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Prologue

 


 


Bill Batch knew the precise moment he
had decided to kill his parents. The date and the time of day were
indelibly etched in his memory.

He had been pondering it, on and off,
for four years. And while part of him hoped for that another
solution might present itself, he was reasonably certain the time
would come when he would have no choice but to act. His parents’
insistence that he take advantage of his math and science abilities
and pursue an engineering career had opened the door to their
potential demise. Their utter disdain for his continuing desire to
become a baseball umpire had set him firmly on the path to actually
implementing it. And on the evening of May 21, 2005, they had
finally sealed their fate.

The month and day, May 21, was
commemorated as the unlock code on his iPhone, 0521. The time, 7:06
in the evening, was appended to most of his computer
passwords.

May 21 had been his graduation day and
an hour after to ceremony Bill, his father and his mother were
seated for dinner at Peter Luger’s Steakhouse in Brooklyn. The
choice of restaurant was extravagant for the Batches and was far
from their home in Queens. But it was a once in a lifetime event
that they, his parents, at least, were celebrating, His now alma
mater was Cooper Union and the school’s Greenwich Village location
had made the famous restaurant at the edge of Brooklyn a tolerable
dinner locale for Bill’s father.

The noted engineering and
architectural school had bestowed a bachelor’s degree in electrical
engineering on Bill, and his parents were beaming. At 7:05,
according to Bill’s new digital watch, his graduation present,
their waiter delivered cocktails to the table. A minute later his
father, a psychologist who had spent his entire career with the
FBI, announced that he had arranged a job interview for Bill for
the following morning at the Bureau’s New York field office, for an
open position as a forensic examiner.

Bill stared at him, wide-eyed, vomited
on the table and, as he was wiping his mouth, his parents staring
back at him, made his decision.

He had, of course, considered the
modus of their murders, and it had changed a number of times over
the years. Recently he had settled on several options that would do
the trick without landing Bill in jail, would cause them maximum
pain before they died and that made use of his new skills in
electrical engineering.

“Tonight, tonight, won’t
be just any night…” he sung to himself as
he made his way to the men’s room to clean up.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


More than a dozen years later, on the
other side of Brooklyn, Valerian Kalnikov was out for his daily run
on the Brighton Beach boardwalk at dawn on a cold, clear, late
February morning.

He was headed in the direction of
Coney Island and as usual, wore gym shorts, expensive running shoes
and a heavy sweat shirt, along with his Beats Studio 3 headphones,
as much to keep his ears warm as to feed his need for musical
accompaniment. As was typical so deep into a New York winter, only
a handful of other runners and a scattering of meandering old
folks, the latter wrapped up in winter coats and wool scarves, hats
and gloves, populated the boardwalk at that hour.

The boardwalk was one of the few
places in the heavily Russian émigré neighborhood where personal
space was respected. So Valerian was surprised when, as he jogged
past the Volna restaurant, another man, dressed in running shorts
and a black hoodie, the hood up against the cold, as well as
sunglasses, came up beside him and, as he passed clapped Valerian
on the butt, smiled and continued on at a rapid pace.

Given the cold, Valerian barely
noticed the needle enter his left glute. His only reaction was to
accelerate his pace to try to discover who the stranger might be,
and if he somehow knew the man. But as he tried to speed up, all of
his energy seemed to suddenly dissipate and he stumbled headlong to
the rough-hewn boards.

The scrapes and tears and the broken
wrist and femur that resulted from the fall would have been
agonizing and likely required surgery, both cosmetic and
orthopedic. But Valerian was already dead by the time he hit the
ground.

An elderly couple standing side by
side at the railing, gazing out to sea, had not heard the commotion
and did not budge. Another couple, who had been strolling along,
arm in arm and who Valerian and the other man had passed seconds
earlier, were twenty yards behind Valerian when he took his fall
and they hurried to where he lay. With some difficulty the man got
down to his knees and began asking in a loud voice if Valerian was
all right. When Valerian neither answered nor moved, his wife
rummaged through her handbag, dug out a cell phone and dialed
9-1-1.

