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			Chapter 1

			The call came in at 3:02 on a quiet Thursday afternoon in March. A north wind, blowing straight down from Baffin Island, was keeping the streets free of troublemakers; the dispatcher, working with purely mechanical efficiency, drowsed in the bright sunshine and thought of all the places where he would rather be. Warm places. Places where spring had already arrived. Places like . . .

			The hysteria in the voice on the other end of the line had elicited his usual calm response without seriously interrupting his daydream, but the message he had taken down more or less automatically jolted him awake. The hysteria was routine; the tale was not. Wounding by gunshot is rare in expensive midtown hotels. “Please don’t hang up, miss,” the dispatcher was saying as a click signaled the broken connection. “Damn,” he muttered philosophically, unsurprised, and set about dealing with the problem.

			The Karlsbad Hotel was a scant two blocks from the corner of Bloor and Yonge, the midtown center of Toronto; there was a patrol car idling along James Street, fifty yards away, when the call went out. In seconds the constable in it had double parked in the no-parking area in front of the hotel, blocking a green Mercedes being tagged by an earnest-looking police cadet. “Here, you,” said the constable. “Give us a hand. Fast.”

			The reply was indistinct. The constable took it as assent and hustled in through the heavy brass doors, dragging the cadet after him.

			“Third floor, apartment three-seventeen. Gunshot wound.” He looked around the small, very quiet lobby. The elevator stood open. “Up the stairs. I’ll take the elevator. And hang on to any witnesses you run into.”

			The cadet flew up the stairs two at a time, intent on arriving before that arrogant lazy bastard stepped out of the elevator. He paused at the second floor landing for a quick glance through the glass panel set in the door and looked down the corridor. Nothing. But the swish of a fire door opening as he rounded the corner to the next flight made him stop and look up.

			A woman was clattering down the cement steps headed straight for him. His still-inexperienced eye took in a set of keys in her hand and a very tight and very short leather skirt; at the same time his nostrils were assailed by a heavy perfume that set off warning bells in his head. No girl he knew would wear perfume like that. Her eyes were on the steps as she rushed down them; her first intimation of his existence was a view of his boots. She stopped, her hand on the banister, and let her eyes travel upward. Her white face, under its white makeup, turned ashen, and the keys dropped out of her hand. He stooped to pick them up.

			“Excuse me, miss,” he said awkwardly. “I’d, uh—” He took a deep breath and started again. “I have to ask you to return to the third floor with me. If you don’t mind.”

			“I do mind,” she said sharply. “I’m late and I’m in a hurry. And I haven’t been anywhere near the third floor, so I can’t return to it. I’ve come down from the fifth. So, if I could have my keys back—”

			The cadet hesitated for a moment. Lectures on the rights of citizens battled in his conscience with the curt injunction from the constable to grab anyone he could find. He looked at the skirt and the bizarre makeup, and his resolve strengthened. “Look here—someone opened that door to the third floor corridor, and I never heard you coming down those stairs all the way from the fifth. You’d better come along with me,” he said firmly, “and give a statement to the other officer.” He still held her keys clutched tightly in one large hand. He stepped forward, taking her black-clad arm in his other hand, and began to steer her up toward apartment 317, nervous perspiration pouring down between his shoulder blades.

			
			Sergeant Rob Lucas dropped the telephone receiver back on its cradle and swore. Loudly. If he had not stopped to tidy off his desk, if he had not been a softhearted ass and agreed to stick around while Eric had one of his late, long, boozy, and erotic lunches, he would have been out of there before this call came in. Out and away, and it would have taken them hours to find him. He shoved the piece of paper across his desk. “When Patterson gets back, tell him to get his ass over to the hotel right away. The only reason I’m going now is to keep him out of trouble. Make sure he understands that.”

			As soon as he walked into the lobby of the hotel Lucas was almost drowned in an unwelcome wave of nostalgia. He had known the place from his school days. It was a quietly expensive apartment hotel, respectable enough that a man walking in there could equally well be seeking the sleep of the innocent after a late night at the office, or be paying a discreet visit to his mistress. It was also the place where his father used to take him for lunch on half holidays from school. The dining room was small, expensive, and good at what it did. It knew its clientele only too well; fads came and fads went, but at the Karlsbad one could be assured of properly smoked salmon, or Dover sole, or delicately pink roast lamb and an array of pastries for dessert that would soften the harsher moods of a mistress or delight a schoolboy at lunch. Not a place, he thought as he waited for the elevator, where people got themselves murdered. Not until now, anyway. But then, it had changed ownership since his days at private school. Perhaps the clientele was rowdier.

			Having achieved the third floor, he pushed his way through the crowd in the corridor into apartment 317, stepped carefully over a cordless telephone lying on the floor of the entrance hall, and then stopped in the doorway to see what he was up against. The living room facing him was large and insipid, a model of middle-class restraint, enlivened only by the presence of the corpse lying supine on the floor. Lucas bent over to have a closer look. He had been a big man, somewhat plump, and expensively dressed. His face was clean-shaven and undamaged, its muscles slackened in death, in unpleasant contrast to the shattered skull visible through his thin, pale hair. You didn’t need a medical degree to figure out that he was dead. Forty? Forty-five? He didn’t look as though he’d ever been particularly pleasant. “He’s been bleeding on the nice new carpet,” said Lucas. “That’ll irritate the management. Who is he?”

