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			Chapter 1

			Billy Tremble stopped walking and considered the question that had just popped into his head. It was an important one and he didn’t want to shrug it off or give some bullshit off-the-cuff response. His dad used to hammer on him about that. Think before you speak, kid. This world’s got assholes enough in it. I’ll not have anyone thinking another one fell out of my tree. Billy wondered if his father thought about his own words all those times he called his only son worthless, or idiot, or worse. His mother would try to soothe the sting of his dad’s harangues. It’s just the drink in him, Billy. You know he wouldn’t talk like that if he was sober.

			Billy would have laid down good money that his mother’s pain wasn’t softened one bit by his father’s drunken state that afternoon all those years ago. It was two days before Billy’s ninth birthday. The old man had beaten her up good and proper. Left her crying in a blood-smeared heap in the kitchen. Screaming at her through spit and bile that she wasn’t woman enough to keep him chained. Then he turned to his only son and raised an accusatory finger toward Billy.

			“And you, you son of a whore. You’ll never amount to anything.”

			Now Billy gave a weary shake of his head and realized that bastard’s words still haunted him. Even though he was twenty-seven years old and, for the first time in his life, a man with money to burn. Still, he took the time to consider an answer to the query that had entered, unbidden, into his consciousness.

			Yes, he decided. Yes, I am happy. He took a deep breath. I’m happier than I’ve ever been. He smiled and continued walking down State Street. The warm July night seemed gentle and special, as if the world itself was providing the perfect atmosphere to help him celebrate his good fortune.

			
			He saw two men slumped on the covered bench of a bus stop. Their overstuffed duffel bags and filthy jackets signaled they weren’t waiting for the Number 32 to take them home to kith and kin. These men had nowhere to be. Nothing to do. They’d chosen to rest a bit before they continued the soul-draining work of living homeless. Billy reached into his pocket and pulled out a couple of bills.

			Yes, sir. I’m happy, happy, happy. Funny what a bucket of cash can do for a man’s attitude.

			He approached the two men. “Here you go, buddy.” He handed the first man, the one with a beard more gray than brown, a bill. Then he nodded to the second man. This guy had smooth cheeks. Billy figured the good-deeds lady from Grace Episcopal must have been passing out shaving gear that morning. “I got one for you, too, man.”

			Each man nodded and shoved the bill into a pocket. Billy knew the protocol. Put the money away fast. Don’t speak to the person who just gave the handout. Don’t look ’em in the eye. Don’t give ’em any reason to acknowledge you’re an actual human being. Just let ’em do their feel-good for the day and be on their way. Everybody wins.

			Billy was four steps down the street when he heard one of the guys call out. “Hey! Hey! Thanks, Mister. God bless you.”

			Billy surmised he’d taken the time to examine his gift. Probably been years since the old man held a hundred-dollar bill in his hand.

			Billy kept walking. Kept feeling good. A strain of music started to play in his head, providing a tempo that demanded a strutted step. He stopped by a woman sitting cross-legged next to an ATM, her own bag of possessions beside her. A matted dog, looking to weigh twenty pounds where he ought to weigh thirty, let out a warning growl.

			
			“Don’t let Buster scare ya,” the woman said. “Ain’t got energy to bite anything, but he can still give it a good tease.”

			“Looks like Buster could use a meal. You, too, if you don’t mind my saying.”

			The woman looked up with rheumy eyes. Billy had a feeling she was at least a decade younger than she looked. “You got a burger in your pocket, do ya?”

			Billy grinned. “Let’s see.” He reached into his pocket and let his fingers pull off five bills from the wad he’d tucked in earlier that evening. He handed them to the woman. “How’s that?”

			The woman stared at the fortune in her fingers. Billy hoped she was dreaming about the couple of weeks’ safety it would buy her in the kind of hotel that didn’t demand a credit card at check-in. The bathtub would be stained, but it would have enough hot water to scrub the street off her. She’d have a bed. Buster could curl up beside her and wouldn’t have to growl at anyone.

			And the two of them could eat.

			“There’s five hundred dollars here,” the woman whispered. She looked up one side of State Street, then down the other. “I ain’t sellin’ what you’re lookin’ to buy.” She lifted her hand to return the money. “Now get on down the way before I sic my dog on you. You might be surprised what he’s capable of if I yell loud enough.”

			
			Billy shook his head. “I’m not buying anything. Had a run of luck, is all. Truth told, a couple of weeks ago I might have staked out this stoop myself.”

			The woman raised an eyebrow. Billy put a hand over his heart.

