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			RICKY SANCHEZ IS A GOOD person.

			He loves his family.

			He works hard.

			He studies hard and gets good grades.

			He is ambitious.

			Almost everybody likes him.

			And yet he has a problem.

			If he’s right, he could save a life.

			If he’s wrong, he could destroy one.

			But he knows what he saw.

			And he knows what he heard.

			And he knows he should do something about it.

			What he doesn’t know is that he has less than forty-eight hours to live.

		

	
		
			ONE

			In Kate Trevorne’s office in New State Hall the phone rang. Absent-mindedly, her concentration on the essay before her unbroken, she reached for the receiver. ‘Yes?’

			‘I know about you and Michael Deeds,’ said the voice at the other end. ‘You should be ashamed.’

			She sat up straight, her mind suddenly focussed. ‘What?’ she asked, not quite sure what she had heard.

			‘You heard me. I know about you and Michael Deeds.’ The words came in a metallic, nasty, pinched little voice. If a cockroach could talk, she thought, it would sound like that.

			‘Who is this?’ she demanded.

			‘Aha . . . wouldn’t you like to know. You are a slut, did you know that? You are a disgrace to the profession. If you don’t stop poaching students, I will take what I know to the Dean. And you know what that will do to your chances for tenure, don’t you?’

			‘I haven’t the least idea what you are talking about, and I resent the impli—’

			‘I’ve had him here in my office. He told me all about it. Your tender little relationship. The money you paid him to keep quiet. Oh, just everything. I must admit I was very, very shocked.’

			‘You are insane,’ Kate snapped. ‘There was no “relationship”.’

			‘That’s not what Michael says.’ There was now a singsong kind of glee in the voice. Childish, smug, savouring it all.

			Kate stared at the phone with distaste.

			Michael Deeds.

			Her partner Jack hadn’t liked him at all and told her so at the time. But the boy was so promising, had such talent for writing. And she had felt sorry for him. When he was thrown out of his digs for non-payment of rent, she had taken him in, temporarily, only for a few nights. Until he could find alternative accommodation.

			But the few nights had become a week, much to Jack’s annoyance. Then there was the night that Jack was away on duty, and Michael came in drunk and had made a pass at her. Not a big pass, an almost sweet little-boy pass, but he had turned a bit nasty when she summarily rejected him. He hadn’t hurt her and was easily evaded. Indeed, she had ordered him to bed like a naughty child, and he had gone, eventually. She had locked her bedroom door, much to Jack’s confusion when he came home in the early hours.

			She had been rattled, but had handled it, and the next morning she told Michael he had to leave. When he pleaded that he couldn’t find a place without a rent deposit, she had given him some money just to get rid of him. She knew she had made a mistake allowing the boy to stay so long and she wanted him out of her private life. He went. Sorted.

			If Jack had ever found out about the pass, he would have . . . would have . . . well, she didn’t quite know what Jack would have done, but she preferred to deal with things herself. She and Jack were partners, she was not a wife, not a possession. She had her own professional life, quite apart from their relationship.

			But if she was truthful, she was ashamed of the episode, too. She could have handled it better, more maturely. She had just panicked and made the boy get out of the house immediately.

			What the voice on the phone was accusing her of was nonsense. True, Michael had dropped out of her course after that – for all she knew he had dropped out of university. She was sorry, but there were many reasons students left – and money was a big one. She had simply thought he had been unable to continue for financial reasons and had written off the loan as money unwisely spent. Certainly when he had left that morning he had shown no sign of acrimony. On the contrary, he had been shamefaced and apologetic about the incident.

			Now this. What had the voice said? ‘I have had him in my office and he’s told me everything’? What everything? There had been nothing to it, nothing at all, and certainly no ‘tender relationship’. Had Michael’s talent for creative fiction been extended?

			The threat was a real one, though. Sexual relations between a faculty member and a student were strictly forbidden, and the threat of charges of sexual harassment hung over female faculty as well as male. She was vulnerable and the voice on the other end of the phone knew it.

			Without saying anything further, she hung up the phone and went back to the essay she was marking, trying not to think about what the voice had said.

			Two minutes later the phone rang. She picked it up.

			‘That wasn’t very nice,’ said the insinuating voice.

			In nature, autumn is a time of ending. Leaves change colour to blaze briefly and drop. The air turns colder. Night comes sooner. In scholastic and academic circles it is a time of beginning: new term, new notebooks, new pencils, new textbooks, new subjects.

			In law enforcement, however, it is no different from any other time of year. People rob, cheat and kill each other just the same. All it means to a cop is more paperwork. Or, in this modern world, computer time. Detective Lieutenant Jack Stryker was up to his ears in it and getting nowhere.

			He was muttering balefully to himself when Sergeant Toscarelli came through the door. ‘It’s not healthy to grind your teeth,’ Tos informed his friend and superior officer. ‘You could get temporal mandibular misalignment and you wouldn’t like it. My cousin Ralph has it and he can make his jaw click like a castanet, plus he gets headaches—’

			‘I already have a headache, thank you,’ Stryker growled.

			‘Well, there you go, it’s probably already started,’ Tos said, settling down in the chair facing the desk. ‘Just goes to show.’

			Stryker looked up. ‘Show what?’