			“Dunno,” said the constable standing beside him, and shrugged his shoulders. “I just checked his pockets. No wallet—nothing like that. Someone’s gone down to see the manager. He should know.”

			I wouldn’t count on that, thought Lucas cynically, and glanced around at the bare room: pale blue walls, two large glass coffee tables with nothing on them but a half glass of red wine, side tables empty even of a magazine, no shoes or socks on the floor, no clutter at all, in fact. Except for the corpse. “What else is there?” he asked finally, and yawned. He should have been home in bed hours ago.

			“Small kitchen, bedroom, bathroom. Nothing much in the kitchen except the other wineglass—bedroom and bathroom might be a bit more interesting.”

			Lucas walked around the corpse, glancing into the kitchen as he went, and went into the bedroom. The bed looked like the aftermath of a demolition derby. Lucas picked up a pillow and sniffed at it. “Perfume,” he said. “Disgusting stuff.” He shook his head. “Recent activity in this bed, I’d say. Wouldn’t you, Constable?”

			“I would,” he answered briefly. “Look in there, sir.” 

			Lucas walked over and opened the door. It led to a large and luxurious-looking bathroom that reeked of the heavy, musky odor that had permeated the sheets and pillows of the bed. “Christ—it stinks in here.”

			The constable leaned in beside him and pointed to a bottle of perfume on the counter. Beside it sat a rumpled hand towel. “She must have spilled some. The towel’s soaked with it. It’s called Cobra, according to the bottle,” he added in bemused tones.

			“I can smell, Constable,” said Lucas irritably. The bathroom was even untidier than the bedroom. Towels spilled out of a large linen cupboard, whose slatted door was hanging open; a couple of wet bath towels and an even wetter bath mat were hanging over the edge of the tub and drooping onto the floor. There were tubes and sticks and boxes and bottles of makeup lying on the counter. He picked up an uncovered lipstick lying in a pool of water on the edge of the basin. It looked black to him, or maybe dark brown. “Jesus,” he muttered, “who would wear a color like this? It’s sick.”

			“That girl out in the hall,” said the constable, as if Lucas’s question had been a serious inquiry.

			“You mean they’ve got her?” said Lucas, yawning. “I’ll see her in a minute.” He turned back to the bedroom. “What’s in these drawers?”

			“I haven’t had time to check yet,” said the constable defensively.

			“Then get a move on. I’ll search, you write,” said Lucas irritably, stuffing his notebook back into his pocket and opening the top drawer. “In the top left-hand drawer,” he muttered, his fingers moving rapidly through the contents, “women’s underpants, white cotton, and black tights. Count them later. Right below,” he went on, closing one drawer and opening the next, “there is one large white sweater—wool—one pair of jeans, and three pairs of wool socks. Below that,” he went on, throwing open the bottom drawer, “a black garter belt, black stockings, and black lace pants. That’s it. In the top right-hand drawer,” he said, slamming one closed with his knee as he opened the next, “shirts, socks, shorts, and handkerchiefs, men’s. Oh—and just a minute—Jesus Christ!” he spluttered, digging farther back behind the handkerchiefs. “Look at that.”

			“Either this guy had one hell of a sex life,” said the constable, who was peering over his shoulder, torn between laughter and admiration, “or he wore ’em six at a time!”

			Lucas spilled two fistfuls of packages of condoms back into the drawer. “Cautious, anyway,” he said, grinning. “I better talk to that woman. Get her for me, and then check the closet,” he added, walking into the living room and almost stumbling over the corpse. “Do you think one of you guys might manage to cover him up? I need this room to talk to a witness.” Someone drifted in the direction of the bedroom to get a sheet. “And for Christ’s sake, not those sheets, you fool! They’re evidence. What have you gotten from her so far?”

			“She says that her name is Stormi Knight,” began the constable.

			“Come off it,” said Lucas. “You’ve got to be kidding.” 

			The constable’s face reddened. “That’s what she says,” he repeated doggedly. “I just took a statement from her and wrote it all down. I never questioned what she said. I reckoned you guys could sort it all out. She sings in a band; she knows nothing about anything. She was visiting a friend in the hotel—”

			“Who?”

			“A girlfriend. No name. Just a girl she met, when someone in uniform, actually it was that cadet over there,” he added, nodding out the door, “grabbed her for no reason and brought her up here and made her look at a dead man lying on the floor, and she’s never seen the dead man before. And it made her feel sick, and she’s thinking of suing us.”

			As they reached the hallway, the elevator door opened and disgorged a new crowd of people. “Thank God,” said Lucas, rubbing his aching temple. “Here come the rest of them. I’m not even supposed to be here. This is Eric Patterson’s case.” He turned to the constable. “Look, tell Patterson when he gets here I’m talking to the girl, and he owes me. But not in there,” he muttered, suddenly reluctant to return to that icy blue room. “What else did you get from her?”