			“True as can be. Took my showers at the Y every other day. Stood in line at Bethel for them hot lunches. My situation has changed. Makes me feel good to share a bit of it. Nothing more than that.” He cupped his hands around the woman’s and gently pushed back. “That money’s yours.” He scratched the top of Buster’s head. “You two take care, now.”

			Damn! This feels good! Maybe them preachers been right all along. Maybe it is better to give than get.

			He was nearing the Capitol Square when he felt a tug on his arm. Here it is, he thought. He knew how rapidly word spread on the street. If there was a mark to be had or a soft touch to be milked, everybody with no place to be would know within minutes. He shoved his hand back in his pocket. What the hell. I’ll give it all away tonight. Plenty more where this came from. He put on his best smile to greet whoever was hoping to get a bit of the sugar Billy had been passing around.

			His smile disappeared when he turned and saw who stood there.

			“Hello, Billy. Beautiful night, isn’t it?”

			Billy looked to his left and right. For what, he wasn’t sure.

			“Get in the car.”

			Billy glanced to the street. A dark sedan sat idling. Its back door was open.

			“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Billy said.

			A hand tightened around his arm. In an instant Billy found himself facedown on the car’s leather backseat. His legs were shoved in behind him. The door slammed shut and he heard the locks engage. He struggled to pull himself into a seated position as his kidnapper swung into the front passenger seat.

			
			“It wasn’t an invitation, Billy.”

			Billy didn’t feel happy anymore. His gut burned with fear.

			“Your fingers have gotten quite sticky, Billy. Now, what do you suppose I’m going to do about that?”

			The car pulled away from the curb fast enough to throw Billy back against the seat. He closed his eyes. A vision of his father’s face appeared.

			And you, you son of a whore. You’ll never amount to anything.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			A bead of sweat snaked down Rick Sheffield’s forehead to the corner of his left eye. He blinked it away and kept his vision focused on the two men who hopped out of the beat-up SUV, following them as they walked down the alley behind a ramshackle storefront selling liquor, cigarettes, T-shirts, and flip-flops. He knew who they were. The tall and skinny piece of punk wearing jeans and a Bruno Mars sweatshirt was Frank Vistole. Hailed from Beloit. Fashioned himself some kind of Chicago gangster. But while his rap sheet was nearing the stage where only a judge with the bleedingest heart would offer the lad deferred sentencing, there was no indication Vistole ever had any part whatsoever in Windy City crime. The shorter one, lugging the blue duffel bag, was Ossie MacDonald. Ossie walked with a limp, a permanent reminder of the time he accepted a dare from one of his posse to jump off a highway overpass onto the roof of an approaching school bus.

			You boys have your own special brand of stupid working, don’t you? Rick watched them strut toward the store’s back door. His job was to monitor their approach. The Narcotics team had gotten a tip from a junkie, busted for stealing a woman’s purse while she made her deli selection at a local PickNSave, that Vistole and MacDonald were getting ready to make some kind of special delivery.

			“I don’t have me no idea what’s getting brought up,” she’d told the arresting officer. “But they said the payday was gonna be big. And knowing these players like I do, as I know you do, too, we can all put two and two together, right?”

			
			She had offered up date, place, and time in return for a trip to rehab instead of jail. Rick knew four plainclothes were already in the store. Squad cars waited out of sight, close enough to race into action should something go wrong. He looked right and left, making note of civilian locations. There were too many people. That meant the possibility of collateral damage.

			Hot summer evening brings ’em out, I guess.

			The two thugs opened the screen door and entered the building.

			“They’re inside,” Rick said into the small mic clipped to the collar of his shirt. “You kids have fun, now.” He heard the sound of casual chatter over the radio receiver connected to his earbud. He jogged down the alley. The plan was for him to take point on the back door, monitor the radio, and enter once the arrests were made.

			If I’m lucky I’ll be home in time to catch the first pitch. The Brewers were in first place and playing the Cubs under the lights.

			He was fewer than fifteen yards from the back door when he heard the first gunshot. Then he heard screaming. He broke into a full run while pulling out his service revolver. Three more shots rang from inside the store. More screaming. The door flew open. Rick swerved to his left as Vistole and MacDonald barreled into the alley.

			“Madison Police!” he shouted. “Freeze! Freeze! Freeze!”

			Both men turned. MacDonald stumbled and fell. The gun in Vistole’s hand glittered in the rays of the setting sun.

			“Drop your weapon!” Rick yelled. “Now!”

			Vistole snorted. A raging bull sizing its prey. He raised his gun toward Rick.

			
			“Drop your weapon!” Rick leveled his own gun. He saw the flash from Vistole’s barrel before he heard the shot. He felt an invisible punch to his gut. Then a searing pain. He saw Vistole grin as he aimed again.