The other runner had continued on, not
varying his pace. There was no one to run after him, even had they
suspected foul play. He finally slowed and jogged off the boardwalk
just after passing the blue and white façade of Tom’s diner.
Halfway down the narrow street, past the diner, he slowed further
to a brisk walk. He maintained it as he passed Nathan’s, turned
left on Surf Avenue, crossed the wide boulevard and turned right at
Applebee’s. A half block on he jogged up the stairs into the
Stillwell Avenue subway station where he boarded the next F train
headed into Manhattan.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


A week later, unaware of the Brooklyn
boardwalk drama, Carina Quintana stood on the sidewalk outside a
Broward County elementary school in the morning shade cast by a
rescue squad truck. Two EMTs were chatting with the Fort Lauderdale
police chief about how to structure their impending presentations
to the school’s young students.

“Let’s see,” one of the
medical technicians said, “you’ve got a gun and we’ve got this
dopey looking case full of stuff they can’t even
identify—“

“Except for the band
aids,” his partner allowed. “Oh, and maybe the defibrillator, from
TV shows.”

“Right, of course, except
the defib,” the first man went on. Turning back to Carina, he
added, “So I’d propose that you go first, chief, so at least
they’ll be excited when we start. And don’t tell me you’re planning
to go and lock your gun in your car before we go inside because if
you do the brats won’t even believe you’re a real cop and we’re all
screwed.”

Carina smiled and absently put her
hand on the .40 caliber H&K pistol holstered on her right
hip.

“Or,” she said, “I can go
to my car and get my jacket so I can sit there and listen to your
fascinating presentation and keep my weapon concealed until you
gentlemen are done.”

“And after we’ve bored
them to death you can get up there and dazzle them?” one of the
EMTs asked. “I don’t think so.”

Carina smiled.

“What I was actually
thinking was that you could wheel that, ah, dopey looking case up
to the stage on a gurney. They’ll probably think the gurney’s so
cool they won’t care what’s inside the case. All they’ll want to
know is how many dead people have been on it. I mean, they are
little kids, right? By then they’ll be really excited so when I finally get
up there and show them my gun, which will be unloaded, of course,
they’ll go nuts. It’ll be a win-win.”

The two men looked at each other,
simultaneously gave her the finger and then hurried to pull the
gurney out through the double doors at the rear of their truck. As
they did, Carina headed to her car to get her jacket. But as she
approached the white, city-issued Dodge Charger sedan, the roar of
a big diesel engine filled the air and a jet-black pickup with duel
rear wheels and massively flared fenders sped past the flashing
school zone lights and squealed to a stop across the road. As
Carina turned to look at the pickup the driver rolled down his
window, stuck the barrel of a rifle out through it and aimed toward
the schoolyard, which was filled with laughing, playing
children.

Carina wheeled around toward the
school building.

“Gun! Everyone get
down!” she yelled.

She un-holstered her sidearm, reached
into her pocket for its clip and slapped it back into the gun’s
knurled grip.

Two women stood among the group of
small children, talking. One was older than the other but both had
dark hair worn in similar pageboy styles, wore sunglasses and were
of average height and build. They turned and stared at Carina for a
second or two, panic on their faces, then turned back toward the
children and hurried to get them all to the ground.

“Police!”
Carina shouted. “Driver,
put down your weapon! Do it now!”

But instead of withdrawing it, the
driver pointed his gun at Carina, who crouched down and scampered
to her car, taking cover on the passenger side. Gun drawn, she
chanced a look over the trunk at the driver. His rifle was still
pointed at her and she ducked down. As she did, the man opened
fire, squeezing off three deafening shots in quick succession. None
of the rounds impacted her car and when Carina again chanced a
look, the rifle was aimed at the schoolyard and the driver squeezed
off three more rounds. A woman screamed and the children were
yelling and crying out as the diesel engine roared and the truck
began to speed away.

Carina stood, aimed her gun in the
direction of the truck and fired six rounds, shattering the
pickup’s rear window and a side view mirror. The truck came to a
stop, reversed, and stopped at the same spot from which its driver
had fired at the school.

“Driver, get out of your
vehicle with your hands up!” Carina
yelled.

Instead of complying with the order,
the driver again pointed the rifle out the window in Carina’s
direction and she scrambled back to her car for cover, her shoulder
pressed up against the Charger’s fender. A shot rang out and as it
did the car’s rear window exploded and a shard of shattered glass
ripped across Carina’s right cheek. In the silence that followed,
blood began seeping down her face and Carina could hear the
pickup’s door open and the driver step out into the
street.