			“Not much—but when the cadet grabbed her, she dropped a set of keys. I tried them in the door,” he added modestly.

			“And?”

			“One of them fits. The door of this room.”

			“Good. Where is she?”

			“Over there, leaning on the wall.”

			In the discreet light of the corridor, Robert Lucas got the distinct impression of something dead propped up against the red-and-gold wallpaper. Stormi Knight was dressed in black: a black leather skirt that revealed too much skinny, black diamond-patterned leg; a black minuscule cardigan; a mop of curly shoulder-length hair dyed a flat, dead black. At least, he assumed it had been dyed. He didn’t believe nature had ever been cruel enough to give anyone hair that color. When he got closer, he could see that her face was caked with white powder, except around the eyes, where her mascara and whatever had run and smeared into black rings. Her lips were bare of makeup, although surely the tube in the bathroom had been lipstick. That fat, dead mouth in there had probably eaten it off. He felt slightly sick. Closer still, and he could smell the heavy, cloying perfume, although it was less noticeable out here than it had been in the apartment. On her right cheekbone was the broad yellow smudge of an old bruise, barely concealed by the heavy makeup; on her right shoulder, close to the neck, an angry red mark spoke of a nasty bruise to come.

			Lucas had seen them all before. He snapped open his notebook and said, “Name?” almost before she had registered his presence.

			“Stormi—” she began sulkily.

			“Real name, this time. If you don’t mind.”

			“Jennifer Wilson,” she said, and raised her chin stubbornly. “Stormi Knight’s my stage name. So it is a real name.”

			“Who is the man in the apartment?” 

			“Which man?” she asked innocently.

			“The corpse. The one the constable took you in to look at. How many corpses do you run across in one day?”

			“I have no idea,” she said steadily. “I don’t know why you should think—”

			“Why? Because you were carrying a key chain with the key to apartment three-seventeen on it when the cadet spotted you on the stairway, that’s why. If you don’t know him, how do you explain the key to his apartment?”

			“Shit,” she muttered, and paused, chewing her lower lip nervously. “I guess I should have told you, but I was scared I’d get mixed up in it—”

			“Listen, lady,” he said. “You are mixed up in it.”

			She shrugged her shoulders and then winced. “Uh, it’s like this,” she said. Her eyes flickered nervously. “I was out of town—the band was, the one I sing with—and when I got back, my landlady had rented my apartment to someone else. I was behind with the rent or something. Anyway, they hadn’t paid us for this last job yet, and I was real broke, and this girl I met last night said she had this huge apartment she lived in, and I could sleep on the couch if I wanted. And so that’s what I did.”

			“And what’s this girl’s name?”

			“Krystal. And I don’t know what her last name is,” she snapped. “We don’t expect our friends to show us ID. And probably her first name isn’t Krystal, either. It’s probably Mary, or Lesley, or Susan, but she wanted something snappy that would help her career.”

			Lucas speculated for a second about the nature of the career and abandoned the line of thought. “So where’s this Krystal now?”

			“How should I know? She told me I had to clear up all my stuff and get out by eleven, just in case, and not to come back before three. Because she had a friend coming by. I figured it was the guy who was paying for the apartment, because Krystal sure as hell didn’t have that kind of money. So I got out. I mean, I didn’t want to run into him.”

			“If this Krystal was entertaining someone this afternoon, how come the sheets and everything stink of that perfume you’re wearing?”

			She blinked in a flash of amazement, and for the first time he noticed that behind the gooey black mess she possessed a pair of large, sharp gray eyes. “Oh, dear,” she said, for a second sounding oddly sweet and innocent. “How embarrassing. I borrowed a couple of splashes of it. And I’m afraid I spilled it while I was opening the bottle. I’m such a klutz. It’s kind of overpowering, isn’t it? It’s terribly expensive,” she added, and almost smiled. “It’s Cobra.”

			“Yeah—we got that. Now maybe you could give us—” He stopped and looked at three people stepping out of the elevator, two constables with another man in tow. That dark suit and polished exterior could only belong to the hotel manager. “Here—you,” he said to the cadet, who was still standing around, looking curious and unsure of himself, “keep an eye on Miss Wilson. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			He followed the small crowd into the living room and pushed his way up to the manager’s shoulder. Someone pulled back the sheet that had been draped over the body. There was a dignified pause. “I certainly do know him,” said the manager somberly.

			“Who is he?” asked Lucas. “The person who rents this apartment?”

			“He’s the chairman of the corporation that owns this hotel,” said the manager. “NorthSea/Baltic Enterprises. Apartment three-seventeen is the apartment reserved for the corporation, which means, in effect, for Mr. Neilson. That’s his name. Carl Neilson. He lives—he lived out of town, near Thornhill; he used this apartment a great deal.”

			“Did he ever have company while he stayed here?” asked Lucas. “Female company?”