			Rick fired. Twice.

			Then he hit the ground.

			He stared up at the darkening sky. Footsteps ran toward him. The wailing screech of sirens pierced the air. Hands grabbed. People shouted.

			Three birds soared above him. Rick struggled to keep his eyes focused as he watched them climb higher in the sky. Light drained from the dusk.

			He closed his eyes. An image came to him. A beautiful woman. Black hair. Blue eyes. Skin as smooth as vanilla ice cream. He whispered to her.

			“Sydney.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 3

			Clay Hawthorne raised his date’s hand to his lips. “This is getting serious, isn’t it?”

			Sydney Richardson traced a finger across his chin before bringing her hand back to her lap. “You mean this double date?” She shook her head and the diamonds dangling from her ears twinkled in the candlelight. “Leslie’s a wonderful woman. I’m eager to meet her husband, and I thought this would be an easy way for all of us to get together.”

			“I don’t know,” Clay teased. “Forming friendships with other couples. Seems to me the start down a road less traveled…”

			“Dear lord! Could a mortgage and a minivan in the burbs be far behind?” She nodded toward the restaurant door. “Time to stop teasing.”

			An elegant couple approached their table. Clay stood, giving Sydney another opportunity to admire how great he looked in a suit.

			“Forgive us for being late. I blame it all on my husband! This new job is getting the best of his time management. I suppose it’s something I’ll have to get used to.”

			“Sit here, Leslie.” Sydney patted the chair next to her own. “By me.”

			Leslie Arbeit laid her hand on Sydney’s shoulder. “My God, Syd. You look like you just stepped off the cover of Vogue. Stand up, will you? I want to see every inch of that gown.”

			“Prepare to be dazzled,” Clay said. “I just about fell to my knees when I picked her up.”

			“Which would have put you right where you need to be,” Leslie asserted. “Any woman as gorgeous as Sydney must always have men littering her path.”

			
			Sydney waved her hand to indicate the column of ivory lace hugging Leslie’s toned five-foot-eleven-inch body. “I’m going to return the compliment. You look magnificent.”

			“It’s fun to dress up, isn’t it?” Leslie asked, smiling.

			“Speak for yourself,” her escort huffed. He turned toward Clay. “I don’t know about you, but I’d take sweats and a Packers jersey over this suit any day.” He held out his hand. “I’m Charles. The guy this lovely lady puts up with on a regular basis.”

			Sydney liked the polished humility of the man’s needless introduction. While she and Clay had never met him, they, like everyone else in the room, knew Charles Arbeit was Madison’s chief of police. He was three inches taller than his wife, with gray eyes and a two-shades-darker buzz cut, and shoulders wide enough to carry the responsibility recently bestowed upon him by the mayor.

			“Charles, this is Sydney,” Leslie said.

			Chief Arbeit offered her his hand. “You’ve got quite a fan in my wife. I’m glad to finally meet you.”

			“I’m surprised it’s taken this long,” Sydney replied. “It’s been…what, Leslie? Three months since we met?”

			“Four,” Leslie corrected. “I came into Hush Money with a new job candidate I was hoping we could convince to come work with us. Middle of March. Cold as all get out. You came over to our table just before dessert.”

			“And before I knew it you had me promising to meet you for coffee the next day.”

			
			“Which surprised the hell out of me.” Charles Arbeit smiled at his wife. “Leslie’s always so focused on her work, I was stunned when she came home and told me she’d made a new friend.”

			Leslie tucked her chin-length blond hair behind one ear. “What can I say? Sydney wowed me. I wanted to know her better.”

			“And hasn’t it been fun?” Sydney asked.

			“A truckload,” Leslie answered. “I would have sworn such fast and true friendships couldn’t exist outside a college dorm.”

			“Well, I’m not surprised.” Clay’s eyes signaled his pride as he draped an arm across Sydney’s shoulders. “When this woman sets her mind to having you in her life, it’s best to just give in. Trust me. I’ve got stories.”

			“Which no one wants to hear!” Sydney insisted.

			Their table was set with pink linens. Sydney had purposefully chosen a restaurant other than her own. She wanted the evening to be about the two couples getting to know one another. If they’d dined at Hush Money, it would have been too easy for her to become distracted. Being the owner of Madison’s most popular fine-dining establishment required her total focus. Besides, she told herself, this gave her a chance to scope out the competition.

			“Help me with my manners,” Clay asked. “Do we call you Chief now?”

			“Oh, dear lord, let’s not feed his ego. Let’s just hope he tells us where we can get our parking tickets waived,” Leslie teased.

