         at your service.” With lubricious delicacy, his mouth brushed my fingertips. “Do take care of these.”

      


      Chickering’s indulgence evaporated as Fausto’s enormous yellow suit melded into the crowd at the rear of the theater. “Maybe

         he sent your ticket,” she snorted. “Fausto loves to play practical jokes.”

      


      I eventually reached the sidewalk. Halos of humidity sanctified the street lamps. Now that the Marvels had taken off, bums

         and taxis had been allowed back to work the throng on Tenth Street. I wanted to walk far and fast away from there, neutralize

         the acid burping through my system like a tank of bad gas. I needed a Harley, a cold shower. Too many people had seen me and

         I, dully relying on providence, had seen nothing in turn. I had made a huge mistake coming here unprepared to play poker with

         my life—and win. Now, out in the night, my feeble antennae sensed crosshairs on my back. I hunted in my purse, dropped coins

         onto a beggar’s blanket as my eyes flitted over the crowd. Took only a moment to find the shadow across the street. She stood

         in front of the house where Lincoln had died. A column of dark flesh amid a sea of legs, heads, hands: Maxine.

      


      We drifted to F Street. I waited on the corner as she crossed to my curb and without a sideward glance, continued toward Union

         Station. I gave her half a block then began to follow her past ever tawdrier storefronts and raunchier women. The Queen was

         dressed like a tart and her epidermis matched the demographics of the neighborhood: few locals looked twice. Leading her bejeweled,

         lily white agent through this scorched earth was obviously another of Maxine’s little rehab exercises: if I couldn’t fend

         off a couple of drug addicts, the odd gang or two, I obviously wasn’t up to Barnard’s killers. I saw men approach her, then

         drop away. They didn’t touch me, either; perhaps they sensed the claws and fangs behind my nail polish and lipstick. That

         didn’t prevent them from exercising their right of free speech as I passed by, of course. After a dozen invitations to sit

         on a face, I would almost have preferred a fight.

      


      My stiletto heels were not designed for inner-city hikes. Well aware of that, the Queen maintained an Olympic pace, finally

         diving into the Metro station at Judiciary Square. Different world down here, clean, quiet, devoid of pushcarts. Until the

         train whooshed in, Maxine and I observed our companions on the platform. Most of them wore neckties and vapid stares, at least until they

         got a load of Maxine’s knickers and my slightly overexposed breasts. I followed her into a car and sat at the opposite end,

         kneading my feet until she sprang out at Woodley Park.

      


      We stalled at the turnstiles until everyone had gone, then took the steep escalator to Connecticut Avenue. The only person

         who had boarded with us at Judiciary Square strode uphill, scything the thick air with his briefcase. The Queen cut into a

         dark street bordered by woods. Finally, when my shoes were ruined, she disappeared into the brush. Hilly, heavy going; I could

         only pant after her and curse the branches clawing my face. Sweat trickled into my eyes, down my cheeks. My dress was history.

         She slid through a clever break in a chain-link fence. We hit macadam, signposts: the zoo? Maxine veered into a thicket tittering with crickets. A second uphill slog and suddenly I was alone against a wall of rock.

         Had she flown away? No such luck. With the heel of a dead shoe, I tapped the rock face. When the sound turned hollow, I ran

         my fingers over the warm stone. A small depression, smaller ping as the hinges gave way.

      


      The single halogen bulb snapped on only when the door had shut behind me. I stood in a cell crammed with the tools of my other

         trade: keyboards, monitors, slots. Inch for inch, this playpen had probably cost as much as a space probe. The Queen was already

         taking two cans of soda from the minifridge. She hadn’t even broken a sweat, but she was more panther than human. “Eleven

         seconds behind,” she said, dropping into the only chair. “You really are out of shape, Smith.”

      


      “Let’s trade shoes and try again,” I retorted, frowning at a stain on my hem. “Nice little hideout.”


      “Glad you like it. You’re the second tenant.”


      Poor Barnard. “Where are we?”


      “Between the wolves and lions.” Maxine grinned at a wide run in my stockings. “How was Schnitzler?”


      “Couldn’t tell you. Bobby Marvel’s head blocked my view.” Removed my other shoe: looked as if it had been through a lawn mower.

         “I sat between Vicky Chickering and Justine Cortot.”

      


      “His and her White House staffs? That must have been a farce in itself.”


      “On the way out someone named Fausto Kiss introduced himself.”


      “Humpty-Dumpty meets Oscar Wilde. Bet he liked you.”


      “He liked my Sibelius concerto. Invited me over.”


      “Don’t disappoint him. Who sat behind you?”


      “No idea.” I hadn’t looked: bad, bad.


      “So you still don’t know where Barnard got that ticket.”


      “Don’t laugh,” I said, sliding to a small space on the floor. This room was designed for only one occupant. “But I think it

         came from Bobby Marvel.”

      


      The Queen laughed coldly. “That’s what I was afraid you’d say.” Her slender finger touched a video button. “Watch.”