			‘What?’

			‘Just goes to show what?’

			‘What does?’

			‘Funny, you don’t look like either one,’ Stryker said.

			‘Who?’

			‘Abbott or Costello.’

			Toscarelli sighed and inspected his socks, pulling one back up. ‘You need a break. Some action.’

			Stryker closed his eyes briefly as he leaned back in his chair. ‘What do you suggest? A murder? Nice talk, wishing someone dead.’

			Tos shrugged. ‘It happens.’

			‘It’s a terrible thing to admit,’ Stryker said, ‘but catching a shoplifter or a crooked accountant would be infinitely preferable to sitting here staring at this damn thing.’ He pushed the keyboard away from him and scowled at Toscarelli. ‘Are you working on anything I should know about?’

			Toscarelli stood up. ‘My chest expansion. I’ll be in the gym if you want me.’

			Stryker sighed as Tos went out. He was on call; he had to stay at his desk.

			And wait for the phone to ring.

			Out in the bull pen, footsteps heralded something coming, but it was only Pinsky.

			‘Hey, Pinsky, where you been?’

			‘Following up that old lead on the Carson case,’ Pinsky said. He threw himself into a chair and nearly knocked it over. ‘Whoa, old paint,’ he muttered, rebalancing the chair, then raised his voice. ‘Not that it went anywhere; there’s nothing at that witness address at all but a vacant lot.’

			Neilson came over and looked down at his partner. Ned Pinsky was tall, skinny and seemed badly put together, as if by an amateur. But the look was deceptive – he was athletic and fit, ate like a horse and never put on an ounce. ‘You ask around, in case we got the number wrong?’

			‘Of course I did,’ Pinsky growled. ‘Nobody knew anything – like you’d expect in that neighbourhood.’

			‘Bummer,’ Neilson said sympathetically. Neilson was handsome, lazy and not overly bright, but amiable. ‘There was a call for you.’ He held out a scrap of paper. ‘Sounded like a kid – Ricky Sanchez. Know him?’

			Pinsky sat up, frowning. ‘Sure I know him. He’s been dating my eldest girl – they’re both at the university now. Did he sound OK?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Like did he sound worried or scared or anything?’ Pinsky was instantly concerned about his daughter.

			‘He sounded . . . young,’ Neilson said, shrugging his shoulders. ‘I asked if I could help, but he said he wanted to talk to you. He’ll be at that number until three.’

			Pinsky looked up at the pale-green smoke-stained wall. The old clock was always ten minutes slow. ‘Damn,’ he said. Adding in the missing ten minutes, it was almost three thirty. ‘Did he say where he’d be after three?’

			Neilson shook his head. ‘Don’t worry about it, it’s probably nothing.’

			Pinsky wasn’t so sure. ‘No, it’s something. He’s not the kind of kid who rings up to pass the time of day. He’s a serious kid, pre-med student, very smart, very . . . cocky. Did he sound cocky?’

			Neilson considered. ‘No. He just sounded kind of in a hurry, is all.’

			‘OK, thanks.’ Pinsky reached for his phone. ‘Maybe I’ll call back, just in case.’ He rang the number, but when someone answered it turned out to be a payphone in the hall outside the Student Union cafeteria. Whoever it was said Ricky had left. Pinsky hung up slowly, wondering why Ricky had called, why he had been in a hurry. It didn’t sound good. He wondered if something had happened to Denise on campus and Ricky was trying to tell him in order to get him to the hospital or something. He considered ringing home, but realized his wife would still be at her part-time job down at the library. And if it was that bad, Ricky would have said so to Neilson. He wished he knew Ricky’s cellphone number. Why hadn’t he left it?

			Neilson sat on the edge of his desk. More compact than his partner, he was a snappy dresser with an eye for the female of the species. Where Pinsky was dark-haired, Neilson was dusty blond, with a face like the late Alan Ladd. ‘He reliable, this kid?’ Neilson asked.

			‘Oh, sure,’ Pinsky said. ‘You remember that neighbourhood shooting we had about three years back – guy got into an argument with a neighbour over hedges or something and the neighbour shot him?’

			‘Sounds familiar – like maybe I’ve done nine or ten like that.’ Neilson grimaced. Like all cops, he hated ‘domestics’ – there was never a right answer to them.

			‘No, this was in my neighbourhood,’ Pinsky said, implying it was a little different from the ordinary. Which was fair enough: the Pinsky family lived in a very nice neighbourhood, not rich, but very respectable. ‘Guy who was killed was named Leo Sanchez.’

			‘Any relation?’

			‘He was Ricky’s father. Damn shame. It’s a nice family. Mother works in the mayor’s office, all the kids are decent kids. Ricky sort of took over his father’s place. Made sure the younger kids stayed in school, didn’t get into trouble – you know how a shock like that can send kids off in all directions.’

			‘Yeah,’ Neilson agreed.

			‘Well, Ricky . . . he sort of steadied things down. The neighbour got sent away for manslaughter.’ Pinsky frowned again. ‘Maybe that’s it – he might be getting out soon if he’s behaved himself. Maybe Ricky’s worried about that.’

