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			ONE

			Clare slumped down in the car, letting the breeze slide across her, window to window. The sky was a high, thin blue, bleached by a show-off sun out to celebrate summer.

			She had parked in defiance of the white lines in order to catch the wind off the straits below. It kept the car from becoming unbearable.

			The summer had been hot, unusually hot so far, and on this long Fourth of July weekend most people had fled the baking streets for an illusion of coolness by the sea.

			Not Clare. Not this time. She loved her adopted city. The jumble of frame houses stepped carefully down the hills, their bright colours and eccentric outlines giving it a holiday look every day of the year. San Francisco was a richly painted, angular roller-coaster that bumped the eye towards the flat blue of the water. Without the clatter and hustle of crowds she could take it in at her own speed, and had been doing just that for the past hour.

			She knew that by simply opening the car door she would be free to walk down the path to the park below. Heavy old trees waited there to cool her in the pools of shadow that overlapped the grass. She could stroll the paved walks and observe the little boys setting off illicit firecrackers to frighten old ladies and exasperate lovers idling on the grass.

			But Clare Randell was doing penance.

			She shifted on the seat, reaching up to lift the heavy drape of hair from her neck. Silky fingers of breeze passed lightly across her damp skin.

			She’d finally decided not to marry Dan. She should be ashamed of herself, of course, because by not marrying him she was probably negating the American Ideal. Or something. The penance was necessary because she felt such a glorious sense of relief at having made her choice at last.

			What girl in her right mind could reject the undeniable attractions of Delicious Dan Fowler? His tawny good looks, his promising career, his tender affection? Or his habit of faintly clearing his throat every time he was about to kiss her?

			‘Me, that’s who,’ she confided to the steering-wheel. ‘Stupid me, who doesn’t know a good thing when she sees it.’ The steering-wheel had no reply to this.

			It was then that she noticed the man. He had just climbed back up the path from the park, and looked flushed with the effort. No wonder, she thought. Wearing a heavy business suit on a day like this. And carrying a briefcase. Some people just can’t let go, even on a holiday.

			She shrugged. It was time she got back to her apartment. There was a lot to do before facing the office in the morning. Her hair to set, papers to collate, and any number of dreadful old movies to watch on television while indulging in fried chicken from a cardboard box. Dan never bought cardboard chicken.

			But she delayed putting her key in the ignition, and her eyes followed the man as he walked across the parking lot to one of the few other cars that baked like hers on the shimmering asphalt. Where was his fat friend, she wondered? The one he’d arrived with twenty minutes ago? The man’s briefcase must have been hastily fastened, because suddenly a sheaf of papers fell out and lay unnoticed behind him on the edge of the grass. She leaned her head out of the window.

			‘Hey!’ she called out. His head jerked around at the unexpected sound of her voice. ‘On the path behind you . . . You dropped something.’ He looked hesitant, confused, not sure of what she had said. Clare put her arm out of the car window and waved, pointing at the ground behind him. He craned his head in the right direction, but obviously did not see what she wanted him to see. Muttering in exasperation she pushed her door open, got out, and began to walk towards him. ‘You dropped some papers out of your case,’ she repeated, gesturing again towards the blot of white on the grass. She’d got to within ten feet of him when he suddenly caught sight of the papers. His face cleared and he raised a hand, simultaneously thanking her and waving her back. She stopped.

			‘Sorry,’ he called apologetically, raising his voice over the screech of gulls arguing overhead. ‘I c . . . c . . . couldn’t hear what you were saying at first.’ He walked back and bent to pick up the wayward papers.

			Clare didn’t retreat. She was in no hurry to go, nor of a particular mind to stay. He looked a nice enough man – about forty, tall, presentable. Almost familiar, the way all handsome men are, reminding one of film stars, baseball players and other national monuments. Perfect, clean, bland. While she wasn’t the type to encourage a casual pick-up, she felt un-threatened by his diffident smile. Now that he’d caught his breath after the climb, she could see his face was actually a little pale for the coast at this time of the year. From outside the state, then, and half his thoughts left back at the hotel in his other suit.

			He started to walk on, saw her still standing there, and paused. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘They were important – I might have been in real trouble if I’d lost them.’ There seemed nothing else to say.

			‘Sure,’ smiled Clare. ‘And cheer up . . . it’ll be a better day tomorrow.’ She started back towards her own car, but the sound of his voice came again, and she slowed her steps.

			‘I . . . Do you . . . ? C . . . C . . . can I . . . ?’

			She turned to look questioningly at him. He was reaching into an inside pocket. Surely he didn’t think she expected a tip? How ridiculous. She started to raise her hand in a ‘please, don’t’ gesture when there was a roaring screech of tyres behind her. Startled, they both turned towards the sound.