			Charles’s stern glare was wrapped in playfulness. “I’ll have my eyes on you two, that’s for sure. It’s my sworn duty to rid this town of desperados.”

			
			Talk was easy through dinner. Sydney had been impressed with the appetizer: a tomato ragout spiced with cardamom and mace, served on top of toasted baguette slices. She made a note to have her chef come try it for himself, but immediately erased it from her mind when she envisioned how Roland Delmardo would react to the idea that he had something to learn from another chef. She looked to Clay. He and Leslie were involved in a conversation about Madison’s apparently never-ending building boom. For an instant, Clay glanced toward her. His face telegraphed his love.

			He’s everything I ever thought I’d want, she realized as she returned his smile. Isn’t he? She bristled at an unbidden discomfort and focused on the discussion.

			“It’s a balancing act we take very seriously,” Leslie told them. “On the one hand, a city needs to grow in order to stay healthy and alive. But I’m well aware”—she laid a hand on her husband’s arm—“and it didn’t take sleeping with a cop all these years to teach me, that with growth comes cost.”

			“Which Prairie Construction benefits from,” Charles teased. “Every time your company builds a new building, you start drafting plans for the new elementary school the people in the building will send their kids to. Or some new hospital wing where they can send their sick.”

			“Somebody’s gotta do it,” Leslie said. “Might as well be Prairie.”

			“I tip my hat to you, Leslie,” Clay added. “That complex you built on the east side of the isthmus? It looks like it’s always been there. The design, the green space. You do good work.”

			“There’s a simple key to any success I have. I hire good people.”

			
			“False modesty,” Sydney said.

			“But it’s true,” Leslie protested. “How about you? You own the hottest restaurants in town. Rave reviews. Whether it’s ooh-la-la at Hush Money or the best burger I’ve ever tasted at The Ten-Ten. Would you have me believe you folded every napkin, selected every wine, chopped every onion all yourself? No. You hire the best, give them room to show off, et voilà! Success.”

			“You make it sound easy,” Clay said.

			“I didn’t say it was easy, I said it was simple,” Leslie reminded. “Managing people, especially creative people, is difficult. As you well know. I’m sorry to admit, however, that I’ve never been to your place.”

			“May I refer to my earlier remark that my wife is all about her business, leaving no time for a social life?” Charles interrupted.

			“But I know many people who have,” Leslie continued. “You get rave reviews, Clay. And now that I know you’re such a nice guy, I’m going to make plans to have Charles surprise me with a night at your club. You like blues, don’t you, Charles?”

			“Baby, with what I see on the streets every day, I could write a whole songbook.”

			They all laughed.

			“Tell you what,” Clay suggested. “Name the night and I’ll reserve a front-row table for you.”

			“For the four of us, I hope,” Leslie added. “This is fun.”

			Dinner continued in a relaxed and easy way. Sydney loaded a fork with her chicken-and-spinach special and offered it to Clay, who closed his eyes and moaned with ecstasy. In return, he offered her a bite of his rib eye steak, which Sydney had to admit was as good as any served at Hush Money. Charles and Leslie each raved about their own meals. Sydney did, however, feel a bit smug at the wine offerings. Anita Saxon, her sommelier at Hush Money, had assembled a collection that was the best in the state.

			
			Maybe that’s what Leslie meant, she thought. Hire the best and let them shine.

			By the time their desserts arrived, the two couples had already promised to get together again soon. Charles declared himself to be a skilled man at a grill and invited them over to their home for a barbecue.

			“We’ll work around your schedules,” he said. “I know the restaurant business has you hopping. But pick a date and I’ll fire up the coals.”

			“And come hungry,” Leslie warned. “My husband gets overexcited at the smell of meat on the grill. He’ll have enough for an army, I’m sure.”

			Charles Arbeit reached over to give his wife a what-can-I-say kiss, but his phone interrupted him. He answered it and all good cheer vanished from his face two seconds into the call. “Where?” he barked. “We know who?” His lips tightened as he listened. “The press will be there soon. Say nothing. I’m on my way.”

			He dropped his phone back in his pocket and reached out to touch his wife’s arm. “I’ve got to go. Can you catch a cab?”

			“What is it, Charles?” Leslie’s face tensed with concern.

			“We’ll get Leslie home,” Clay told him. “Is everything all right?”

			“A shooting. Officer down.”

			Sydney’s throat tightened. The festivities of the room faded far away as an image of a detective with shaggy dark hair and equally dark eyes flooded her consciousness. “Who?” she asked.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 4

			Clay pulled his car to a stop in front of University Hospital’s emergency room. He hadn’t spoken ten words since they’d dropped off Leslie. His discomfort pulled at Sydney, but she was more focused on the icy fear that had slashed through her when Charles Arbeit told them Rick Sheffield was the officer reported down.