			“Female company?” He paused. Lucas could see the battle raging within him. Between honesty and loyalty? Between discretion and disapproval? More likely the latter. “You understand, gentlemen, it is not my job to monitor the actions of the chairman of the corporation. And in addition, all the apartments are on the second and third floors, so that the residents, if they wish, may come and go as they please. Without taking the elevator. The stairs, as you no doubt have observed already, take you directly outside or to a section of the lobby that is not particularly visible from the desk. Deliberately. All that aside, however,” he said even more gravely than before, “from time to time I believe that Mr. Neilson may have had female companions staying with him. I would not be able to swear to that,” he added with emphasis. “But it has come to my attention now and again.”

			“Ah,” said Lucas in tones of triumph. “Wait right there.” And he dashed out of the apartment, returning seconds later with a protesting Jennifer Wilson. “This one?”

			The manager shook his head. “I wouldn’t know,” he said. His tone expressed disapproval. She obviously did not live up to hotel standards in female companions. “I don’t believe I’ve seen this young lady before. But she could have been going in and out by the side exit if she had a key—a privilege we extend to monthly tenants—and of course, Mr. Neilson could supply one to any guest he chose.” He gave her one more searching look. The next time he ran into her, he would know who she was, thought Lucas. And he didn’t give much for her chances of getting into this hotel again. “The maids might know her. But they went off duty at two-thirty.”

			Irritated, Lucas pushed her out of the apartment again and back into the care of the cadet. Before he could return to the manager, however, the elevator door opened once again, and the errant Eric Patterson stepped out. Lucas stepped in his way, blocking his entrance to the apartment. “Christ almighty, you sure as hell took your time, Eric. Where have you been?”

			“So what’s going on?” said Eric with cheerful insouciance. “I get back from lunch and there’s this pile of urgent messages, including one kind of nasty one from you.” He looked around appreciatively. “This is a nice plush place to find a body in. Who is it?”

			“The chairman of the corporation that owns the hotel, Carl Neilson. A very big guy, every which way you look.” Lucas yawned. “You want to take over here, Eric?”

			“What have you done?” he asked, dropping the frivolity. 

			“Not a whole lot. The crew just arrived. The guys who got here first picked up a witness probably coming from the scene. I was just going to take her down and fingerprint her and have them run a residue test—”

			“He was shot?”

			Lucas suppressed the sarcastic response. “Yes.”

			“I’ll do that,” said Patterson. “You don’t have to—” 

			“The hell you will. I’m taking her in, running her through, and then going home. If anyone stays up all night tonight, it isn’t going to be me. I haven’t slept in”—he paused to calculate—“thirty-two hours, and it’s beginning to show.”

			“Okay, okay. And look, I appreciate what you did. That lunch was—words fail me, Rob, old pal. But anytime you need a return favour—”

			“All I need right now is some sleep. I’m going. Oh, and get the girl’s keys from that cadet or whoever still has them, and find out if one of them fits the side door of the hotel.”

			“What?”

			“Don’t ask. Just do it. Or talk to the manager.”

			
			Lucas propelled Jennifer Wilson across the lobby, holding her by one thin arm, toward his car, which had been abandoned in front of the hotel. As he handed her in on the passenger side, he suddenly noticed what else was odd about her. The coat. Or rather, the absence of it. She wasn’t wearing a coat on a day in March so vicious that it made January seem temperate. And he had been able to feel her tremble with the cold. “Where’s your coat?” he said curtly as soon as she got into the car.

			“My coat?”

			“Yes, your coat. Why aren’t you wearing it?” 

			“It’s not that bad out,” she said, still shivering.

			“For chrissake, the dogs are sticking to the sidewalks out there, and you’re trying to tell me you don’t need a coat?”

			“I came over here in a cab,” she said hastily. “I was just carrying it on my arm, and I left it in the cab, I think.”

			“What kind of cab?” he said, turning the heat up full and unzipping his down jacket.

			“How in hell should I know? I don’t go around writing everything down, like you guys.” She slouched down in her seat and lapsed into sulky silence.

			
			And the sulky silence remained as she wiped ink off her fingers and glowered at the floor.

			“So,” he said coolly, “your name is Jennifer Wilson, and you sing in a band, and you have nothing to do with that apartment except that you spent last night there. And you never saw that guy before in your life. You know what I think? I think when that apartment is dusted for prints, we’re going to find Neilson’s, yours, and the maid’s. Period. And most of all we’re going to find yours. Because I think Krystal is a figment of your imagination. Couldn’t you have come up with a better name?”

			“It’s not my fault that Krystal has no imagination,” she replied, her gray eyes flickering at him from their smudgy sockets. “And if that’s what you think, why not go ahead and fingerprint everything?”

			Her confidence shook him a little. “Okay. Let’s run through the whole thing from when you left the apartment this morning. Or better still, when you met Krystal last night.”

			“Sure,” she said, sounding bored. She yawned, and once more he realized how hideously tired he was. “I went to my apartment and couldn’t get in, so I put my suitcase in a locker at the bus station—”

			“Why there?”

			“Why not? It’s central and open all night.” She paused to see if he wanted to say something else. He leaned back, yawning. “I’m sorry if it’s boring,” she said. “But you asked for it. Anyway, I went to the pub—which pub, I know, the Pocket, on Queen Street—because I figured at least a few people I knew would be there. Well there weren’t, really, but I sat at a table with one guy I’d met a couple of times before—”

			“Name?” said Lucas. His eyes were closed.