“I have no quarrel with
you, officer,” he shouted.
“Stay down and you won’t get hurt. And neither
will any of those kids.”

To punctuate his order the man fired
another round into the Charger, this one hitting the rear window on
the driver’s side and exiting through the front window on the
passenger side, shattering both. Once the echo of the shot and the
crackling of broken glass subsided, the area again became dead
silent, silent enough for Carina to hear the man’s footsteps on the
asphalt pavement.

She dared another quick glance, to try
to get a better look at the man. He was white, appeared to be in
his late forties, was tall, well-groomed and in good physical
condition. He wore blue jeans and a black tee shirt and was
striding slowly toward the schoolyard, rifle in hand. Carina
thought she saw blood soaking into the tee shirt at his right
shoulder but the shirt’s color made it difficult to be certain. In
any case, if he was wounded he was not showing it. He looked
composed and very much in control.

She hastily untucked her FLPD golf
shirt and used its tail to wipe the blood from her face and neck,
then stole another glance. The man was walking through the open
schoolyard gate and her position was now exposed so, in a crouch,
Carina scurried to the low concrete wall that anchored a chain link
fence surrounding the yard and crawled along it toward the gate.
When she reached the opening she was perhaps ten yards from the
shooter. She stood and aimed her gun at him, the narrow steel post
that supported the chain link her only shield.

“For the last time, stop
and put the rifle down!” she
yelled.

The man continued to make his way
slowly through the maze of frightened children, in fetal positions
or spread-eagled on the ground, toward where the two women now lay.
Quite suddenly Carina began to feel pain spreading across her
cheek. She lowered her gun just long enough to wipe her cheek with
the back of her hand before again raising the weapon, both arms
outstretched now, her left hand gripping her right wrist, steadying
it. Her trigger finger remained on the trigger as she moved slowly
toward the man, using the pain to focus herself. After several
steps she stopped, closed her left eye and took aim. But at that
distance she realized that any shot she took was as likely to miss
him and penetrate one of the building’s first floor windows as find
its target. There were no faces at the windows now but there was
also no way of knowing where in the schoolrooms the students or
their teachers might be.

“Shit,” she
muttered.

The man had made his way to the
younger of the two women who had been overseeing the children at
play, and kicked her in the side. With his attention on her, Carina
took the opportunity to move closer. The woman did not respond to
his kick and Carina assumed she had been hit and was either dead or
badly wounded. To Carina’s surprise, the man turned and kicked the
other woman, the older of the two, who was also face down on the
ground. She yelped in pain and grabbed at her side and he shouted
at her to get to her knees and face him.

“No, no, no, no, no,”
Carina said under her breath.

Slowly, the woman got to her knees,
facing the man, her hands in the air, and she began pleading. He
raised his rifle and held it inches from her forehead.

Carina sprinted toward him, hurdling
children and moving at an angle that would put a brick portion of
the school building in the path of her bullet. As he wheeled around
to point his rifle at her, she squeezed the trigger and fired off
six rounds in quick succession. He fell backwards, landing heavily
on the legs of two children, which cushioned his fall, his rifle
clattering to the concrete ground.

The man rolled onto his side,
oblivious to the children’s cries as well as his own injuries, and,
bleeding badly from his abdomen and left leg began crawling to
where his rifle had fallen, behind him, not far from the
building.

Carina could hear sirens approaching
but realized that it would still be up to her to keep him from
getting to the rifle. Even if other cops arrived at the perimeter
of the yard before he got to it they would be unable to take a shot
amid all the children. And despite how deliberate he seemingly had
been with his initial barrage, if the man did get to his gun she
doubted that would be the case now.

The frightened woman was still on her
knees, tears streaming down her face and Carina could feel blood
once more running down her cheek. She was five yards from the man
but he was closer than that to the rifle and he continued to crawl
closer to it. Carina ran, tripped over a child’s leg, righted
herself and reached her target just as his outstretched right hand
grasped the stock of his weapon.

Carina stood over him, steadied
herself and put two rounds into the side of his head.

The woman screamed and toppled onto
her side, crying and hugging herself.