			‘What makes you so sure he’s worried?’ Neilson wanted to know. He picked up a letter opener, examined it, put it down, picked up a rap sheet, glanced through it, put it down, picked up an apple, bit into it.

			‘Because he’s never called me at work before,’ Pinsky said. ‘He’s never seen me as a cop, just as Denise’s father. I took an interest, you know – Denise had just started up with him then. Ricky sometimes would sit and talk with me, waiting for Denise to get herself ready to go out. Like I said, a serious kid if a little cocky. Very, very smart, knows it; sometimes that rubs people the wrong way, but it’s not intentional. I think I’ll ring home and see if Denise is back from classes – she must have his cellphone number.’

			‘Maybe he’s even there,’ Neilson said, chewing a mouthful of apple. ‘With Denise.’

			‘Maybe.’ Pinsky nodded. ‘Maybe.’

			‘You don’t want to interrupt anything.’ Neilson grinned.

			‘Very funny,’ Pinsky grumbled. ‘Denise is no angel, but she’s no fool, either.’ He leaned forward and dialled.

			‘I don’t know where he is, Dad,’ Denise told him when she answered his call. ‘I haven’t seen him all day, because our classes don’t match. And he has to be at the hospital by four.’

			‘At the hospital?’

			‘Yes – he has a part-time job as an orderly at the hospital. It’s real good experience for him, you know.’

			‘Yes, I guess it would be. Is that City Hospital?’

			‘Yes. He usually works in the ER, I think. You could try to get him but I don’t think they much like people getting calls at work, in case like if someone is trying to get through with an emergency? And they make them turn off their cellphones while they’re in the hospital because it causes interference with some of the machines or something. He’ll be back by ten tonight and he usually rings me when he gets home. You could talk to him then.’

			‘I guess that will have to do,’ Pinsky said slowly.

			‘How come you want to talk to him, anyway?’ Denise wanted to know. ‘Does it have anything to do with my birthday, maybe?’

			Pinsky grinned. She was a sly little thing. ‘Not as far as I know, sweetheart. And stop trying to find stuff out, my lips are sealed.’ They were sealed because he had no idea what his wife’s plans for Denise’s birthday actually were. ‘Ricky’s not . . . he hasn’t been worried about anything special lately, has he?’

			‘Just his grades, like always,’ Denise said. ‘And his mother because she works too hard. And his little sister because she’s getting interested in boys . . .’

			I get the picture. A born worrier.’

			‘That’s Ricky,’ Denise agreed. ‘Oh, I know – his kid brother got a speeding ticket the other day. That’s probably it.’

			‘OK, then. See you tonight.’ He hung up, feeling a little better. As far as he recalled, Ricky’s ‘kid’ brother should be about seventeen now. So as Denise said, that was probably it. Although he was a bit surprised – Ricky didn’t seem the type to try to get a ticket fixed. Well, he’d wait until this evening, then, rather than disturb the boy at work. He hadn’t realized Ricky was working at the hospital. That was a good break for a pre-med student. Maybe that was why Denise was home more nights than usual these days, which was not a bad thing.

			He looked across at Neilson and said, ‘I think we should check out that other address, over on Hayes. What do you say?’

			‘I’m free.’ Neilson flapped his wrist like that of a popular television character. He tossed the apple core into the nearest wastebasket. ‘Let’s go.’

			Lieutenant Jack Stryker looked out through the glass wall of his office and watched Pinsky and Neilson depart. The only one left in the squad room was the new rookie, Joe Muller, who was reading old cases to get used to the routine. He seemed like a bright prospect and was very eager. What was against him was his appearance – although he was twenty-four he looked about sixteen: lightly built, blond hair cut tight to his skull, big brown eyes that seemed as innocent as a faun’s. He might be bright, but he would find it difficult to impose himself on witnesses. They would treat him like a child.

			Stryker narrowed his eyes. Mind you, if Muller played it right, that could work for him. He wondered if the boy was bright enough to use his audience. It was an unusual way to gain information, but it might work. It might work very well, especially with women. He was going to watch Muller’s progress with interest. Reports from his former bosses said the boy was good and he had been effective on the street, particularly with adolescents. Time would tell.

			All the other detectives were either hard at work or across the street eating doughnuts at the coffee shop that had become a second home for the off-duty officers and men of Police Central. The owner, a big Italian woman with a heart of gold and teeth to match, made them all welcome, reasoning that a constant police presence in what was, admittedly, a criminous part of town gave her coffee shop a measure of protection against nutsos and robbers. And besides, her doughnuts were fabulous, home-made and very, very fresh. She closed at six, whereupon any idling police customers decamped to their favourite bar. It made getting in touch with men easier, he figured, and Captain Fineman agreed, so they didn’t come down on the men for ‘wasting police time’ in these places. In addition, it was preferable to have the men get fat during the day rather than drunk. Not that any of them had that much spare time these days.

			Stryker leaned back in his chair, ignoring the blinking cursor on the screen. Early on in his career he had earned the nickname of Jumpin’ Jack Flash, always on the move, but he had slowed down a little as the years passed. His curly hair was slightly receding, and both it and his moustache showed considerable amounts of silver. It ran in the family, he insisted, this tendency towards premature grey. He was a compactly built, highly strung man for whom leisure was just a matter of breathing slightly slower than normal.