			“Doug. Just Doug. And some other people, and one of them was this girl, Krystal. Anyway, I put my purse down on the floor and had a couple of beers, and when I reached down to get it because I was going to the washroom, it was gone. So now I had no purse, no ID, no credit card—yeah, I have a credit card—and no money. I got real upset, and Krystal said I could sleep at her place. Is this what you want?” she asked, looking at the apparently sleeping sergeant.

			He had been barely listening to her words; what his mind was playing with was the sense of familiarity induced by her manner of speech. Suddenly it came to him, and he sat up, eyes open. It was the continual slipping up and down in the social scale—from the tough-guy illiteracy of half her explanations up to snatches of cool elegance and intelligence. And it was familiar because he did it himself. It was one of the things that alienated him from the people he worked with. His inability to find a level and stick to it. It made people suspicious.

			“Sure,” he said, lapsing back into somnolence once he had settled that.

			“Anyway, this morning Krystal told me I had to go out because her friend was coming over, and she loaned me some money and gave me her keys. So I went out for lunch and did some shopping—”

			“What did you buy?”

			“Nothing. I went downtown and looked around at a lot of stuff. Killing time, that’s all. Anyway, I took a cab and left my coat in the cab, like I said, and got back to the hotel. I came in the side door and went up to the apartment. When I opened the door, I heard someone make this awful noise—a groan or something like that. At first I thought it was—well, anyway, I realized someone was hurt, and I looked in the living room and saw this man lying there, bleeding, and I panicked because he looked as if someone had just shot him, and I didn’t want whoever it was to shoot me, so I called the police and ran.”

			“You thought the assailant was still in the apartment, and you stopped long enough to telephone before you panicked and ran? You’re a brave person, Miss Wilson.”

			“Well, I didn’t. I grabbed the cordless phone off the hall table and ran out in the corridor and phoned.”

			“And how did the phone get in the front hall again?”

			“I opened the door and threw it back in. I didn’t want to be accused of stealing a telephone.”

			“Well,” he said, yawning again. “They say truth is stranger than fiction. You just make yourself comfortable there while we check some of these wild notions out, Miss Wilson. I’ll get someone to bring you some coffee. You want a muffin? It’s the best thing you’re likely to get around here right now.”

			She looked as if she were considering a protest, shrugged her shoulders and huddled down in her chair.

			
			Lucas’s faint hope of catching a half-hour nap—while the mills of justice ground up Miss Wilson’s statement and processed it—dried up as soon as he hit the corridor. The reason was walking rapidly toward him, a vision of expensive tailoring and more expensive shoe leather. Inspector Matt Baldwin, who for the past three uncomfortable weeks had replaced Inspector John Sanders as his superior officer, with a look on his face that meant more work. More work for Robert Lucas, that is, not for Baldy.

			“Patterson finally get down there?” he snapped. Hostility electrified the corridor.

			So the puss had clawed its way out of the sack. “Yeah. He’s there now. I was just clearing up one or two things before going home.”

			“Not until someone goes out to talk to the widow,” said Baldwin. “I just found out who it is, so be tactful, eh? This ain’t Ma Jones whose old man got knifed in a brawl. It’s Lydia Neilson.”

			“Isn’t she just a mile or two out of our jurisdiction?” asked Lucas with heavy irony. “Why not let the locals tell her she’s a widow?”

			“She may be a witness. And I’ve cleared it. Now get the hell over there, Lucas.”

			Common sense told Lucas to shut up and get out; exhaustion prodded him into one last flicker of insubordination. “Do we have an address? More precise than Mrs. Neilson, somewhere near Thornhill?”

			Lucas’s bad temper remained through an hour of rush-hour traffic, past the exit off the expressway, down two secondary roads, and into the play farms of exurbia. Everything looked bright and cold and dirty with the detritus of winter. But familiar. Once upon a time, in a time and a world far from this one, he had lived out here on one of these little gemlike farms, until his father had tired of country life and his mother had tired of his father. And of him. And the farm was sold—at a handsome profit, no doubt, since everything his father did was at a handsome profit. Except raise a son. And he grinned at that thought, slowed down, and signaled for a right.

			The broad acres belonging to Carl Neilson were protected from the highway by a stone wall and wrought-iron gates. On one of the pillars a polished brass plaque said FREYFIELDS. The gates were open, and Lucas pulled in. The house was pseudo-Georgian; the white fencing said horses, and the whole setup screamed money. As he mounted the steps, he wondered why Baldy hadn’t chosen to come out himself. Clearly Mrs. Neilson would be right up his alley. It must have been an epic struggle between lethargy and upward mobility while he was deciding to send Robert Lucas instead. The chimes rang faintly, as though muffled by miles of carpets and tapestries and draperies and other expensive things. The door opened with a sigh; its place was taken by a square middle-aged woman in a white uniform and apron, who looked like something between a practical nurse and a short-order cook. She tried to size him up, failed, and addressed him in a manner in which courtesy mingled uneasily with contempt.

			“May I help you?” The words were meek enough, but the tone was one of crossed arms and heavily planted feet.