The EMT’s sprinted from their truck
into the schoolyard, kit bags in hand. One began rousing the
children and getting them moving toward the entrance to the school
building while the other checked the younger woman for a pulse.
There was none and he glanced at the shooter, whose wounds made it
apparent that he was dead, then moved on to the woman Carina had
saved, comforting and then quickly examining her. A group of
uniformed officers, who had paused briefly at the gate, began
pouring into the schoolyard, their guns aimed at the rifleman.
Blood was seeping from a gaping wound in his head and Carina
holstered her pistol and knelt down to grab his rifle.

“You can stand down,” she
told the cops and they lowered their weapons. “Get the rest of
these children inside,” she ordered the officer closest to her, a
sergeant. “I’m sure there are more rescue people on their way. When
they get here, have them examine all the kids. Oh, and this piece
of shit fell on two of them. Find them and make sure they get
looked at first.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the cop said
and started barking orders to the others.

Carina then turned toward the younger
woman, who still lay on the ground and had not moved. The EMT shook
his head.

“Shit,” she
said.

As she did the EMT came over to Carina
and began examining her cheek.

“There’s still some glass
in there, chief,” he told her. “I can clean most of it out and
bandage the wound,” he went on as he reached into his bag, “but
you’re going to need to go to the ER. And the bad news is that
you’re going to need some stitches.”

“If that was the only bad
news,” Carina said, wincing as he began to work on her, “it would
still be a good day.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


“Getting away is a
wonderful idea,” Carina told Alice, “and I’d love to fly down to
Grand Cayman right now and relax in a cabana on the beach with you,
especially since it’s been a while since we’ve been there. But they
don’t want me wandering off while the investigation into the
shooting is going on.”

They were stretched out, lying on
their backs on the double chaise on the balcony of the new condo
they had recently bought on Fort Lauderdale beach. It was a few
hours after the incident at the school and Alice turned onto her
side to face Carina.

“Wandering off?”
she said.

Carina smiled.

“The head of Internal
Affairs’ words, not mine,” she said. “Besides, I’m not sure I want
the whole world seeing me with this bandage on my face.”

Alice reached out and touched the wide
strip of medical adhesive that bulged from Carina’s right
cheek.

“How many stitches was
it?” she asked.

“Four,” Carina replied.
“And they won’t know if I’ll need plastic surgery until the
stitches come out and I’ve used the scar healer pads they gave me
for at least a month.”

Alice stared at her wife for a
moment.

“If there is a scar,” she
said, “maybe you should just leave it alone. After all, what better
way to cement your bad girl image than with a nice close-up of it
in the photo on the back cover of your next book? And if you do
decide to run for Broward County Sheriff…”

“A big if,” Carina said,
turning to face Alice. “And you really do kind of get off on that
whole bad girl thing, don’t you?”

Alice grinned.

“I do, and you’ve always
known I do,” she replied. “And if I hadn’t married a bad girl I’d
probably be miserable. On the other hand, I wouldn’t have to worry
about her getting shot.”

“I didn’t get shot,”
Carina said. “It was shattered glass from the back window of my
cruiser.”

“Which that asshole shot
out while he was trying to shoot you,” Alice told her.

“I don’t think he was
trying to shoot me,” Carina said, “at least not at that point. He
just wanted to keep me out of the way while he did what he came
there to do.”

“Which was to kill the
woman who got his daughter fired from her teaching job there, I
know,” Alice said. “But once he understood that you were going to
try to stop him, no matter what, he pointed his rifle at you and
apparently wouldn’t have had a problem killing you along with his
real target.”

“Whatever,” Carina
said.

“Fine, whatever,” Alice
repeated. “So, getting back to the whole wandering off thing, that
guy who’s the head of Internal Affairs, he takes orders from you,
doesn’t he, along with everyone else in the department?”

“Normally, yes,” Carina
told her, “but when there’s an officer involved shooting he has to
act independently, no matter who the officer is. Our people, along
with the FBI, are probably still on the scene, but once they’re
done processing it and get organized, they’ll formally interview
everyone who was there. Once that’s done, they’re going to want to
sit down with me. It might not be for a few days but it could be
sooner. That’s up to them.”

“But they’re just going
through the motions, right?” Alice asked. “I mean, according to
the Sun-Sentinel and the Miami Herald
websites and the TV news and all, you’re a hero,
and a totally big time fucking hero at that.”