			He certainly didn’t feel comfortable behind a desk. But that desk had been one of the things that had eased his relationship with his girlfriend, Kate. She said she would live with him, love him, but not marry him, because she knew how cops’ wives waited during the nights and days, waited for that phone call, or the visit from the superior officer who told them their man was dead. Worse, that the father of their children was dead.

			For some reason, avoiding the final commitment of marriage made a difference to her. It seemed almost a superstitious attitude on her part. He didn’t understand it, but he reluctantly accepted it. And she was very much caught up in her career at the university, which she found very fulfilling. The university was so different now from when he had been a student there himself. Then it had been made up of a few buildings and some big old houses converted to offices for the various departments. Now it was a state institution, with a modern and quite elegant campus, some prize-winning architecture and a landscaping department second to none. Part of him was pleased but most of him regretted the loss of those big old houses where he himself had taken his degree in pre-law. Then his parents had died and he had gone into the police. Getting his law degree was still a dream and he occasionally found time to take the odd course for credit, but it was a sometime and long-time thing. Since he had been living with Kate, he begrudged losing any time with her and it was only when she herself was teaching in the evening that he matched a class with hers. This autumn he had been studying torts while she taught nineteenth-century American literature. It meant two evenings together lost, but there was the nice advantage of being able to go out for a drink together or even a meal after classes finished. Sort of like being an undergraduate again. He smiled to himself. And at our age, he thought.

			So the fact that he was more desk-bound also meant he was better able to regulate his life. He wasn’t sure if it was an advantage or a disappointment. Just because a person was old enough to consider slowing down didn’t mean he had to, did it?

			The phone rang in the squad room and he punched the button to take it, Muller apparently having gone to pick up more files. ‘Major Crime.’

			‘Is Sergeant Pinsky there?’ asked a young man’s voice.

			‘Sorry, he’s out on a case. Can I help?’ Stryker leaned forward and punched a couple of keys to move the cursor down to the next line of the form he was filling in.

			‘No . . . I don’t think so. I really need to speak to Mister Pinsky,’ the young man said. ‘Would you tell him Ricky called?’

			‘Ricky what?’

			‘Oh – sorry – Ricky Sanchez. He knows me.’

			‘OK.’ Stryker scribbled the name down. ‘You sure I can’t help?’

			‘No . . . it isn’t really about homicide, see.’

			‘We don’t only work on murder, son,’ Stryker said. ‘Are you quite sure I can’t help?’ The boy sounded stressed.

			‘No, sir . . . it’s . . . personal.’

			Stryker raised an eyebrow. Sir? That degree of politeness was rare these days. ‘OK. I’ll tell him as soon as he comes in. Has he got your number?’

			There was a strangled laugh. ‘Oh yeah, he’s got my number all right. But I’m at work now . . . I’ll speak to him tonight.’

			‘OK.’ Stryker hung up thoughtfully. He’d speak to Pinsky about it when he came back in. Something about the boy’s voice worried him, but he couldn’t have said exactly what it was. He shrugged, dismissing it, and went back to the computer. All he had to do was get through this report and ten others like it, and he could go home at a reasonable time for once. No classes tonight – he and Kate had a whole evening to themselves. He hoped.

			Tos Toscarelli was working out in the gymnasium in the basement of the municipal building, but his beeper was placed conscientiously nearby. A big man naturally, he had a constant battle with his weight and the only way forward he could see was to turn fat into muscle. Italian through and through, he had black curly hair and snapping black eyes. He had finally decided that if he was going to be big, he might as well be big and hard. And, too, the department had high standards of fitness – standards he not only wanted to meet, but beat. It was better than going home.

			For all his size, Toscarelli was a downtrodden man. He lived with his mother and sister – the former a mistress of hypochondria, the latter one of those seemingly shy people who hide an iron will behind a velvet demeanour. He was the breadwinner for them and they guarded him zealously. No matter that he was much in love with a woman named Liz Olson, a colleague of Kate Trevorne’s, and she was in love with him. They wanted to marry, but every time Tos brought up the subject of Liz at home, Mama Toscarelli always managed to produce a ‘heart attack’ and his sister a crying jag. They ‘needed’ him, this Liz woman wasn’t Italian, they would be unsafe alone etc. etc.

			It was really beginning to get him down.

			He knew Liz was losing patience. She, too, was a big person, in more ways than height. She was a professor of French and Spanish (‘Why not Italian?’ his mother kept asking) and carried herself proudly – six foot of her blonde, shapely self was a noble spectacle around the campus. When she and Toscarelli got together, it was an inspiring sight. The trouble was, they didn’t get together often enough for either of them.

			‘I feel like the Other Woman,’ Liz had complained last week. ‘Like you already have two wives and I am something on the side.’

			He knew she had every right to feel that way.

			It was his own cowardice that left the situation unaltered. He stared at himself in the mirror and sneered. He could build up his muscles all he liked, but he had a chicken heart.

			Something would have to be done, and soon, because Liz was not going to wait for ever. She was an independent woman, she said, but since falling in love with Tos she yearned for the safe harbour of marriage. He had made her realize she was lonely, she told him. Well, he was, too. And now, at her suggestion, they were ‘giving each other space’. That meant that she did not want to see him again until he made up his mind.