			“I’d like to speak to Mrs. Neilson,” he said briskly. 

			“I’m afraid she isn’t here at the moment. Is she expecting you?”

			With a sigh he pulled out his ID and set it squarely under the woman’s nose. “Sergeant Robert Lucas. Metropolitan Toronto Police. It is most important that I talk to Mrs. Neilson as soon as possible. Do you know where she is?” This was the point at which the housekeeper should have screamed and fainted in alarm. She didn’t.

			“She’s down at the stable,” she said, in the same tones she might reserve for describing the whereabouts of the man who looked after the septic tank.

			“In that case, I’ll wait,” said Lucas, prepared, if necessary, to sit on the front steps. Because if he left without seeing her, bloody Baldwin would send him out again. He wondered grimly how long he was going to be on special duty, stuck with Baldwin.

			“You’ll have a long wait, then,” she remarked sourly. “If it’s that important, you’d better go and speak to her yourself. It’s in back—you can’t miss it,” she said, pointing to the gravel walk that circled the house.

			If the neat white building hadn’t looked very like a stable to him, he would have been drawn to it by the small warm noises—the stamps and snorts and nickering—that ooze out of all stables. The wide door was open, giving onto a clean cement floor, and he stepped inside. There were six box stalls, three on each side, but only three of them had tenants. The first on the left had been fitted up as a tack room, its walls bright with ribbons, and the first on the right as an office, with a desk, two chairs, and a camp bed all crowded into it. The stall next to it was stacked neatly with feed and straw. Mozart bubbled gently from a cassette player on the desk.

			Two heads emerged over their doors to look at him; a third horse, a chestnut mare, was standing facing him with a faraway look on her face as her legs were being vigorously rubbed down. “Mrs. Neilson?” said Lucas to the crouching back in front of him. “Could I have a word with you?” The chestnut tossed her head in warning, and Mrs. Neilson rose quickly to her feet. She looked to be in her mid-twenties—startlingly young to be Neilson’s wife. She had long shiny hair the same color as the mare’s glossy coat, and dark eyes that regarded him acutely, wondering no doubt what in hell he was doing there. She was dressed in worn, mud-splashed corduroy breeches, a beige turtleneck sweater, and a gray tweed jacket with scuffed leather patches and a tear on the sleeve, but her riding boots were as clean and well cared for as the tack in the room to his left and as the coat of the chestnut mare. What man could possibly have traded—even temporarily—this magnificent creature for that thin, messy little slut in the hotel? Maybe he hadn’t. Maybe Jennifer’s story was true, then.

			“Yes, certainly,” said Mrs. Neilson at last, since he seemed to be without anything to say. “What did you want a word about?”

			He gritted his teeth. This was the bad part, the part he had been avoiding by thinking irrelevant thoughts about her clothes. “I’m with the Metropolitan Toronto Police—Sergeant Lucas.” He held out his card, as before. “You’re Mrs. Carl Neilson? Your husband is Carl Neilson?” It was, he knew, a stupid thing to say, but it gave the widow the chance to realize that something was wrong.

			It worked. She laid a hand on the mare’s withers, as if to steady herself. “Something has happened,” she said. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

			“I’m afraid so, Mrs. Neilson. There’s been a—something has happened at your husband’s hotel, at the Karlsbad. He’s been shot.”

			“He’s dead?” she asked, her voice flat. Lucas nodded, bracing himself. This was when the reaction started. Sometimes. Sometimes it didn’t start until much later, and what you got was this cool stunned acceptance. Not as good for the widow, maybe, but a hell of a lot easier on him. “You’re sure?” she asked again. “Dead? Not just hurt?”

			“No—I’m afraid there’s no question of that,” he said gently. “He was dead when we found him.”

			“Did he . . .” She hesitated and stopped, taking a deep breath. The mare snorted and bent her head around to find out what was going on. “Did he do it himself? Was it suicide?”

			Lucas shook his head. “It doesn’t appear to have been suicide. No.”

			“Then that means that someone killed him.” 

			“It looks like that.”

			“Who would—when did it happen?” she asked.

			“This afternoon. I’m sorry someone didn’t come earlier, but he had no wallet on him, and it took us a while to find out—”

			“You’re sure it is Carl?” she said quickly. 

			“The hotel manager identified him.” 

			“Bent? Bent Sigurdson?”

			That sounded familiar. Lucas nodded.

			“He would know.” She sounded oddly reassured, as though the certainty of the identification comforted her. “Poor Carl,” she said. She stood absolutely still, leaning slightly against the mare. “He was so afraid of dying. More than most people, I think. Do I have to identify him? I will if it’s necessary.” She patted the mare, who was stamping restlessly and turned to nudge her pockets.

			“She’s expecting something,” said Lucas, nodding at the mare.

			“There’s a carrot on the desk, if you don’t mind,” said Mrs. Neilson. “She’d kill for carrots.”

			He stepped into the office, grabbed the carrot, broke it in half and fed one piece to the impatient animal; then, with a friendly pat, he caught her firmly by the halter and led her into the empty box.

			“You’ve done that before,” said Lydia Neilson.