			An old, beaten but obviously cherished Edsel curved into the lot. It was piloted by a World War Six flying ace in a purple sweat-shirt, accompanied by his crew of happy, beer- joyed friends. Gleeful at the sight of the open expanse before them, the driver began to rev the engine and prepare for manoeuvres. Somebody hollered and collapsed on to the rear seat in a tangle of arms and legs as the car leapt forward.

			Clare grinned and shrugged her shoulders at the man across the way. The car flashed between them trailing a streamer of giggles. A scowl narrowed his grey eyes and his mouth thinned to match.

			‘As long as they stay here they won’t kill anyone,’ she called in an amused tone. ‘That’s some compensation.’

			‘I suppose so,’ he answered, the sound of his voice lost in another howl of protesting rubber.

			‘Take care now,’ said Clare. She went back to her car, keeping a watchful eye on the Edsel, revving for another pass at eternity. In her rear-view mirror she saw the well-dressed man get into his white convertible and toss his case carelessly on to the back seat. If he isn’t careful he’ll lose the rest of his life’s work that way, she thought. Well, it wasn’t really any of her business.

			It was still Sunday, after all, and she had the rest of it to herself. What price could anyone put on the luxury of being single? The right to do whatever you wanted without asking anyone’s permission? Smiling, she turned the car towards the exit, clicking on the radio with one hand. She might have opted for loneliness, but the prospect did not dismay her.

			Which was a pity.

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			TWO

			Monday was impossible.

			Nobody in Tandy-Nicholson Advertising Inc was ready to work. They’d all had too much sun, or too much food, or too much sex, or just too much. The entire morning and a good part of the afternoon went by in a meander of compared notes.

			In exasperation Clare finally typed a piece of copy herself in order to present it to the account man who managed to find his way to her office only twenty-five minutes late.

			And he didn’t really want to read it anyway.

			By four o’clock she had collapsed back into her chair and resigned from the agency for the day. Her senior art director watched with an amused smile.

			‘Give up?’

			‘Absolutely.’ She began to push papers together in random stacks, sliding them into her already over-stuffed desk. ‘We’ll talk about what we’re going to do with the Puffies Panda tomorrow.’

			He told her what he intended to do with the Puffies Panda and it was not nice. It was funny but definitely not nice.

			As she waited for the elevator the receptionist called her over to the circular desk at one end of the lobby.

			‘Did that man get in touch with you? About your car?’

			Clare was puzzled. ‘My car?’

			The girl nodded. ‘He came in here about eleven this morning. Said he’d backed into you in the parking lot, and wanted to get the insurance companies on to it. I rang through to your office, but you weren’t in. You didn’t answer the audio-page, either.’

			‘I was in the projection studio. He sounds very unusual, they normally can’t disappear fast enough. And the funny thing is, I didn’t drive today. My car’s in for servicing.’

			The girl raised her carefully tended eyebrows. ‘Well, I took his name and phone number anyway . . . Maybe you can call him and straighten it out!’

			‘It’s odd he should come in here, you know,’ said Clare slowly, taking the piece of paper and staring at it. ‘My registration tag carries my home address, not this one. How could he have known which office to come to?’

			‘Maybe he saw you come into this building and just checked through them all. What he did was, he came up and asked if we had a Clare Randell who worked here.’

			‘And all because he hit my car? Supposedly hit my car, that is? I can’t believe that.’

			The girl shrugged. ‘Maybe it was just an excuse. He described you as “a pretty little brunette with a good figure”. And he asked if he could wait for you in your office. I said I couldn’t let him do that, so he left.’

			‘He was probably selling insurance himself. I’m no hag, but I haven’t got any illusions about being the kind of girl men follow with their tongues hanging out.’

			‘Don’t put yourself down.’ The receptionist was an ardent feminist, in between boyfriends.

			Clare made an amused face of resignation. ‘Sure. Thanks anyway . . . I expect all will become clear sooner or later.’ The elevator bell rang behind her. She got in and asked for Dan’s floor.

			He was sitting behind his desk, elbows straddling an open magazine. A strand or two of short, blond hair had fallen across his forehead, and his heavy-rimmed glasses had slipped halfway down the arch of his nose. It would be better, she thought fleetingly, if he weren’t so handsome. If someone had broken his nose or dented an eyebrow somewhere along the line from kindergarten to Andover to Harvard Business. But no one had, and probably no one ever would.

			He stood up and came round to kiss her lightly on the mouth. Then again, not so lightly. She smiled him off before he got to a third.

			‘How was your lonely weekend?’ he asked. ‘You really should have come with me, we had a great time.’