			“You think this is a good idea?” Clay asked. “Every off-duty cop on the force is bound to be in there. Sheffield’s gonna have more than enough support.”

			“He’s a friend, Clay. A friend who’s been shot.”

			“Can your visit wait until tomorrow?” His eyes took in her yellow silk dress. “You could change into something a little more hospital appropriate.”

			“What if it was you? Would you want me to go home to change before I came to see if you were alive or dead?”

			“I wasn’t aware Sheffield and I occupied the same emergency response level in your mind.”

			His words yanked hard. “Clay. I’m sorry. I…I don’t want you to think…Rick’s a friend…He has no family nearby…I…I…”

			“Go, Sydney.” His tone was calm and neutral. Sydney had the impression he was working hard to keep it that way. “See about your friend.”

			She hesitated, yet every cell in her being told her to get into that hospital.

			She leaned across the seat, hoping for a goodbye kiss. Clay pulled back.

			
			“Go, Sydney.”

			There may have been appropriate words to say, but none came to her. She opened the car door and stepped out. Clay drove off the moment she was clear.

			

			—

			She walked straight into the group of uniformed officers huddled in the waiting room. There were at least a dozen. Double that when she added in the men and women in plain clothes who she knew were Madison cops. None of them seemed startled to see Sydney dressed in silk and diamonds. She was, after all, the proprietor of The Ten-Ten, Madison’s best cop bar. They were used to her strolling in to greet them dressed in the finery required by her other restaurant. And if they were observant enough to notice, they’d see Sydney always seemed more relaxed whenever she emerged from the hallway joining her two establishments. Hush Money may have put Sydney on the map for high-end restaurateurs, but it was The Ten-Ten that held her heart.

			She was, after all, a cop’s daughter.

			“What do we know?” she asked after she nodded her greetings to the group.

			“Caught one bullet,” Karen Amos told her. Karen was new to the department. She’d first come to The Ten-Ten to celebrate graduating from the academy.

			“He’s tough,” Detective Oscar Washington offered. “I’ve known Sheffield since his K-9 days. If anyone can pull through this, it’s him.”

			There was a general murmuring of agreement.

			
			“How?” Sydney asked.

			“Pitching in on a drug bust,” Marty Gleary told her. Sydney knew Marty was coming up on retirement. He and his wife, Karlee, came into The Ten-Ten every Wednesday night. Karlee always set “Born to Be Wild” on the jukebox before she joined her husband at the bar for a beer. Marty would have already ordered his wife’s hot pretzel with mustard. “Couple of asswipes up from Beloit. They bolt out the back door, Rick’s rushing toward them, Dickwad Number One pulls a piece.”

			“Rick returned fire.” There was worried pride in Karen Amos’s voice. “Even after catching a slug and going down, he put that bullet right where it needed to go. Caught his shooter in the leg.”

			“Shoulda slugged the creepshow in the chest, you ask me.” Sydney turned to see who offered that assessment. It came from a thin man with blond hair and a right arm entirely covered in tattoos. “There’s no shoot-to-wound in my book. Fucker busts a cop, he deserves to die.”

			The silence accompanied by awkward shared glances suggested to Sydney the cops gathered there had no better idea who the guy was than Sydney did.

			“Do we know anything about his condition?” she asked.

			“Some nurse came out about ten minutes ago,” Oscar Washington answered. “Told us they were taking him into surgery. Said it would be a while before anybody knew anything.”

			Sydney knew these men and women would stay right where they were until there was definitive word one way or the other. Only a scheduled shift would pull them away.

			It was the same with Dad, she remembered. A cop goes down, the blue wall circles around. Back when the ER vigil was for Joe Richardson, the wall had circled around her and her mother. It offered tight protection even after the doctors came out to announce Joe hadn’t survived. To this day, eighteen years after her father’s death, if she or her mother needed anything, at least five cops always stood ready to respond.

			
			She took a shaky breath and prayed Rick Sheffield’s outcome would be different from her dad’s.

			“Who’s on Jocko?” she asked, referring to Rick’s partner of six years. Jocko was retired from the K-9 unit the day Rick got his detective shield. Now the toughest work that golden retriever did was decide whether he wanted to sleep on the sofa or in the oversized bed Rick had built for him in his sunroom.

			“Karlee’s with him,” Marty told her. “She adores that pooch. Told me she stopped by Knoche’s Butcher Shop on the way to Rick’s. Picked up a couple of soup bones for the boy.”