      On screen appeared an opulent bathroom, daytime. Surrounded by plants and potpourri, a blue ribbon in her hair, Barnard soaked

         in a marble tub. She was a staggeringly beautiful woman. Door opened and in tiptoed Boy Marvel wearing only a white towel.

         When Barnard opened an eye, smiled archly, he dropped the towel and stepped into the suds. Great tight ass, considering how

         much time he’d been sitting on it over the past few years. Barnard poured champagne, their mouths moved, they laughed. Then

         Bobby grabbed his bathing partner. The water began to churn. Barnard nearly drowned, giggling all the way. Marvel left the

         tub. After Barnard flung her champagne at him, the screen went black.

      


      I looked across the table. “Touching.”


      “It’s a copy. I found it here. God knows who’s got the original.”


      “Any messages with it?”


      “Barnard never liked sending interim reports.”


      “Whose bathtub?”


      “It ain’t at the White House.”


      “Is the picture real?”


      “Nothing in this town is real. But you can be sure Barnard made that tape on purpose. My guess is she was trying to flush

         someone out of the bushes.” Maxine took a long swig of soda. Quite a compliment, really, exposing her throat to me like that.

         “On July first, we picked up some e-mail from Krikor Tunalian to Louis Bailey.”

      


      Tuna I knew: arms merchant. Should have been dead twenty years ago. “Who’s Bailey?”


      “An ethnobotanist.” The Queen couldn’t resist translating for me. “Jungle medicine. Witch doctors. Natural hallucinogens.

         Oxford trained. Now he’s a big-shot professor at Richmond. Studies plants, sees if they might contain a cure for cancer or

         AIDS. Almost won the Nobel Prize two years ago.”

      


      “What would Tuna want with him?”


      “Nothing too noble. They met at Bailey’s home in Virginia. Next day Tuna wired five million dollars to a Swiss account in

         Bailey’s name. When the doc left the country, I put Barnard on the case. She took a crash refresher course in botany then

         went to Belize. That’s where Bailey goes whenever school’s out.”

      


      “How’d Barnard manage to blend into the woodwork down there? Wearing a monkey suit?”


      Maxine looked down at me. “She posed as a researcher collecting specimens for the International Red Cross. Put on a little

         bandanna and stumbled into Bailey two weeks after setting up camp in the jungle.”

      


      She must have made one hell of an impact. “Let me guess. She became his assistant.”


      “They worked together for six weeks.” Maxine looked bleakly at me. “On September first he disappeared.”


      Excuse me? No one ever got away from Barnard. “How?”


      “I got no field reports. Could have been equipment failure. Jungles have a way of eating communications gear.”


      “Whatever you say. Bailey disappears. Barnard follows his trail to D.C. but still doesn’t fill you in?”


      Obviously not. Our group didn’t work like that. We were paragons of independent study and the Queen knew better than to interfere

         with an agent teetering on the brink of extinction. “I suspect she was chagrined at losing her man. It was the first time.”

         And the last. “All I know is that she set herself up at Watergate. Soon she was screwing the president. You know the rest.”

      


      “Did she ever find Louis?”


      “Couldn’t tell you. No one else has seen him. If he’s here, he’s invisible.”


      “Where’s Tuna?”


      “Panama City. He hasn’t heard from Louis, either. Probably thinks the doc is still in the jungle.”


      I opened my purse and laid the tampon on the table. “Blood-work.” The Queen stared a moment before putting Barnard’s only

         remains in her pocket. “Give me a few leads,” I said.

      


      “Yvette Tatal is the Mother Teresa of Belize. Specialist in dengue fever. Expert in jungle medicine. Louis has known her for

         years.”

      


      “Anything else?”


      “Louis Bailey is the vice president’s brother.”


      Maxine had just dumped a ton of sludge on my dainty white parasol. I needed a long moment to dig out. “Is that why Louis came

         to Washington?” I asked hopefully. “To see Jojo?”

      


      “No one’s seen Louis,” she repeated. “Anywhere.”


      “Are the feds looking for him?”


      “What for? No one knows he’s missing. He lived alone and was out of contact with the world for months on end. Besides, Jojo’s

         in no position to miss his only brother. Brain’s mush. It’s just a matter of time.”

      


      Hell, life was just a matter of time. Suddenly I didn’t want mine to end with a tampon down my throat. “I’m not sure I can

         handle this.”

      


      “Sure you can.” Again she drank, exposing that luscious, chocolate neck. “Start with Fausto.”


      “I’ve got three concerts in Frankfurt next week.”


      “Curtis canceled you until mid-October. Tendinitis.”


      “Son of a bitch!” Winged my shoe across the floor. “What am I supposed to tell Duncan?”


      “Say your wrists hurt.” As Maxine stood, the small knife in her belt glimmered briefly, softly, as a firefly. “Get going.

         September is hurricane season.”

      


      “In Washington?”


      “Belize. Fly through Miami. Your bag’s waiting.” She tossed me a key, pushed a red dot on the wall. “I want to know who killed

         Barnard.” A latch clicked, the lights went out. I saw a faint spray of stars as the Queen melted into the night.