			‘I’m sure you did. I hope you explained to your 
parents . . .’ 

			‘That you were at death’s door with a virus, just the way you told me. I’m nothing if not obedient. And you?’ He watched her moodily circling the room. She shrugged, and flicked off his air-conditioner.

			‘You’ll get pneumonia one of these days,’ she warned him. 

			‘I’m looking forward to it, I’ll sue TN for every penny they’ve got.’

			She inspected the magazine he had been reading. The only centrefold it featured was of a combine harvester. Two of his accounts were heavily agricultural, but she always found it difficult to imagine him with straw in his hair.

			‘Have you decided, Clare?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And?’

			‘Dan . . . I just . . .’ She met his eyes reluctantly, then rushed ahead with it.

			‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Dan. I just don’t want to get married, not at all, not to anyone. If I did want to get 
married, I’m sure I’d grab you without a second’s hesitation, but . . .’

			‘But you’ve hesitated.’

			‘Yes.’ What else could she say?

			‘Don’t make such a big thing of it, Clare. I understand you value your independence and all that.’ He kept his voice warmly sincere. ‘Tell you what . . . why don’t we just forget the question ever came up? Go on as we have been . . . that’s simple enough.’

			‘Too simple. You’ll keep trying to convince me I’m 
wrong.’ 

			‘Of course I will. But I promise not to push it too hard.’

			She was too weary to argue. It had been a highly un-
satisfactory day all round and what did it matter, anyway? Would she be proving anything by arguing? She would play the hypocrisy game with him, that’s what he wanted. It was a habit. ‘We’re supposed to be meeting the Whites for a drink at Clancy’s aren’t we?’

			‘Yes, at six. Dinner afterwards . . . then—’

			‘I can’t make it.’ She made a quick, conciliatory gesture, and he closed his mouth.‘ I meant, I can’t make it by six. I have to go down to the Hall of Justice . . . in fact, I’m going to be late there as it is.’ She began to move towards the door, all bustle and earnest endeavour.

			‘Traffic tickets?’

			‘No, idiot. That San-Ex Spray thing. Someone has complained to the public prosecutor or something . . . I’ve been elected as a suitably innocuous representative from TN for preliminary discussions on the copy claims. If I can’t make Clancy’s . . . Where are we going for dinner?’

			He told her. She managed to get out of the office without kissing him goodbye, resolving to continue their disarmament talks later. Downstairs she stopped to buy a paper, reading the headlines before she hailed a taxi. Glancing through the news didn’t take long . . . there had been the usual mayhem over the holiday weekend, and indignant editorial reaction was setting in – traffic deaths up, some holiday murders, a lot of political chest-thumping over the land of the spree and the home of the rave. She left the paper in the cab and entered the Hall of Justice to do battle for San-Ex without much conviction.

			As it turned out, she took longer and cared more about 
it than she had expected. She missed the drink at Clancy’s and had to catch a cab to the restaurant still seething with indignation and a sense of frustration at the obstinacy of the law.

			In her rush to meet Dan and the Whites she didn’t notice the man following her.

			She wouldn’t have recognized him, anyway.

			He had changed considerably.

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			THREE

			Tuesday was better.

			Having talked over the best of the weekend the day before, the staff at TN now seemed ready to work. The long holiday and the useless Monday had brought an inevitable pile-up of work, but suddenly everyone was very enthusiastic. It was nearly six-thirty when Clare finally emerged from the building. The day had been long and sticky, even with the air-conditioning, and towards the end of the afternoon dedication had begun to look remarkably like bad temper.

			The worst of the rush-hour was over. There were a few cabs free, but they all seemed to be concentrated in the centre of the street, determined to ignore possible fares on the kerb. With a sharp and not very complimentary thought for the garage where her car was still awaiting a vital replacement part to be shipped from LA, Clare began the dry-fly technique for catching cabs, moving down the kerb sideways.

			Her fellow pedestrians had enough frazzle left in them to snarl at each other, and a man banged into her without even a muttered apology. She raised her arm for the tenth time and finally managed to attract a cabby’s attention. He responded with a lazy wave and glanced behind him for clearance, his amber signal flicking on and off. Realizing he was going to have to pull across gradually, she resumed her walk along the kerb. As she did so she received a sudden double blow, one from a man dodging in front of her to catch another taxi, and a second from the left.

			‘Excuse me!’ she shouted sarcastically after the first man, then whirled to confront the second. There was no one anywhere near her on that side – he must have been running, she decided. He’d hurt her, too. She started to rub her aching left arm, but just then the taxi managed to gain the kerb and she ran to get in before someone else could.