Carina leaned in and kissed
Alice.

“Since when do you believe
everything you read in the papers?” she asked, smiling.

“Since they say my wife is
incredibly brave and a totally big time fucking hero,” Alice
replied, “thereby confirming what I’ve always known, that’s when.
Oh, and you’re extremely telegenic, by the way, despite the ugly
band aid the paramedics slapped on you. Also something else I
already knew.” Carina smiled and Alice gently stroked her injured
cheek and then ran her hand over Carina’s ultra-short hair. “You
really are gorgeous, you know, albeit in a not totally traditional
way.”

“Says the woman with
piercings and tattoos everywhere and hair down past her butt,”
Carina said, smiling.

“We were talking about
you,” Alice said.

“Okay, fine, you’re
right,” Carina said. “As a fashion statement, wearing a big band
aid on your face isn’t particularly traditional.”

“Very funny.”

Carina shrugged.

“Anyway,” she said,
“tradition can be highly overrated.”

“Obviously, I agree,”
Alice said. “Now that that’s out of the way, let’s get back to your
idiot colleagues giving you a hard time instead of a
parade.”

Carina sighed.

“While I’d like to say,
yes, they’re just going through the motions,” she said, “any time
someone’s killed by a cop, especially these days, there are going
to be questions.”

Alice sat up suddenly and stared at
Carina.

“But you were only there
because you agreed to give that talk to the kids!” she said. “It’s
not like you stopped him on the street for looking suspicious and
things escalated or anything like that!”

“Calm down, sweetie,
please,” she said. “It’ll be okay, really.”

“It shouldn’t have to be
that way,” Alice went on. “They should be pinning a medal on you
right now. I could have lost you because of that horrible man and
now they want to blame you for what happened to him. It just doesn’t seem right,
that’s all.”

“It really will be all
right,” Carina said. “We just have to let the process play
out.”

“You know,” Alice said,
her expression brightening, “We did decide to keep our place in
Miami Beach.”

“And?”

“And,” Alice said, “Miami
Beach is just as cool as Grand Cayman, it has better restaurants, a
great beach and it’s closer. And unlike this admittedly larger,
newer and more beautiful condo we just moved into, it actually has
furniture in it.”

“Hold on,” Carina said,
smiling, “we’ve got a brand new bed here and that seems to have
been enough so far, not to mention this ridiculously expensive
balcony furniture.”

“Nice try,” Alice said.
“And besides, we left enough of our clothes and things there that
we shouldn’t even have to pack much, just maybe some make-up and
jewelry, for me. And your head of Internal Affairs could hardly
complain about it considering you commuted from there for a few
years. Oh, shit! Restaurants! We’re going to need reservations for
tonight and—“

“Tonight?”

Alice nodded.

“And at least another
night or two,” she went on, opening the contacts list on her phone.
“They did insist you take a few days off, remember?”

 


* * *

 


At eight that evening Carina and Alice
sat more or less facing each other at the curved corner of the
crowded bar at Prime 112 restaurant in the South of Fifth
neighborhood of Miami Beach, talking. An empty martini glass sat on
the bar in front of each woman, although that situation was quickly
remedied as the bartender swept away the used glasses, rattled a
shaker in each hand, then poured fresh drinks into two clean
glasses and set them down on the bar.

“Just to let you know,
there’s no rush but your table is ready whenever you are, ladies,”
the bartender told them. He then lowered his voice and added, “And
in light of this morning’s events up there in Fort Lauderdale, your
drinks are on me. Bravo, chief.”

“Thank you, Gabe,” Carina
told the man.

“That’s very kind of you,”
Alice added.

They held their glasses up toward him
and when he stepped away, held them up to each other.

“Mama said there’d be days
like this,” Carina said, and took a sip of her martini.

“To you not being dead,”
Alice said softly and took a long swallow of hers.

“I’ll drink to that,”
Carina said, laying her arms on the bar top. “You know, I’ve had
the feeling people have been looking at me, at us, since we walked
in, and that at least some of them were on the verge of saying
something, you know, maybe about this morning. Gabe’s the only one
who has, though.”

“First of all,” Alice
said, keeping her voice down despite the din around them, “people
are always looking at you, or us. And with that bandage on your
face, now more than ever.”