			He wondered if there was a body-building machine that duplicated the sensation of being between a rock and a hard place. Maybe he could practise on it. He loved his mother and he loved his sister, but . . .

			But.

			Families are funny things. They bind with ties nobody else can see or understand. They weigh you down with responsibilities you never asked for and you wonder how you got into that particular corner. But if he was not careful he would get to be an old Italian bachelor, looking after his spinster sister and his elderly mother, and nobody would be happy. Especially not Liz – and he wanted Liz to be happy. He wanted them to be happy together.

			He added a weight to either end of the bar and continued with his compressions and lifts. Steel on his chest and Mama on his back. And, any minute, a call to get dressed and follow up on some new case, because that was his job. It was for times like these that doughnuts were invented, he thought. Where else to find solace?

			It seemed he spent all his time being pressured from two sides and tripping over dead bodies.

			A hell of a life for a grown man.

		

	
		
			TWO

			‘Daddy, Ricky wants to talk to you.’ Denise was standing outside the bathroom, calling through the door.

			Pinsky, woken from a comfortable doze, gave his head a shake. ‘Tell him I’m in the bathtub,’ he called back. There was a moment when he could hear Denise mumbling into her cellphone.

			‘He says it would just take a minute.’

			Pinsky was exhausted and his brain was in a very low gear. ‘Do you know what it’s about, Denise?’

			‘No. It might be his brother getting a speeding ticket the other day. But it could be something else. He’s kind of upset.’

			Pinsky sighed and dragged himself up out of the bath. The water had cooled anyway. Wrapping a bright-red towel round himself, he opened the bathroom door and reached for Denise’s cellphone. ‘Hey, Ricky,’ he said. ‘What’s happening?’

			‘I got kind of a situation, Mr Pinsky,’ came Ricky’s voice. He did sound a little strained.

			‘I hear your brother got a ticket for speeding.’

			‘Oh. Yeah, well, he deserved it. This is something else.’

			‘OK, shoot.’ Pinsky shivered as his wet body cooled in the draught from the half-open door.

			‘Well, I think somebody I know is doing something wrong. I don’t know for sure, it’s only something I’ve suspected, and I don’t know what to do about it. If I go off half-cocked, I could destroy a person’s whole career. If I’m right, I get called a sneak. Nobody likes a sneak.’

			‘I think whistle-blower is a better name.’ Pinsky smiled.

			‘Yeah, well, whatever. What do I do?’

			‘Find out more,’ Pinsky said promptly. ‘Get as many facts as you can, then go to the authorities. Would that be us or somebody else?’

			‘I’m not sure. Probably somebody in administration to start with. Should I talk to the person concerned?’

			Pinsky thought for a minute. ‘That would be the honest thing to do, but it could backfire on you. Could even be dangerous.’

			‘Oh, I don’t think he would be dangerous,’ Ricky said. ‘He’s all talk, really.’

			‘Well, then, talk to him. Ask him what he’s doing. Say you’re worried, but admit that maybe you’re wrong.’

			What in the hell was bothering the boy? He was being so careful in what he said that he seemed more like a pre-law student than a pre-med one. Was it a professor at the university? Something at home? Someone where he worked? An election was due next year – was it something to do with that, something his mother had mentioned in passing that he had picked up on? A question of morality, of ethics, not law? So why call me, Pinsky wondered wearily. Of course, with Ricky’s father no longer around, maybe he just wanted reassurance that he should act. That it was all right to act. Maybe he just wanted support. Or permission. He leaned against the door jamb and wiped a drip from his nose.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want to tell me more?’

			‘Not yet,’ Ricky said. ‘I don’t suppose it’s anything, really. It’s kind of weird. But I didn’t know . . . well . . . how to proceed.’

			‘You could phone the person if you’re worried about talking face to face,’ Pinsky suggested. ‘But either way, be as sure as you can about your facts. If you told me more . . .’

			‘Not yet,’ Ricky said. ‘Not until I’m sure. I’m not even sure what laws are involved. If any.’

			‘OK, then,’ Pinsky agreed. ‘Listen, I’m freezing my ass off here in the bathroom

			‘Oh. OK. Sorry.’

			‘No problem. Ring me tomorrow if you’re still worried.’

			‘Will do.’ There was a pause. ‘Can I talk to Denise?’

			‘Sure.’ He handed the phone out through the door to his daughter who was standing in the hall, trying to figure out what was going on from what she could hear of his end of the conversation. Pinsky closed the door and began to rub himself dry. Kids. They got all worked up about the damnedest things. Still, Ricky was a good kid. If he was worried about something there might be good cause. On the other hand . . . he was only nineteen. Things can look big and bad at nineteen. And, if anything, Ricky was overcautions and over-conscientious, verging on the righteous. Pinsky shrugged and reached for his toothbrush. He’d get Ricky’s cellphone number from Denise, talk to the kid tomorrow. Get more information. Ricky needed to come up with more facts, but he just wasn’t in the mood to deal with it tonight.

			Stryker was asleep on the hideous couch that Kate could never convince him needed re-covering or dumping. He loved it. It fitted his contours. It understood him. Kate came in from cleaning up the kitchen after dinner and gazed at him affectionately, but with a touch of exasperation. ‘Well, this bodes well for the rest of the evening,’ she said with a grin.