			Crashing into the back seat, she pulled the door shut after her and let out a heartfelt ‘Whew.’ The cab driver grinned at her in the mirror.

			‘Everybody’s got someplace more important to go than where they is,’ he observed.

			‘Right . . . and they don’t care who they knock down on the way, either,’ she agreed, adding her address. He pulled his flag and slid out into the traffic.

			Now that she was sitting down she actually felt a little queasy from all the rush and fuss of the day. The heavy, warm air of the cab enclosed her, and the jerking motion through the web of traffic soon began to be unpleasant. Leaning forward to open a window, she felt the strap of her shoulderbag pull against her arm, causing a stab of pain. That damn idiot who bumped into me must have been carrying something, she thought. Something hard like a book or box. She reached up to rub the bruise.

			It was more than a bruise. It was wet and sticky. She let the strap of her handbag slide down and stared incredulously at her arm.

			‘Oh my god,’ she moaned, a wave of sweaty nausea sweeping over her as she stared down at blood welling steadily from a neat, dark hole in her flesh.

			‘What’s the matter, forget something?’

			‘I’ve been shot,’ she managed to say. ‘Somebody shot me back there in the street.’

			The brakes came on, hard, throwing her forward. ‘What?’ 

			‘I’m sorry . . . there’s a hole in my arm,’ she explained, feeling idiotic. ‘I’m bleeding all over your cab.’

			‘Jesus.’ He turned round in his seat then, ignoring the crescendo of horns behind them. He reached into his back pocket and brought out a handkerchief, then opened his door and hers, climbing in beside her. ‘Take it easy, lady, you haven’t got anything busted or you would have known about it right away. That’s only what they call a flesh wound, see? right through . . . whoops, put your head down on your knees, Sure is bleeding like hell. Lean forward, lemme see. Yeah, you’ll be OK.’ He was busy with the handkerchief, tying it very tightly around her arm. ‘Now, you ain’t gonna be sick all over my nice new cab, are you?’

			Clare shook her head against her knees, the shedding grey pile of new carpet swimming before her eyes. The driver’s heavy black shoes looked enormous next to her narrow yellow sling-backs.

			‘All right, what’s the trouble?’ It was a heavy voice, weary and not very amused. The cabby turned and looked over his shoulder.

			‘Man, am I glad to see you for once. This lady here’s been shot in the arm.’

			The uniformed cop leaned into the back seat of the cab, forcing the driver to press himself back into the corner. 

			‘Lady? That true?’

			‘There’s a hole in my arm,’ Clare said again, aware of how odd it sounded. ‘It’s bleeding,’ she added informatively.

			‘Goddamn, so there is.’ The big cop backed out and waved to his partner in the black and white police car that had pulled in ahead of the stationary cab. The other cop opened his door and got out, moving slowly towards them. The cabby stayed beside Clare, whistling between his teeth.

			‘Gonna be OK now, lady. Just relax, OK?’

			The two officers were conferring. The first one leaned down again. ‘Where did it happen?’ The cabby told him where he’d picked Clare up. ‘And do you know who did it miss? Was it somebody you knew, somebody who had it in for you?’ 

			‘No . . . I didn’t even realize I’d been shot. I thought somebody bumped into me carrying a box or something . . . I didn’t even hear anything like a shot . . .’

			The weary expression blinked out of the cop’s eyes. ‘You mean nobody was near you . . . you didn’t see a gun, hear a backfire, anything like that?’

			‘She was just runnin’ along the kerb, man. Wavin’ for me, you know?’ the cabby put in. ‘Just runnin’ along like anybody.’

			‘Christ.’ The cop turned and ran towards his car, reaching in for the radio as soon as the door was open. ‘This is 
Zebra Five Charlie, possible sniper at the corner of Cleary and Buchanan. One victim, flesh wound only. Acknowledge.’

			The radio crackled in his hand. ‘Thank you, Zebra Five Charlie. Acknowledge your report Code Two-one-seven, corner Cleary-Buchanan. What is your present location?’

			‘Cleary and Polk.’

			Clare was aware of a second uniformed officer, younger than the first, replacing the cabby beside her. The seat shifted, making her feel slightly seasick.

			‘Can I take a look, miss?’ His voice was gentle, his hands light and quick on the cabby’s handkerchief, which was now sodden with blood and useless. She had straightened up and laid her head back on the seat, staring at the light in the middle of the roof. There was a chip out of the transparent plastic cover, and one of the screws was missing.

			‘It’s not too bad, really.’

			‘That’s what the cabby said,’ she told him, her own voice sounding far away. ‘But it hurts.’

			‘Sure it does. I guess it hurts a lot. Your being fine about it, just fine.’ There was a trace of some southern state entwined in his words.