			“That I have,” said Lucas. “Did your husband ride? Is one of the horses his?”

			“Well, in a manner of speaking, I suppose.” She spoke hesitantly, as if she felt her comments could be construed as a betrayal of marital trust. “The mare is my hacking pony—actually, I guess she’s a bit big to be called a pony, but”—she gave him a pale smile—“she’s a pet. Well, they’re all pets, in a way. Too much so. That was Jasmine. This is Hector—eh, baby, come here,” she cooed, and a big bay stuck his head farther over the door. She opened it and led him out. “Isn’t he a beauty?” she said. “Most of the ribbons in there are his. He’s very neat and intelligent—he can tell exactly what I’m thinking before I think it.” She raised his head to show him off. “You should see him over a fence. Poetry. Restrained poetry. But Carl’s horse—I suppose he was Carl’s horse, although he didn’t ride him very often—is over here.” Lucas held out the other half of the carrot for Hector, who took it with restraint and dignity and then paced elegantly back into his stall. “Achilles,” she said, opening the last door, and an enormous gray gelding stepped out and then shook his head impatiently. “Isn’t he a fine size? That’s how they described him. He’s Irish.”

			“Did you get him here?” asked Lucas.

			She shook her head. “I went over to the spring sales and fell in love with him. Then they told me his name, and I knew it was fate. You should see him move. He’s young yet, though. He’s from Tipperary—the finest bloodstock in the country, they say. I paid a bundle for him by the time I had him shipped over. He was a birthday present for Carl—I wouldn’t spend that much on a horse for myself—but Carl never appreciated him. He was threatening to sell him this spring; it broke my heart to think of it. Eh, baby?” she murmured. “Do you think you could find another carrot? There should be one in my bag—it’s on the chair. Everyone else got a carrot, didn’t they?” she went on softly, rubbing his nose.

			Lucas went back into the little office and found her handbag sitting on a chair. He unzipped it. Inside was chaos; everything you might expect to find in a woman’s purse: wallet, keys, lipstick, comb, tissues, pens, pencils, notebook; and, in addition, two large dirty carrots, a plastic bag with sugar lumps in it, and a hoof-pick. “There you go,” he said, and handed her one of the carrots. “Who looks after the stable for you and exercises the horses?” he asked in real curiosity.

			“Who looks after it? I do,” she said, surprised, sending Achilles back into his stall with a nudge of the halter and a slap on the rump, and then reaching her hand with the carrot on it over the door to him. “I do everything. Clean it out every morning, give each one a good gallop, work with Hector a bit, groom them, everything. I love it. It gives me something to do. The house is filled already with people tripping over each other to do the work. They don’t need me. Anyway, it means I have an excuse for not traveling all over the place with Carl on business trips. My God! What’s the matter with me?” She sat down on a couple of bales of straw piled up outside Achilles’ stall. “What am I saying? Carl’s dead, and I’m bitching about going on business trips with him. I mean, I could have. Joe down at the riding stable will always look after the beasts for me if I need him.” She shook her head and looked blankly up at Lucas.

			“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “It’s the shock. It takes a while to get used to it.”

			“I suppose,” she said, standing up. She walked around the stable and fastened all the doors, picked up her purse, turned off the cassette player, flicked off the light, and headed toward the door. “Come back to the house and we’ll have some tea,” she said. “Mrs. Howard will have it ready.”

			
			She took him in through a small back door and along a short tiled hallway. The room she led him into was as seductive as the stable. It was relatively small, but a set of three windows looked out over the paddock and the stable. The windowsill was deep, with a couple of cushions lying on it: someplace to sit and drowse away an afternoon, he thought. A fire burned in the fireplace, and the comfortable chairs and sofa were covered with dark, countrified material. There was a desk, audio equipment, a small piano, and some book space. The housekeeper stalked in with tea, followed closely by a thin, dark-haired little boy with worried blue eyes, who ran over to his mother’s side and whispered urgently in her ear.

			“I don’t know, sweetheart,” she said, gently shaking her head. “He’s around somewhere. Ask Mrs. Howard. Maybe she put him away.” He snatched up a chocolate-covered biscuit and left as quickly as he had come.

			“That’s Mark,” she said simply. “He’s eight. I’ll tell him later. When we’re alone.”

			“Do you have other children?” asked Lucas, looking down at the tea in his hand as if he had never seen such a thing before.

			She shook her head.

			He stared at the fire, mesmerized, relaxed. He could sit in this room for hours, beside this elegant, slightly muddy woman, except that he was not here on a social call. He pulled himself together. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?” he said.

			“Not at all,” she said readily. “What do you want to know?”

			“Where you were this afternoon?” The cozy atmosphere came apart with a jerk.

			“Oh. Of course. It’s the obvious question, isn’t it? Well—I was out on Jasmine. We went for a long ride—all through the woods. Didn’t get back until after four. That’s why I was still rubbing her down when you came in.”

			“Do you ride alone?”

			“Usually. Very awkward, I suppose.” She smiled and offered him a piece of shortbread. “From your point of view, I mean.”

			“Mrs. Neilson,” he began, and hesitated.