			He opened one eye. ‘Do you want me to get up and dance?’

			‘Oh yes, please,’ she enthused. ‘I’d really like to see that.’

			‘You and a hundred others. I do not perform for small audiences.’ He stretched and reached for her. ‘Come and join me in my slothful bed.’

			‘That’s not a bed, it’s a horrible old sofa and I have things to do,’ she said, avoiding his grasp.

			‘Name one.’

			‘Checking some essays.’

			‘Name two.’

			‘Preparing a lecture.’

			‘Name—’

			‘Oh, shut up,’ she said, pushing his legs aside and slumping down on the far end. ‘What did you do all day that’s made you so tired, anyway? I thought you said you’d had a quiet day.’

			‘Yep. That’s what did it. Paperwork, meetings, phone calls, lunch, then more paperwork, meetings and phone calls.’ He scratched his nose. ‘One in particular kind of bothered me.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Some kid trying to get hold of Ned Pinsky. I don’t know what it was, exactly. Sounded upset.’

			‘One of his informants?’

			‘I don’t think so.’ He shrugged. ‘Probably nothing. We get a lot of funny phone calls.’

			‘Tell me about it,’ Kate said, looking at a fingernail and rubbing a rough spot. ‘I deal with teenagers, remember?’ She stood up abruptly. ‘Now I really have to get to those essays.’ She started towards her desk in the dining room.

			‘How about a compromise?’ he called after her.

			She turned and raised an eyebrow. ‘What did you have in mind?’

			‘Come to bed and I promise not to bother you for an hour while you mark the essays. I’ll just read quietly beside you.’

			‘Oh yes? And then what?’

			‘Let’s just say you’d better be quick about those essays.’

		

	
		
			THREE

			Some time during the night eleven people died in Grantham, seven of them in hospital. Of the others, two were traffic deaths, already dealt with by uniformed officers. The remaining two were the death of yet another homeless man on French Street and a domestic homicide.

			Concerning the latter, neighbours had heard shouting and what sounded like a gunshot, shortly after which they had heard a car drive away fast. It had taken them a while to talk themselves into calling the police. When patrol officers arrived at the house in question, they found a woman lying dead on the floor in the bedroom. There was no sign of the husband. The house was empty aside from the body.

			The detectives arrived at the house in question soon after coming on duty next morning, went to the open door of what was obviously the master bedroom and peered in. The bed was made, but the cupboard doors were open, revealing some empty hangers among the clothes. Bureau drawers gaped, their contents scrambled and tumbled.

			‘Guy must have been a fast packer,’ Neilson said, carefully keeping his hands off the woodwork.

			‘Or he was already packed and that’s what the argument was about,’ Pinsky suggested, looking down at the dead woman on the carpet. Behind them in the hall a Scene of Crime crew waited impatiently, convinced the detectives were going to waltz into the room and destroy vital evidence, which was not true – they all had sufficient experience not to trample on anything that might be useful.

			‘Has the ME been here yet?’ Stryker asked one of them. He felt guilty about longing for action the previous day – now a woman lay dead. She was young – early thirties at a guess. As they say, be careful what you hope for because you might get it. He doubted she had ever hoped for death. The thought of it had probably never entered her head. Unlike the bullet.

			‘The ME’s office is backed up, but they said they were on their way,’ the technician answered, shifting his heavy case from one hand to the other.

			‘Better get on with it, then,’ Tos said, stepping aside. He glanced again at the woman and looked away quickly. The gaping wound where her left eye had been pretty much indicated there was no sense in asking her anything. There was no sign of a weapon, although if it was still in the room the SOC techs would find it.

			The dead woman was wearing jeans and a crumpled sweatshirt, and her blonde hair was straggly and unwashed. Because of the wound it was difficult to tell whether she had been attractive or not. Her feet were bare and the soles were dirty, as if she were accustomed to going without shoes or slippers. She didn’t match the house, which was well-furnished and well-kept.

			They moved into the next room, obviously used as a study. In the corner was a desk with a computer on it, still turned on, a screen-saver flashing stars. In front of it a chair was overturned – the only sign of anything being out of order. ‘Looks like it might have started in here,’ Stryker said. ‘I wonder which one of them was on-line?’ He went over to the desk and moved the mouse to turn off the screen-saver.

			Up came a chart with words and figures concerning some kind of scientific data. None of them had the least idea what it really was, except confusing. Obviously they would have to call in the experts – there was a department downtown that dealt solely with computer concerns. It had become necessary because office break-ins, computer fraud and other cyberspace crimes had increased so dramatically. The rest of the force viewed them with some dismay and not a little wariness, but the officer-technicians had already proved their worth many times over.

			Stryker looked at the books above the computer and on the other shelves. Mostly scientific, predominantly to do with archaeology, anatomy, history and biology, with a small section of detective paperbacks at one end of a bottom shelf. ‘First guess – the husband was working here,’ he said. ‘Maybe she started nagging him, interrupting his work. An argument blew up, he decided to move out, she followed him into the bedroom, maybe threatened him with the gun not to leave, he lost his temper, grabbed the gun and turned it on her.’