“So you’re saying they’re
looking at us because people are always looking at us, not because
of this morning,” Carina said.

Alice smiled brightly.

“Exactly,” she said. “And
even here in good old South Beach, land of many eccentricities,
where all the fine New Yorkers come for their sunshine, we do tend
to stand out.”

“Good for us!” Carina
said, holding out her glass and finishing half of its remaining
contents.

“You’re a little tipsy,
aren’t you?” Alice asked.

“That’s definitely a
realistic possibility,” Carina replied. “Apparently I don’t hold my
liquor very well on days I kill someone and get stitches in my
face.”

“Maybe we should think
about eating something,” Alice suggested.

When Carina failed to disagree, Alice
slid off her stool and stepped over to the hostess stand to let the
young ladies there know they were ready for their table. Gabe the
bartender gave Carina a thumbs-up from the other end of the bar as
Alice and the hostess came to collect Carina, as well as their
drinks. They were shown to their usual table, a two-top in the
center of the main dining room, snugged up against an off-white,
rough-brick pillar. Alice sat down facing the front of the
restaurant, a perch from which she had a view of a portion of the
bar and patrons arriving at the popular steakhouse, as well as many
of their fellow diners. Carina, sitting across from Alice, likewise
gazed at a number of their fellow diners but also into the
restaurant’s action-packed open kitchen.

“It’s the best people
watching from here,” Alice said as she scanned the room. “Too bad
most of the people aren’t particularly watchable tonight. As I said
at the bar, too many tourists and business groups, I
think.”

Carina shrugged.

“That’s what you get at a
South Beach hot spot on a Wednesday night, even in season,” she
said. “But it’s not exactly a problem when I have you right here to
look at.”

Alice smiled and cocked her
head.

“Flattery will get you
everywhere,” she said.

“I was hoping you’d say
that.”

“You sure you’re up for
everything?” Alice asked. “It’s been a long day.”

Carina shrugged.

“We’ll see,” she replied.
“Maybe I’ll just have one glass of wine with dinner.”

“Probably a good idea,”
Alice said.

She wore a snug, low-cut, sleeveless
black lace dress that left little to the imagination, and had also
brought along a colorful Hermes shawl. Unlike at the bar, their
table was not near any air conditioner vents so the shawl was now
folded on the arm of her chair, leaving most of her extensive
tattoos uncovered for all to see. Her long hair was pulled back
from her face, revealing her graceful neck, as well as the row of
diamond stud earrings that lined each ear. And as was often the
case, she had worked her hair into an elaborate braid that hung
down into her lap and beyond. A gold hoop adorned her left nostril,
her makeup highlighted the best aspects of an already pretty face
and, in addition to her wedding band, the earrings and a large
diamond engagement ring, her jewelry included an artfully designed
gold pendant incorporating diamonds and precious stones that hung
from a gold chain and had lodged itself in the crease between her
breasts.

“You look amazing, by the
way, as always,” Carina said, “even if not traditional.”

Alice smiled.

“We do it all for you,
babe,” she said. “Besides, you actually look amazing-er, which is
annoying considering that you have to put so little effort into
it.”

“And that I have an ugly
bandage on my face?”

“And that you have an ugly
bandage on your face.”

Carina reached across the table for
Alice’s hand and squeezed it.

She wore a black Prada pants suit over
a Kelly green silk blouse. Her cropped hair had required no further
attention and her only makeup was a touch of blush on her high
cheekbones. As was her custom, her jewelry consisted of a simple,
gold wedding band and equally simple gold hoop earrings, along with
a gold cross and her late father’s old Bulova watch on a leather
band.

When their waiter came to the table,
explained the specials and gave them menus. Carina ordered two
glasses of Cabernet and, when he left, opened her menu. Alice was
about to do the same when a well-dressed middle-aged couple who
they had seen in the restaurant before but had never met, walked
from the bar to their table.

“I’m so sorry to bother
you,” the woman said, turning to Carina, “but you’re Chief Quintana
from the Fort Lauderdale police, aren’t you?”

Carina looked up at her, smiled and
nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “And this
is my wife, Alice.”

Alice glanced up at them and smiled
and the couple turned toward her, the man raising his eyebrows
slightly and the woman smiling before they turned back to
Carina.