			“Yes?” She looked entirely composed and unafraid.

			“Is there any reason that you know of why a girl, a singer, would have a key to your husband’s apartment?”

			“Reason? Do you mean a printable reason? An excuse? Not that I can think of. I mean, only the usual reason—and that seems quite likely.” She seemed to ruminate for a while. “A singer, you said?”

			“Mmm. A singer—with a band.”

			“With a band?” She seemed surprised. “What’s her name?” 

			“Jennifer Wilson,” said Lucas without thinking. Oh, Christ, he said to himself. That was bright. “Look, I shouldn’t have given out her name like that,” he said. “I’d appreciate it if you’d forget it, if you can.”

			“Oh, that’s all right. I won’t do anything to her, don’t worry. I’m just surprised. I thought that Carl—well—you can’t tell, can you?” She stared into the fire, apparently considering the oddities of life. “May I ask you a question?”

			“That depends,” he said. “Actually, you can ask it, but I don’t promise to be able to answer it.”

			“Do you know when I can get possession of his private papers—his account books, I mean—and things like that? Not the business ones—they’re the property of the corporation, I assume—just the private ones. I’m afraid that there are bills to pay and that sort of thing, and he was in the habit of locking everything up in his safe unless he was out of town. Then, of course, I looked after the household money.”

			“Don’t you have the combination?” 

			“No.” She shook her head.

			“I don’t know. But surely you can have access to anything in the house. Why don’t you call his lawyer?”

			“Maybe,” she said unhappily. “I suppose I have to call him anyway.”

			“Did your husband have any enemies that you know of?” 

			“Enemies? What kind of enemies do you mean?” she asked sharply.

			“Any kind,” he said.

			“Not that I know of. He might have, I suppose. Business enemies. I don’t know anything about his business.” She shook her head and turned to look out the window toward the stable.

			Lucas stifled a yawn and couldn’t think of anything else to ask her. “Thank you for your help,” he said lamely. “And for showing me the horses. It’s a long time since I’ve seen such magnificent animals. Do you have someone to stay with you?” he added. “I should be going.”

			“Don’t worry, Sergeant. There are enough people in this house to guard me. Anyway, my sister will always come over if I need her.” She sounded very tired now. “I’m all right, really. It was a shock, but Carl and I hadn’t been what you would call close for some time. I’m not surprised about the singer in his apartment. I have Mark and the horses—I guess he needed something, too. Poor Carl.”

			With those words Lucas felt that Carl Neilson had all the obituary that he deserved, and he took his leave.

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter 2

			By the time Rob Lucas was back downtown, it was dark—dark, late, cold—and even people who were supposed to have been working that day were home tucked up cozily in front of their television sets.

			“Anything come in on the girl’s fingerprints?” he asked, and sat down to tackle the clutter on his desk.

			Patrick Kelleher glanced up. “Yeah. They’re all over the apartment, including on that phone. She was the last person to have used it. And in my book that makes her the one who called in.”

			Kelleher’s words were lost in the rustle of paper. “Where in hell are my reports?” said Lucas, sorting rapidly through the mess.

			“Baldy came in and got everything,” said Kelleher. 

			“Why?”

			Kelleher shrugged.

			“Anybody get anything else from the girl?”

			Kelleher shook his head. “Don’t think so. You going to let her go?”

			“What do I hold her for? Lying to a cadet?” he said wearily. “Look, I’m leaving as soon as I talk to her again. Tell Baldy if he comes by.”

			“Oh,” said Kelleher. His voice turned mock-official. “Inspector Baldwin has requested that you report to him as soon as possible. If you step into the hall, you might bump into him. He’s kind of upset.”

			“Thanks,” said Lucas, “a helluva lot,” and headed out the door.

			He collided with him as he rounded the corner. “Ah, Lucas. Good. A word with you,” said Baldwin, leading him away from his office. “I’m assuming control of this case. Not anything against you, understand—”

			“No need to apologize, sir. It’s not my case. I was supposed to be off this afternoon.”

			“Whatever,” he said irritably. “Anyway, you and Patterson—you understand, Neilson was influential. And Mrs. Neilson is very involved—charities, fundraising, horses, opera, you know what I’m talking about. Anyway, you and Patterson just don’t have the clout, or maybe even the tact, to deal with them.”

			“I don’t mind, sir.” Lucas yawned. “Patterson might be annoyed, though. He has lots of tact when he needs it.”

			Baldwin grunted. “That may be—but he has trouble remembering when to use it. Look, I’ve got Marty Fielding sitting in my office right now, bitching about police harassment of Neilson’s widow. What in hell did you say to her?”

			“Not much. We chatted about her horses, I asked her where she was during the relevant time period—”

			“You asked Mrs. Neilson where she was?” said Baldwin. He looked incredulous. And then, in spite of himself, he added, “Where was she?”

			“Out riding. Alone. She does it all the time.” He paused to let that sink in. “Do you think someone would kill someone to prevent him from getting rid of a favourite horse, sir? Because if that’s possible—”

			“Oh, for chrissake, Lucas, leave Neilson’s widow to me. And I want you to check in with me personally before you do anything; and I want reports
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