			‘Or maybe he just went in there, got the gun and shot her cold when she followed him in,’ Tos suggested.

			They moved into the kitchen. Nothing there was out of place. It was an almost antiseptic room, all white and gleaming. The refrigerator held ample supplies of food. ‘They ate well,’ Stryker commented, fumbling his way through packets of meat, fresh vegetables, full-fat milk, butter. ‘Neither one on a diet from the looks of things.’ He straightened up. ‘Plenty of cookbooks, too. Very domestic.’ The dishwasher was loaded and had run – obviously from a meal the evening before. Two plates, cutlery, a couple of saucepans and a grill pan. Plus lots and lots of coffee mugs.

			‘Either she had a coffee morning with her friends or she drinks coffee all day long and likes a fresh mug each time,’ Pinsky said. ‘Pat does that – our dishwasher looks just like this at the end of the day.’

			They looked around the rest of the house: one other bedroom, obviously a guest room, rather sterile and sparely decorated. ‘So they slept together, anyway,’ Neilson said.

			‘Yeah, but they had separate bathrooms,’ Pinsky called out. ‘This one is all his stuff – she must use the one off the master bedroom.’

			‘Interesting. She didn’t look like she used it much,’ Tos said. ‘Did you see the state of her feet?’

			‘Maybe she likes to walk in the yard,’ Pinsky responded, coming back into the hall.

			There was a big family room, with further well-filled bookshelves – novels, more detective fiction and quite a few general science titles. There was also a stereo unit and a shelf of CDs – a mixture of jazz and classical. The furniture was ultra-simple – a couple of huge recliners with small tables beside them and one of those cinema-screen television sets.

			‘Everything for the leisure life,’ Neilson observed. He liked the room. He would have enjoyed having one just like it. Unfortunately, his apartment was too small for such spacious luxury and self-indulgence.

			‘This is getting us nowhere,’ Pinsky finally grumbled. ‘Let’s talk to the neighbours for crying out loud.’

			They stopped at the bedroom door on their way through. ‘Find a weapon?’ Stryker asked the SOC team.

			‘Yeah, under the bed,’ one said, holding up a plastic bag. ‘Saturday night special, fired once.’

			‘Fingermarks?’

			‘No – wiped clean.’

			They looked at one another. ‘Interesting,’ Stryker said.

			‘TV has a lot to answer for,’ Neilson said.

			‘Yeah, and Ed McBain, too,’ Stryker replied. ‘Come on.’

			Mr and Mrs Koslewski, the couple who had called the police, were both fascinated and horrified to learn that their neighbour had been murdered. ‘My, my,’ said the woman, a large, comfortable personage in a flowered muu-muu. ‘Poor Professor Mayhew.’

			‘What’s he a professor of?’ Neilson asked, with a glance at Pinsky. This would settle the question of the data on the computer screen.

			‘Oh, he’s not the professor, she is,’ Mr Koslewski said. He was a round man with a bald head and the combination reminded Pinsky of a billiard ball balanced on a beach ball. Koslewski wore a large moustache as if to make up for the emptiness of his pate. What little hair he had left was dark, but his moustache was rusty red. ‘He’s just some sort of travelling salesman. She teaches at the university – but I don’t know what she teaches. Some kind of “ology” – or it could be chemistry or something like that. Some kind of science thing. But lately this summer she’s been working real hard on something.’

			‘A book,’ the wife put in. ‘And she’s an anthropologist.’

			‘My goodness,’ the husband said sarcastically. ‘How do you spell that?’

			‘With difficulty,’ she responded. They didn’t look at one another, their sparring obviously automatic and of long standing. The living room was filled with large furniture, with every piece upholstered in a different pattern. The carpet and the curtains were also differently patterned, and combined with the design on Mrs Koslewski’s muu-muu the effect was both kaleidoscopic and headache inducing. Tos wanted very much to close his eyes, but managed not to. It was the red moustache that kept him alert – it wobbled and fluttered when Mr Koslewski spoke, and Tos had a fleeting thought that it might be a false one. But why, he wondered to himself, why?

			‘Would you say they got on together?’ Neilson asked.

			‘Sure,’ said Mr Koslewski. The moustache blew out like a small flag.

			‘No,’ said his wife. ‘Not at the moment. He was away a lot of the time and she was all wrapped up in her work. She had someone in every day to clean and make the meals while she was working on this book, hardly stopped for anything lately. We used to have chats but during the last few months she’s kept her head down on this theory of hers. She told me what it was, but I didn’t understand a word of it.’

			‘That’s a relief,’ Mr Koslewski said, rolling his eyes. ‘I was afraid you were going to tell us.’

			‘So the fact that he’s gone could mean he’s just on one of his selling trips?’ Stryker asked.

			‘Maybe. Why – you think he killed her?’ Mr Koslewski sounded eager. ‘He sure doesn’t look the type.’

			‘Why not?’ Neilson wanted to know.

			‘No bigger than a fly,’ Mr Koslewski said.

			‘He’s a shortish, slender kind of man,’ Mrs Koslewski put in. ‘But very good-looking. Very,’ she repeated for emphasis.

			Mr Koslewski turned to view her with surprise. ‘I didn’t know you went for little men,’ he said.