“When we saw you I just
had to come over and thank you for what you did this morning,” she
said. “Our daughter is a teacher at that school. She said it was an
incredibly brave thing you did, even more so than how the news
portrayed it.”

“I’m just glad a police
officer happened to be there,” Carina said.

“Well, we’re just glad it
was you,” the man said. “Thank you again, and again, sorry for
disturbing you.”

Alice finished her martini in one
swallow and stared at Carina.

“Even more so than how the
news portrayed it?” she said. “And that’s
from someone who was there while it was happening.
Great.”

“Don’t get upset,” Carina
said, taking Alice’s hand. “She was inside so I doubt she could see
much of what was really happening.”

“Right,” Alice
said.

Their waiter arrived with an expensive
bottle of California cabernet, rather than the wine Carina had
ordered.

“Courtesy of the couple
who just came over here,” the waiter told them as he began to open
it.

“Wow,” Alice said, staring
at the label. “Please thank them for us.”

“They had dinner at the
bar,” the waiter said, cutting the foil from the neck of the
bottle, “and they’re already gone, I’m afraid.”

“Next time, “Carina
said.

The waiter pulled the cork and poured
some of the ruby red liquid into Carina’s glass. She tasted it,
smiled, nodded, and he poured a glass for each of them.

They both ordered steaks, a New York
strip for Carina and a filet mignon for Alice, and decided to
splurge and have the restaurant’s amazing truffle fries on the
side, instead of the broccoli or asparagus they usually ordered.
They lingered over dinner, continuing to garner stares and stolen
glances from those around them, and shared a dessert and had
coffee. When they finished Carina asked the waiter for their check
but instead of returning with it, the restaurant’s owner, who they
had known for years, came to their table.

“Sorry, no check tonight,
chief,” he told her.

Alice stood and he hugged her as
Carina left cash on the table for their waiter. When Carina stood,
he hugged her, as well.

“I don’t think we’ve ever
done more than shake hands before,” Carina told him.

He had a winning smile and he flashed
it.

“I don’t think you’ve ever
done something like you did this morning before,” he said, “at
least that I’m aware of. How’s the cheek? Stitches?”

Carina nodded.

“Only four.”

“Only? Ouch,” he said,
smiling again. “But the whole miserable thing should make for good
reading in your next book.”

“Not a chance,” Carina
told him. “And, by the way, thank you for dinner.”

“My pleasure,” he
said.

Alice had ordered an Uber and when
they stepped out of the restaurant it was waiting to take them back
to their old condo on Collins Avenue. Carina undressed and fell
asleep almost immediately. On Thursday morning, while Alice turned
over and went back to sleep, Carina slipped out of bed, showered
and dressed in shorts and a tee shirt, made coffee, and took a cup
and her iPhone outside to the balcony.

She settled onto a chaise,
opened the online Miami Herald
on her phone and glanced at the headlines but
quickly changed her mind and went to the New York Times website instead. The
headlines began with the usual bad news of the day, both domestic
and international, most including at least a shot of the
Times’ usual vitriol for
the President. But as she scrolled down, she was surprised to see
an article about the Fort Lauderdale school shooting.

The story was reasonably accurate and
contained only as much information about the shooter as Fort
Lauderdale PD had released to the press. It recounted the fact that
the man’s daughter had been a teacher at the school and that she
had recently been terminated during her probationary period. The
woman who had apparently been the shooter’s real target was the
vice principal who had pressed for her dismissal. The story noted
that the man had initially fired his rifle from his truck and had
struck the wrong woman, a teacher who had had no role in the
dismissal. It went on to state that the shooter had then walked
into the schoolyard and accosted the vice principal, aiming his
rifle at her at point blank range, which was when Carina had
interceded.

“Close enough,” Carina
said.

She was about to put down the phone
and get more coffee, as well as something to eat, when another
headline caught her attention.

Brighton Beach Boardwalk
Death Ruled a Homicide.

BROOKLYN --
The death of a 35-year-old man who died while
jogging on the Brighton Beach Boardwalk last week, which was
initially believed to have been attributable to natural causes, has
now been ruled a homicide, according to a NYPD
spokesperson.