			Sydney nodded, then stepped away from the group. She called The Ten-Ten. Roscoe answered on the second ring.

			“Everything okay there?” she asked.

			“Quiet.” Roscoe was not only her man-behind-the-bar, but The Ten-Ten’s manager as well. “Most every table’s full, but news about Sheffield is out. You’d think you were in a church for all the quiet reflection going on. How was your double date with the new chief?”

			Sydney glanced down at her gown, remembering that the evening had started out on quite a different note. “Listen, I’m at the ER—”

			“Of course you are,” Roscoe interrupted. “Any news?”

			
			“He’s in surgery. It’ll be a while. I was hoping you could—”

			Roscoe interrupted again. “Gitch should be there in about ten minutes. She’s got burgers, pizzas, and fries. I packed up sodas and water. Couple thermoses of coffee. Didn’t know the hospital’s beer policy.”

			She thanked him, promised to keep him posted, and ended the call. A gentle tap on the back of her shoulder turned her around.

			“How you doin’, Kitz?”

			Sydney took a rapid gasp of air, then fell into the arms of the only man in the world who called her that. She felt the warm strength she always did when Horst Welke held her. Immediately, her can-do pose evaporated. She felt the hot stream of tears drip down her cheeks while the man who’d been her father’s partner rocked her. He’d done the same for her eighteen years earlier. In that same ER. She experienced anew the solid protection of his embrace. Horst’s strength always had a way of making her believe everything would be all right.

			You held my father as he bled onto the concrete, she remembered. You were so young then, Horst. Were you able to get him to think everything would be okay, too?

			Horst patted her shoulders and let her cry. He’d assumed the role of father-protector ever since that ugly day. He watched over her mother, too. Sydney knew no one would ever replace her dad, but Horst Welke had tried his best to take away as much of the ache as he could.

			“Have you seen him?” she asked once her sobs had subsided.

			Horst shook his head. “I’m just getting here. I could kick myself. I was out in the garage. Left my phone on the counter, like an idiot. Scanner’s in the house. I called the station the second I found out what was going on.”

			
			Sydney nodded. “Drug bust is what I heard. Rick got a shot off.”

			“I know. Both of the bad guys are in custody, Kitz. One’s in jail, the other’s here. The important thing is Rick’s getting himself patched up. He’s tough. It’ll take more than a street punk’s bullet to pull him down.”

			Two ounces of lead can bring anybody down, she thought. All they have to do is land in the right place.

			“But it wasn’t a drug bust,” Horst added.

			“A robbery?” Sydney assumed. “And cops just happened to be there?”

			Horst shook his head. “The cops were there because the lead we got was these two yahoos were slated to make what our informant called a special delivery. Woman dropped names of a couple of two-bit fellas we know to be involved in the local distribution of drugs. Everybody, including our snitch, figured it was a drop. Our two guys show up, just like the informant said, but it wasn’t drugs they were delivering.”

			“What was it?”

			Horst glanced over to the cluster of waiting cops. “Vistole must have smelled a setup after he entered the drop site. He pulled his piece and yelled for MacDonald to get back to their car. He fired a few shots wide, then ran out to follow his partner. That’s when Rick tried to stop them both.”

			“And Vistole shot him.”

			“That’s right. But like I said, neither of ’em got very far. Vistole got carted off in a meat wagon. MacDonald was easy to grab. He was halfway to their car, still holding tight to his duffel bag when two cops stopped him. They open the bag. Body cams caught the whole thing. Not a flake of meth or a bag of weed.”

			
			“What was it, then? What were they delivering?”

			“Cash,” Horst answered in a hushed tone. “A giant duffel stuffed with hundred-dollar bills. Nobody’s counted it yet, but from the looks of things, it’s well over a million dollars.”

			Horst had described Vistole and MacDonald as two-bit criminals. She wondered where they’d get their hands on a million dollars. But the sight of Gitch Brooks wheeling a service cart into the ER pulled her attention back to the moment before she got the question out.

			Gitch had come to work at The Ten-Ten seven months earlier, just before Christmas. It hadn’t taken long for her to become a favorite with customers and staff. Her bright blue eyes, pale skin, and cupid’s bow lips contrasted with her close-cropped coal-black hair. Gitch was small, no more than an inch past five feet and certainly no heavier than a hundred pounds. But she earned the respect of the bar staff with her ability to hoist case after case of beer, never complaining, never asking for help. Her sunny style with customers, coupled with a memory that allowed her to always remember what they drank, even if she’d only served them once, made her one of The Ten-Ten’s top tip earners. Sydney knew Roscoe had come to depend on her as his steadiest employee. She had no doubt he’d sent her to the ER knowing that if anyone could bring a ray of light into this dark situation, it was this little dynamo.