			Outside the cabby was arguing with the first cop, who’d left his radio and was now trying to direct traffic around the two stationary cars. The cabby shifted from one foot to the other, kicking at a torn piece of newspaper.

			The young cop’s voice glided over the cabby’s whine. ‘You take it easy, there, Miss . . . ?’

			‘Randell, Clare Randell.’

			‘Right, Miss Randell. You just relax. We’ll have an ambulance here in no time. Take you ourselves, but . . . if it is a sniper back there, they’ll need every unit they can get. You understand?’

			‘Certainly. You mean he might kill the next person.’ Clare tried to clear her vision. The young cop had removed his cap. His face was a pale peach balloon with ears that kept trying to drift up through the roof of the cab. The balloon spoke again.

			‘Yes, I’m afraid so. It’s a bad scene for everyone . . .’

			In the distance there was a ragged chorus of sirens. Their whoops and moans lifted protest banners between the glass and concrete pillars of the community.

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			FOUR

			‘Could be any one of those three.’

			Malchek looked across the street and up at the buildings, neutral and anonymous, their blank eyes winking back at the dropping sun, the top windows faintly bloodshot with cloud reflections.

			‘Probably the twelve,’ he told Gonzales. ‘Bad distance, but nobody overlooks it. Depends if he was planning to kill or just scare. You’re sure there haven’t been any more reports of hits?’

			Gonzales shook his head. ‘Two stores called in with shattered plate-glass windows, somebody had a tyre ripped. But no other hits, no.’ He glanced around the cleared intersection. They had rolled on a Code 3000 ten vital minutes ago. Now police cars blocked all four approaches and the two alleys halfway up. Further down each street cars were being rerouted. Pedestrian traffic, ditto. In the distance crowds were milling and straining against the wooden blockade saw-horses, watching, wondering, shading their eyes to 
see better. A few curious faces peered down through office windows. He reached for the bull horn.

			‘Get back from the windows. Get back from the 
windows. This is the police, get back from the windows. You could be in danger.’ He lowered the horn, releasing the button, and his normal voice was startling in its soft contrast. ‘Not that any of them will pay the least damn bit of attention.’

			‘Unless he starts potting them.’

			‘Yeah.’ He dropped the horn into the back of the car. ‘Want to go on up now?’

			‘Why not? I didn’t come to watch you sing through your megaphone.’

			Malchek unbuttoned his coat and started to run across the street. Suddenly he seemed to remember the rifle he was carrying, and stopped. Coming back a few steps he tossed it to Gonzales.

			‘Don’t you want this?’ Gonzales asked, surprised.

			Malchek shrugged. ‘From here it’s like shooting up from the bottom of a well. If I fired, the bullet would probably reach its meridian, fall back and hit me in the eye. Up there the thirty-eight will be enough.’

			‘You’re sure he’s up there, not on the other two?’ He tossed the rifle into the back seat of the car alongside the horn and joined the younger man.

			Malchek shrugged again. ‘Seems likely. Late afternoon, people get bored, look out of windows. If he’d been shooting from the six or nine somebody would have seen him before this.’

			They were crossing the empty lobby towards the elevators. A uniformed patrolman stood beside one with its doors open. None of the other elevators was functional, their controls now locked from the panel. The building manager peered out at them from behind the suntan-oil display in the lobby drugstore window. He looked faintly ashamed.

			Gonzales pushed the button marked twelve, and the doors closed over the manager’s personal sense of violation. The floor pressed against their shoes, and the numbers in the panel over the door began to flicker.

			‘What about an office? He could be in an office, couldn’t he?’ Gonzales persisted.

			‘Sure he could. But the manager said there were no vacant offices in the building right now. And none of the johns has an outside window, they all face on to the inner shaft.’

			‘But it was nearly six-thirty. A lot of the offices would be completely deserted.’

			‘Let’s just check the roofs first, OK?’ Malchek seemed bored, and it was Gonzales’s turn to shrug.

			‘You’re the expert.’

			‘Nobody’s an expert on these bastards.’

			Gonzales glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. He had worked with Malchek for five years now and he still did not understand what motivated him in these situations. He knew what it said on the record – Malchek specialized in snipers and hitmen. And each time they had sniper trouble, it was usually Malchek who advised them on how to find the guy, how to pin him down, bring him down. Gonzales liked to see an expert at work. But he preferred Malchek on his ordinary days.

			The elevator doors grated back as the cage jerked to a stop, and they stepped out into the hall. A uniformed patrolman was at the far end next to a door succinctly marked ‘Roof’. They went towards him, their steps echoing off the glass in the doors, the linoleum, the ice-cube-tray light-fixtures overhead.