			‘I don’t,’ she told him, ‘normally. But he’s cute as a bug’s ear.’

			Mr Koslewski scowled. ‘You ever seen a bug’s ear? Ugliest thing you can imagine.’

			‘Well, he isn’t,’ Mrs Koslewski said complacently. ‘She wasn’t a real big woman, either, but she was taller than him. When they first moved here, about two years ago, they were real cute together. But lately . . .’

			‘Yes?’ Stryker prompted.

			Mrs Koslewski spread her hands apologetically. She had short fat fingers, festooned with large rings. ‘She’s kind of let herself go, what with all the studying and all. I told her she should do something about her hair, but she just looked at me like she didn’t see me. Well, maybe she didn’t, she was real near-sighted. Wore big glasses for a while, then got them contacts finally. Changed her whole appearance, made her look almost nice. She wasn’t real pretty, but without the glasses and if she’d done something with herself instead of just . . .’ She shrugged. ‘You know what I mean.’

			‘So we have a man who is away a lot of the time and a woman, an educated woman, who is wrapped up in her work,’ Tos summed up.

			‘That’s them all right,’ Mr Koslewski confirmed. ‘You got it.’

			‘And no kids?’

			‘She couldn’t have them,’ Mrs Koslewski said sadly. ‘Real shame. I think it was one of the reasons she worked so hard at her stuff, her science stuff. And I think she worked with students a lot. Filled up the gap.’

			‘So, would you say they were happily married?’ Neilson asked.

			‘No,’ Mr Koslewski said this time.

			‘Yes,’ Mrs Koslewski countered. ‘Just . . . not lately is all. It was temporary. As soon as she finished that work she was doing, I think everything would have been fine again. She was just – real tired.’

			‘Too late now,’ Mr Koslewski said with a kind of triumph. ‘All done now.’

			Mrs Koslewski looked as if she were going to cry. ‘I can’t believe he would shoot her,’ she said plaintively. ‘We thought it was an intruder, some druggie or something. So many guns everywhere – you don’t know who to trust.’

			‘You think you know everything but you don’t know everything,’ Mr Koslewski told his wife with a degree of satisfaction, his moustache flapping for emphasis. ‘No matter how hard you try, Eva, some people in this neighbourhood still got secrets from you.’

			‘Including you?’ she snapped.

			He literally backed off. ‘Now, I didn’t say that.’

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Kate Trevorne and Liz Olson had been friends from adolescence. Although Liz had gone straight through to her professorship, BA, MA, Ph.D., tenure, Kate had taken a side turning into advertising, making a very good living as a copywriter but not finding satisfaction in her work. Her old professor, Dan Stark, now head of the English department at Grantham State University, had persuaded her to come back and pick up the threads, which she had done and found, to her delight, that the scholarly life suited her beautifully. She was only an associate professor and did not have tenure yet, but was hopeful it would come along in due course, fingers crossed. Perhaps not a very intellectual attitude, but one she was stuck with. She needed to publish more.

			She and Liz had shared a duplex house until Stryker had entered Kate’s life, whereupon she had decamped to his house, leaving Liz on her own. Liz understood and cheerfully tolerated the various graduate students to whom Kate rented out her old upstairs apartment from time to time. Liz’s life was steady, but Kate’s had recently suffered a further upheaval. The English department had just moved into a brand-new building near the old Science Hall, and the shifting of books, files and attitudes had been exhausting. As had been the case throughout their friendship, Kate depended on Liz to provide a well-grounded centre.

			The two friends regularly met for lunch to maintain their friendship, keep up on campus gossip and exchange pleasantries or gripes about their respective men.

			To give themselves some perspective, they usually met at nearby restaurants rather than face university cuisine. Today it was Joe’s Diner and they were indulging in a little cholesterol binge. It was a chilly day, they reassured one another, and one needed fuel to stay warm.

			Kate eyed her Eggs Benedict with anticipation . . . just looking at all those calories was a pleasure in itself.

			Liz, who had been a little more abstemious, eyed her with amusement. ‘Are you going to eat that or have it bronzed?’ she asked her friend.

			Kate sighed and picked up her fork. ‘Every bite I take leaves less to enjoy,’ she said, digging in. ‘It’s like reading a really good book – you hate to come to the end.’

			‘There’s always ice cream afterwards.’

			‘True.’ They ate companionably for a while, ignoring the hustle around them. Joe’s was a very popular place and even here they couldn’t totally escape the students of GSU – a group of them were crowded into a rear booth, hilariously enjoying their break from routine too.

			‘Anybody we know?’ Liz asked, when a particularly loud burst of laughter emanated from behind her.

			‘I don’t think so,’ Kate said, peering around her friend’s shoulder. ‘They look like engineers.’

			‘Ah.’ Liz nodded. ‘That explains everything.’

			After another pause, Kate looked at her friend. ‘Have you been getting any strange phone calls lately?’

			Liz seemed startled. ‘I’m sorry to say, no. My phone calls are universally dull. Why, have you?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Really?’ Liz’s blue eyes widened. ‘At work or at home?’

			‘At work.’ Kate pushed a bit of English muffin around her plate.

			‘Well, let’s hear it,’ Liz said impatiently.
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