			“I’ll find some room over there,” Gitch told Sydney without preamble. “Can I bring you a plate?”

			Sydney shook her head. Horst declined as well when Gitch asked him the same thing.

			
			“Thanks for doing this,” Sydney told her. “The least we can do is feed them.”

			Gitch nodded and Sydney realized it was the first time she’d ever seen the young woman without a smile on her face. “Are you and Rick close?” Sydney asked.

			“I take care of Jocko when Rick goes out of town and can’t take him,” Gitch answered before she pushed the cart over to where the police vigil was huddled.

			“She’s quality people,” Horst remarked. “Even your mother sings her praises. And you know how hard it is to please Nancy Richardson.”

			The mention of her mother brought a new flood of memories of the ER vigil for her father all those years ago. “This can’t be happening. Not Rick.”

			He reached for her hand. “Don’t go there, Kitz. Stay with what is. Rick’s right where he needs to be. Don’t be starting off down Misery Road unless it’s time.” Horst shifted his tone. “That’s some kind of frock you got on, there. Hush Money serving the Grand Pooh-bah of East Shlameel or something?”

			Sydney recognized his attempt to distract her. She explained that she and Clay had been out to dinner with friends. “Charles and Leslie Arbeit, actually. That’s how we heard about Rick. Charles got the call.”

			“Arbeit? The new chief of police?” Horst asked. “You’re rubbing some pretty powerful elbows, there, aren’t you, kid? I always knew you were too good for the likes of me.”

			There you go again, Horst. Making light of a moment when I want to concentrate on the dark. Trying to show me there’s no good to be gained by worry.

			
			“Are you going to be working Rick’s case, then?” she asked.

			“Nothing would make me happier than to build an airtight case against these two. But it’s really work that’s done itself. Lots of witnesses. Body camera footage. Shell casings, guns, and fingerprints offering enough physicals to wrap it all up for a jury. Nothing left but the paperwork. I’m happy to leave that to someone else. Besides, I got something else working.”

			“Yeah? What’s that?”

			Concern flashed across Horst’s jowly, German face. “Some night watchman called it in while I was on my way over. He was making his rounds. Saw what he thought was a drunk sleeping where he shouldn’t be. Turns out the guy’s dead. Enough blood covering him that it gets bounced to Homicide. I’m on my way over to the scene now. But I had to swing by and check on Rick first.”

			“Murder?” What was happening to her safe and easy Madison?

			“That’s what we’ll find out. You’ll keep me posted with what’s what here?”

			Sydney kissed him on his cheek, smelling the Old Spice that had been his aftershave ever since she bought him a bottle of it for Christmas when she was a teenager. “You know I will.” The image of Rick lying bleeding in the alley of a convenience store flooded back to her. “Be careful. Promise?”

			He looked around the ER. “Maybe I’ll wait and let the coroner do her thing. I mean, the guy’s already dead, right? I’ll stay here ’til we have some news.”

			
			Sydney squeezed his hand. “Go, Horst.” She nodded toward cops trying to look interested in burgers and pizza. “Rick’s got plenty of people.”

			The look in his eyes telegraphed a knowing. “Including you.”

			She was instantly uncomfortable by his allusion. “Rick’s my friend, Horst. Of course I’m here.”

			“And you’ll keep me up to date.” He patted the breast pocket of his jacket. “I’m keeping my phone right here. Answering for nobody but you or your mom.”

			He squeezed her hand, kissed her cheek, and made his way to the group of cops. She watched him greet each one individually. She saw the apprehension in their eyes ease as they engaged with Detective Horst Welke and knew they were experiencing the sense of calm he handed out like jelly beans.

			You know how to make things right, Horst.

			She wondered if that would be enough this time.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 5

			“You really don’t need me to tell you this was a homicide.” Julia Reschke nimbly pulled herself up from a squatted position and lased her amber eyes onto Horst’s. “Give me an hour in the morgue with this guy and I’ll tell you the exact trajectory of the bullets, but there’s no way these were self-inflicted. Two slugs. Close range.”

			“Double tap,” Horst commented. “Gang-related?”

			“We’re getting more of that these days,” Jillian Kohler, Horst’s partner for the last three years, added. “It’s enough to make a body a believer in building walls.”

			“You seeing anything else that might lead us toward a gang?” Horst asked.

			“That’s your job,” Reschke said. “I can tell you the shooter knew what he was doing. Two shots straight into the brain stem. Guy was dead before the second shot.”