			‘Unlocked?’ Gonzales asked when they were about twenty feet away. The patrolman nodded, his voice hesitant.

			‘Yes, sir. Are you going up? My orders were not to.’ He had clearly yearned to go, it was written all over him. ‘Unless I heard more shooting, they said.’

			‘That’s right. My orders.’ Malchek yawned. The patrolman stared at him, not sure of what he’d seen. Malchek caught the look and grinned. ‘Stress reaction. Body demands an increase in oxygen to promote the production of adrenalin. Look it up. I’m not falling asleep on you.’

			‘No, sir.’ The patrolman seemed unconvinced.

			Malchek reached under his jacket, drew his .38 from the holster, and Gonzales copied. Turning the knob as slowly and soundlessly as possible, Malchek eased the door open a few inches, looking up the stairway. It was steep and it was dark. At the top a thread of light outlined the closed second door to the roof with striated clarity. The stairwell itself was empty. Just concrete steps gritty with soot.

			Malchek went up first, moving fast to a halt beside the door as Gonzales waited below. Easing the second door an inch at a time, Malchek let in the light of the late sun, bathing his face and the top of the steps in a bloody glow. When nothing happened, he stepped up on to the cracked and blistered asphalt of the roof itself. After another second’s hesitation he stepped round the edge of the door.

			Still nothing.

			Gonzales followed him up, catching the door as Malchek let it go. The roof stretched away on all sides. Immediately beside the door was the housing for the air-conditioning system and water tanks. The boxy enclosure of the elevator mechanism cast its shadow halfway to the rear parapet.

			Cautiously, Malchek went forward along the wall of the structure, while Gonzales closed the door quietly and isolated himself between the top of the stairwell and the fabric of the housing itself. The massive aluminium framework of the building’s TV aerial stood just beyond the end of the wall, and as Gonzales ducked under it the reaching metal fingers caught his hat and dropped it behind him. Coming carefully round the corner, he saw Malchek already standing at the forward edge of the roof, looking over. Gonzales grunted in a mixture of relief and disappointment, holstered his gun and joined him.

			‘Wrong building?’

			Malchek glanced at him expressionlessly. ‘Nope, just too slow.’ A heap of brass cartridges was half-hidden under a crumpled paper bag. ‘We didn’t get any other reports of hits? Just the property damage?’ he asked again, leaning forward to squint at the empty streets below and the up-tilted faces of the uniformed men watching.

			‘None. The minor property damage reports started coming in fast, just after the woman was hit. Only the one woman, hit in the arm while running for a cab, they said.’

			‘Funny. What kind of a woman?’

			‘Kind of a woman?’

			‘Yeah, old, young, fat, thin, housewife, shopper, what?’

			‘Youngish, good-looking, they said. Office worker.’

			Malchek nodded as if coming to a decision. ‘You can tell them they might as well open things up down there, he’s long gone.’

			‘You figure?’

			‘I figure.’ Malchek hunkered down on his heels and prised with his gun barrel at the edges of the paper bag, pulling it apart to look inside. Wax paper, a double crust of whole-wheat sandwich. He handled it gingerly. They got good prints from sweat and skin-oils on paper these days. He was reaching for the cartridges when his hand froze.

			As Gonzales came back from shouting instructions down to the patrolman waiting at the foot of the stairway, he heard Malchek cursing. ‘What is it?’

			Malchek pointed with the gun, reaching inside his jacket at the same time. A faint series of white streaks patterned the asphalt and the bottom edge of the concrete parapet. One, thicker than the rest, still had a wet look in the shadow. He dabbed at it with the corner of a handkerchief, sniffed, wrinkled his nose. Standing up slowly, he wrapped the cloth in on itself. ‘Couldn’t stand the excitement of it all,’ he said in disgust, and shoved the handkerchief into his jacket pocket, then holstered his gun. He turned and walked away. Gonzales stood looking down at the white marks for a moment, then followed him.

			‘I’ll tell the lab to send someone up,’ he commented as they clattered down the stairs. ‘There might be some saliva on the bread, too. We know one thing, anyway. It wasn’t a jealous wife.’

			*

			Clare was trying to flex her fingers one by one when the two men knocked and entered her spartan hospital room. She looked up warily.

			‘Miss Randell?’ the older one asked, smiling encouragingly and holding out some identification with his picture on it and a gold badge pinned to the leather below. ‘I’m Lieutenant Gonzales of the San Francisco Police Department. This is Lieutenant Malchek.’ The younger one nodded without smiling. ‘We’ve come to ask you about the shooting, if you feel up to giving us a few minutes?’

			‘Of course, but I don’t know what I could tell you, really.’ 