The article went on to recount the
medical examiner’s suspicions due to the man’s age and excellent
physical condition and the fact that an exact cause of death could
not be determined from the autopsy. The ruling of homicide was made
after the results of a detailed analysis of the man’s blood found
extraordinarily high levels of a substance that the article did not
identify but stated that, in such a dosage, could be expected to
stop the heart almost immediately. According to the NYPD, after the
results of the so called tox screen were reviewed by the ME, a
closer examination of the body revealed a puncture mark in the
man’s left buttock, which the ME suspected was likely the spot at
which the substance had been injected.

“Holy shit,” Carina
murmured. “That can’t be a coincidence, no way, no how.”

She got up from the chaise and went to
the balcony railing, where she speed dialed her old boss and
occasional nemesis, Captain Bass, in New York.

The line rang three times
before a gruff voice barked out Yeah?

Carina smiled.

“And a pleasant good
morning to you, too, captain,” she said.

“Apparently I need to
start paying more attention to caller ID before I decide to answer
the fucking phone,” Bass said. “What do you want, Quintana? And it
looks like you’re not calling to congratulate me, since you
said captain. In
any case you’re a couple of months late.”

“Let me guess,” Carina
said. “It’s now Deputy Inspector Bass.”

“Very good, Quintana,” he
said. “I didn’t know you police chief types kept up with something
as mundane as the NYPD ranking system. Anyway, I guess my wife
forgot to invite you to the party.”

“That must be it,” Carina
said.

“So, what is it you want,
Quintana?”

“You had a murder up there
recently—“

“Actually, fewer than
there used to be but still too many,” Bass said.

“This one took place on
the boardwalk in Brighton Beach and—“

“Not my patch,” Bass said,
“especially now.”

“I’m aware of that,”
Carina told him. “I was hoping you could point me in the right
direction, deputy inspector.”

“Oh you were?”

“Yes, I was.”

Bass sighed.

“Could you be more
specific? No wait,” he said. “Don’t tell me. It’s the one from that
fucking article in the Times
this morning? Don’t you have your own newspapers
down there to read?”

“We do, but they suck
worse than the Times and I needed a change of pace,” Carina replied.

“Whatever,” Bass said.
“Fine, the Captain’s name out there is Swetnick, I can’t remember
his first name. I’ll text you his number.”

“Thanks,” Carina said,
“and congratulations,” but as she said it there was a beep and Bass
had already hung up. “Whatever,” she said as she tucked her phone
into her pocket and walked inside, to the kitchen.

There was an unopened package of
English muffins and a stick of butter among the meager contents of
the fridge. She opened the package, split open a muffin and stuck
it in the toaster and made a fresh cup of coffee while it was
toasting. She went back outside a few minutes later carrying her
coffee mug and a plate with the buttered muffin and sat down at the
glass topped table to eat her breakfast. While she did, Carina
again opened the browser on her phone and read the remainder of the
article about the Brighton Beach killing.

She had finished both her breakfast
and the article and perused two other sections of the newspaper
when a text finally came in from Bass with Captain Swetnick’s cell
number. Carina got up and walked to the railing before dialing
it.

“Swetnick, who’s calling
me from the three-oh-five?” a husky male voice answered.

Carina explained who she was, who had
referred her and why she was calling.

“Ah, the famous
cop-slash-writer,” Swetnick said. “To what do I owe the honor? And
how is old Donald these days? I hear he finally got that promotion
he’s been angling for.”

“I just found out about
that about an hour ago myself,” Carina said. “He seems to be taking
it well, though.”

Swetnick laughed.

“I’ll bet he is,” he said.
“So, our little boardwalk killing. What’s your interest? As I
recall, the three-oh-five’s a thousand miles or so from Brighton
Beach. And you’re the Fort Lauderdale chief now, right?”

“Right, and for the moment
let’s just say it’s more than curiosity,” Carina told him. “I
understand your victim was poisoned.”

“Yeah, jabbed in the butt
with a hypo or something, apparently,” Swetnick said. “Go
figure.”

“May I ask what type of
poison was used?”

“My, my, we’re really
getting granular,” Swetnick said. “Well, according to the ME,
something called phenol, lots and lots of phenol. Get the dose
right and, as it was explained to me, the shit basically starts
shutting down all of your organs. In this case, though, as the ME
explained it, the dose was so high and stopped the
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