      


      After Maxine left our little pen, I played with the toys therein. Everything was smaller, faster, smarter, than my setup in

         Berlin. In six months, of course, the next generation of software would make this one obsolete: meringue pies had a longer

         shelf life than did the tools of this trade. I entered my passwords, tapped a few keys: up popped a map of Belize, the former

         British Honduras. Wedged between Mexico and Guatemala, it was a lush green rectangle about the size of Massachusetts, blessedly

         overlooked by both superpower and guerrilla. Offshore lay the largest barrier reef in the Western Hemisphere; inland, the

         rain forest attracted scientists and that strange nineties fungus, the ecotourist. Barnard and Jojo Bailey’s brother had situated

         themselves in the western Cayo district, amid mountains and Mayan ruins.

      


      I watched the bathtub video a few times, wondering why she would cherish such a lousy lay, even if it was with the president.

         Unable to detect anything remarkable about the scene but Bobby Marvel’s ass, I fed Barnard’s face to my computer. Its database

         listed just about every troublemaker on the planet, which roughly translated into politicians, millionaires, failed politicians,

         and failed millionaires. ID, I typed. The computer burped twice before her driver’s license flashed on screen. Gorgeous smile:

         my stomach writhed. POLLY MASON. Bogus address and Social Security number.

      


      HERBALIST, BOTANIST 
RED CROSS RESEARCHER 
UNMARRIED


      That was it? The Queen had shielded her well. I ran Bobby Marvel under the scanner.


      POSSIBLE ID ROBERT CHARLEMAGNE MARVEL
 PRESIDENT, UNITED STATES OF AMERICA


      Possible? I rewound tape: sure enough, when the president entered the bathroom, his left ear faced the camera. Mating, his

         right ear stayed in the suds. When Barnard hit him with champagne, Bobby’s hands went up to his eyes—his ears—as he whizzed

         away from her. Without a right ear on film, the computer couldn’t nail him. I zoomed to Marvel’s thighs, locating scar tissue

         about five inches southwest of his balls. That would be the spot where, years ago, Justine Cortot had shot him for marrying

         Paula. Marvel all right.

      


      Thoughts of succeeding Barnard in the bathtub agitated me so I cut to FAUSTO Kiss. On screen appeared a rather dated picture,

         judging by the puffy face I had seen last night at Ford’s Theatre. Time had only burnished the caustic gleam in his eyes.

         He was born fifty years ago in New York City.

      


      ROYAL COLLEGE OF MUSIC 
HARVARD UNIVERSITY—BA PHILOSOPHY 1978 
NET WORTH: $470 MILLION
 INTERESTS: ARTS, POLITICS 
UNMARRIED,

         SEXUAL PREFERENCE UNKNOWN

      


      A philosopher with 470 million bucks? Ludicrous. So was the bit about sexual preference: I had seen Fausto’s eyes. Why no

         degree from the Royal College of Music? I hit PHONE. Fausto picked up after one ring. “This is Leslie Frost,” I said. “Sorry to be calling so late.”

      


      “Not at all. I’m just sitting down to supper.”


      Alone? “My plans have changed. I could join you for breakfast tomorrow.”


      “Excellent! How do you like your eggs?”


      “Benedict.”


      “Will you be bringing your accompanist?”


      “I don’t think so.”


      “We pour coffee at six, dear. I’ll be waiting for you.”


      What a pro: conversation not too long, not too short, the perfect blend of deference and contempt. I bet no one in Washington

         knew Fausto’s political affiliation. He was one of those cunning neutrals who played no sides and all sides, who heard all

         the confessions and got a kick out of manipulating a legion of tin soldiers because no matter what harm they did to the country,

         each other, Fausto’s 470 million bucks would cover his ass forever. He hadn’t run into me at Ford’s Theatre by accident.

      


      Finally I took a look at Louis Bailey. Studied internal medicine at Oxford. Disciplined for unethical conduct. Medical officer

         in Vietnam, where he may have gotten his first taste of jungle medicine. Returned to school for a second degree in botany

         and never looked back. His list of awards was impressive. At a price, however: divorced, without family except for broJojo.

         Pulled Louis’s picture on screen and saw nothing in his thin face but ego and ambition. I wouldn’t want him anywhere near

         my bed. But I wasn’t a botanist.

      


      Shut down the machines and slipped out of Maxine’s playpen. A wolf howled as I passed its cage. I was not looking forward

         to sleeping with Bobby Marvel.

      


   

      Chapter Three


      FAUSTO KISS lived in a swank neighborhood near the vice president’s mansion. Area residents had built gigantic homes to within a few

         feet of their property lines, then had crammed the remaining space with tennis courts, pools, sculpture: if their money couldn’t

         buy acreage, it could at least obliterate what little the zoning laws allowed. As my cabdriver ascended the winding street,

         squinting at house numbers, a silver Mercedes pulled inches behind us. Tailgated for a hundred yards before zooming past:

         Justine Cortot at the wheel. “Follow that car,” I said. We both pulled into a driveway dammed by a gabled mansion.
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