			‘I thought they said you were shot in the arm?’ Malchek spoke abruptly from the bottom of the bed where he stood regarding her stonily.

			‘I was.’ She moved her arm in its sling slightly.

			‘What happened to your head?’

			Clare started to blush, feeling suddenly defensive under his steady, unsmiling gaze. ‘I’m ashamed to say I passed out downstairs after they gave me a tetanus injection. I crashed into a tray of instruments on the way down. They were going to send me home up to that point . . . but now I have to stay in overnight for observation.’ She reached up to touch the edge of the bandage that encircled her forehead. ‘The doctor said I’ll probably have a couple of black eyes too . . . just to make things interesting.’ She appealed to the older man, who seemed sympathetic. ‘I feel like an absolute fool.’

			‘Perfectly understandable reaction, Miss Randell. People have fainted over far less than being shot. Nothing to be ashamed of.’

			‘Well, I thought I was a little more grown up than that.’ The younger cop looked as though he agreed with her. ‘Anyway,’ she continued, ignoring his superior expression, ‘I’ll tell you whatever I can.’

			‘The first question is pretty straightforward.’ Gonzales got out a notebook and pen. ‘Do you know of anyone who would like to kill you?’

			‘No one.’

			‘I understand you work in the building outside which you were shot . . . what do you do there? Secretary?’

			‘No. I’m a copy group head with Tandy-Nicholson Advertising.’

			‘Really? That’s a pretty important job, isn’t it?’

			The younger one was looking out of the window, shifting from one side to the other as if trying to see something outside. Clare wondered if he was even listening. She turned her attention back to Gonzales. His face was nicer, with eyes like a grandfather spaniel’s. Olive-skinned and overweight, with heavy eyebrows and dark hair cut short behind a, bald semicircle.

			‘I don’t know how you’d grade it. I have a fair amount of authority, earn a respectable salary, and I think I’m pretty good at it. They haven’t fired me, anyway . . . I’ve been with them eight years.’

			‘But I pick up Middle West in your accent, don’t I? You haven’t been out here eight years?’

			Now the younger one . . . Malchek, that was it . . . was looking through the pile of copy-folders the nurse had put on top of the table, along with the newspaper Clare had been carrying. He was holding up a yellow sheet of rough copy, reading.

			‘I was born in Connorsville, Indiana. Went to Northwestern University, worked for TN in New York first, then transferred out here about six years ago.’ She paused. ‘You won’t find any clues in there unless you suspect Mother Hardy and her frozen apple pies.’ This last was directed at Malchek’s back. He turned and looked at her. Again she felt uncomfortable, but stared steadily back. He had a high-planed face, a long, straight nose, level green eyes. Lots of light-brown hair worn just over his collar. Full lower lip, thin, arched upper one, not a smile anywhere. Just that icy arrogance.

			‘Advertising is a pretty cut-throat business,’ he observed. His voice was light, with a metallic base. ‘They can get very nasty over some of those big accounts, I hear. Piracy, isn’t that what you call it?’

			‘Sometimes. But we have special sneak troops to take care of that. I only write the words. None of them has been worth shooting anyone over.’

			His eyes narrowed at her sarcastic tone. ‘Not even . . . “Deep Dish Delightful” . . . ?’ He managed to curl the words round the edges.

			‘Not even that. And that wasn’t mine, by the way. In case you feel like shooting me for it, I mean.’ She tried to smile.

			He shrugged and went back to the window. Really, Clare thought, it’s no wonder the police get such a bad reputation if that’s an example of their manners.

			Lieutenant Gonzales cleared his throat beside her. ‘You have a regular boyfriend, Miss Randell?’

			‘Is that relevant?’

			‘It could be. People get very uptight about things like being turned down, say. You turned anybody down lately?’

			Clare stared at him. Dan? Impossible.

			‘I haven’t . . . turned anyone down, as you put it. I have been dating one man pretty regularly for a couple of years now . . . we’re more or less engaged.’

			‘What does “more or less” mean?’ Malchek’s voice came over his shoulder.

			‘It means we’re perfectly happy to go on as we are without benefit of clergy, I suppose,’ she offered.

			‘You live together?’

			‘No.’

			He turned to look at her finally. ‘A platonic relationship?’

			‘No.’

			‘Miss Randell.’ Gonzales’s voice brought her head round from the thin figure at the window.

			‘Sorry, Lieutenant Gonzales. But I really don’t think Dan wants to kill me.’

			‘Dan . . . that’s your fiancé?’ She could see Gonzales was the kind of man who preferred conventional categories. A nice man, round, fleshy, with a soft face and a soft manner. His chocolate-brown eyes were kind, understanding. Suddenly she began to chuckle, startling him.

			‘What is it?’

			‘You . . . him. . . I just realized.’

			‘Realized what?’ This question came from Malchek. She did not look at him but concentrated on Gonzales.

			‘You’re playing out the role-game the police are famous for . . . nice cop, nasty cop. What am I supposed to confess to? Shooting myself or just scratching dirty words on the walls of the ladies’ toilet?’ She continued to chuckle, and Gonzales grinned.

			‘Is that what it seemed like? Really? How about that, Mike, the lady thinks we’re manipulating her.’

			‘How about that?’ Malchek’s voice was toneless.

			‘Honestly, Miss Randell, we weren’t.’ Gonzales’s smile coasted to a stop. ‘And if it sounded like that, I’m sorry. Fact is, Mike can’t help sounding rude, he’s simply a natural-born hard-nose. Kicks old ladies in the street, you know the kind of thing. Famous for it, aren’t you, kid?’

			‘Famous.’

			Gonzales patted her hand in fatherly commendation for her insight. ‘You may be right, though, you know. Some of us might just slip into it out of habit, now and again. But Mike and I don’t normally work together, see? He’s just along for the ride this time. Because of the sniper angle.’

			‘Oh, I see. Sorry.’ Clare shifted in the bed. The painkiller the doctor had given her was beginning to wear off, and her arm was throbbing like a rotten tooth. ‘Is there anything else you want to know?’

			‘Not for the moment. You told the uniformed officers that you didn’t see or hear anything?’

			Clare described the events leading up to the shooting. He nodded finally, and closed his notebook. ‘Well, so far as I’m concerned, that’s it. You don’t seem like the kind of person anyone would want to kill.’

			‘I’m not sure how to take that. You mean I’m kind of . . . neutral?’

			‘No, he doesn’t mean that, Miss Randell.’ Malchek came away from the window and round the side of the bed to stand near Gonzales. ‘The fact is, we think you probably just got unlucky.’

			‘I see. Just . . . unlucky?’

			‘That’s right. We found quite a few empty cartridge-cases on the roof where the sniper was located. We’ve had no other reports of injury – just property damage. He was probably some nut shooting for fun who just happened to hit you.’

			‘For fun?’

			He shrugged. ‘It happens. The psychologists tell us it’s a sexual thing, a power thing. A guy goes unstable, gets hold of a rifle and heads for some high spot. Got to be up high. He sits there, pretending to take out his hate on the unsuspecting ants below. The operative word is “pretending”. Real mass killers really kill . . . and we’ve had a few. But most of them aren’t interested in reality . . . they just like the feeling of being able to do it without actually doing it.’

			‘But . . . what makes you think he was one of those?’

			‘We found a semen stain near the cartridges. He was having a really great time up there on his own, aiming the gun and . . . getting his satisfaction. Then he hits you. You’re young, good-looking . . . I guess you gave him a little extra charge, made his trigger finger pull just a little too tight.’

			‘Thanks a lot.’

			Malchek continued in a clinical voice. ‘Actually wounding you was probably too real for him . . . he took off right away. We’ll pull in some of the guys in our Creep File . . . we might get lucky. But I doubt it.’

			‘And you think it’s as simple as that?’

			‘Don’t you? The alternative is to assume someone is trying to kill you, you specifically, that is, and you’re not buying that. We’ve had cases like this before, believe me.’

			She shivered in distaste. ‘Ick . . . it makes me feel. . .’ 

			‘Shouldn’t make you feel anything but glad to be alive,’ Gonzales put in briskly, and stood up. ‘Now you get some rest. Has anyone notified your fiancé for you?’

			‘I didn’t ask . . . I was just going to when you came.’

			‘Well, you do that. Get him down here to give you a little sympathy, it will do you good. We’re sorry this had to happen to you . . . I suppose you could say it’s our fault, not protecting the public and all that.’

			She shook her head. ‘You can’t turn off the world, lieutenant. There’s too many of us and not enough of you. But as far as getting shot goes . . . I’m sorry, too. It hurts.’

			He laughed. ‘I know. I’ve been there myself.’

			Malchek was already waiting impatiently at the door. With a final smile and a wave Gonzales joined him and they went out. His smile faded fast.

			‘You buy all that?’ he asked Malchek. ‘She just got it by accident?’

			‘It’s probably true.’

			Gonzales shook his head. ‘There was something . . . when I asked about turning somebody down. Something behind her eyes . . . she thought of her boyfriend right away, if you ask me.’

			‘He wouldn’t do it from a distance.’

			Gonzales turned to look at him as they waited for the elevator. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘She’s the kind of girl . . . you’d want her to know you were shooting her.’
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