			Horst appreciated the way Dane County’s coroner always cut straight to the heart of the matter. He’d worked with six different ones over his years on the force; he’d even come to like a couple of them. But there was none that he respected more than Doc Reschke. He remembered thinking the first time he met the trim redheaded woman with the easy smile that she wouldn’t last long in this grisly business. There were too many ways one human could be cruel to another, and she’d just signed up to see the worst of them. But Julia had proven herself to be the most thorough examiner he’d ever worked with. Nothing seemed to get to her. Whether it was standing ankle-deep in blood and body parts or facing a three-hour cross-examination by a hostile defense attorney, she never cracked. He’d asked her once how she maintained her cool.

			
			“Mountains,” she’d answered. “And rivers, and lakes. Nothing like a good hike or a long paddle to keep your head screwed on right.”

			Horst figured her way was probably better than the whiskey or prescription narcotics he knew other coroners had used to get through the day.

			“Thirty-eight caliber would be my first assumption,” Reschke said.

			“The preferred weapon of many a gangster,” Kohler offered. “Or gangster wannabe.”

			“No casings?” Horst frowned.

			“None so far. Your boys are searching the area, but it looks like whoever did this swept the place clean.”

			“Or shot him someplace else.” Jillian Kohler looked around. “This looks like as good a place to dump a body as any.”

			Reschke shook her head. “Blood pooling and splatters indicate he went down here. I’ll pull the slugs from him. Get ’em to you as soon as I can.”

			Horst pulled a pair of latex gloves out of his jacket pocket. “Mind if I take a look?”

			“Have at. Let me know when you’re done, and I’ll get him loaded up and down to my shop.” Julia gathered up her tools and headed toward her SUV.

			Horst and Jillian took their time staring down at the body. The dead guy was young. Probably no older than thirty. Hair, sharply trimmed to suggest he’d recently had it cut, looked to be light brown in the glare of the investigational floodlights. Clean-shaven. Navy windbreaker spattered with what Horst knew was blood. Could be a plain white T-shirt underneath.

			
			“It’s hotter than hell tonight. Not a breeze blowing,” Horst noted. “What’s a guy doing with a windbreaker?”

			“His jeans have the starched look of brand-new,” Jillian observed. “No belt. Hiking boots look new, too.”

			“Dark socks. No watch. No jewelry.”

			Then he knelt beside the body.

			The man’s fingernails were cracked. Dirty. Horst inhaled deeply but failed to catch any scent of alcohol or tobacco. He patted down the pockets of the windbreaker and found nothing. Front pockets of his jeans provided no form of identification. He rolled the dead man onto his right hip and reached inside the back pocket. He pulled out a folded stack of receipts. One was for $249.88 from Kohl’s department store. Time-stamped yesterday and listing several items of clothing. Another was from REI showing he bought an expensive pair of hiking boots and received a 35 percent clearance discount.

			He rolled the victim over to allow access to his other back pocket, reached in with two gloved fingers, caught something firm, and pulled out a motel room key. He returned the body to its original position, placed the key and receipts in evidence bags, and handed them to his partner. Then he took out his phone and snapped three photos of the dead man’s face before standing and taking two more of the corpse’s entire body.

			He gave the young man one last, long look and made the same mental vow he made every time he stood over a murdered body.

			
			I’m going to find who did this to you. That, my friend, is a promise.

			Then he called out to where the coroner stood next to two men waiting with a gurney.

			“He’s all yours, Doc. Call me when you have something.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 6

			“Have you gotten any sleep at all?” Nancy Richardson put her hands on each side of her daughter’s face. “You don’t feel feverish.”

			“I’m not sick, Mom.” Sydney brushed her mother’s hands away.

			“You were at the hospital all night?”

			“No.” Sydney crossed over to Hush Money’s bar and poured herself a cup of coffee. “I stayed until just after midnight. Rick was still in surgery. The doctors said he’d be in ICU after that. No chance for visitors for at least a couple of days. So, I went home.”

			“And didn’t sleep a wink, did you?”

			Sydney knew her irritation was born of fatigue. Her mother, like always, simply had her maternal protective shields up and armed. Still, Sydney wasn’t in the mood for answering questions about how she was handling Rick’s close brush with death.

			“How’s the reservation list?”

			“Booked solid. Just like every Saturday since we’ve opened.” Nancy raised an eyebrow to signal she’d drop the subject for now but wasn’t about to stop monitoring the situation. “Roland’s been raving about his special for tonight. Swordfish à la something or other. Said we should get ready for an embarrassing number of compliments.”

			Sydney released a breathy giggle despite her fatigue. “And I’m sure he’ll insist on being called to each and every table offering one.”

			“You know our chef.” Nancy craned her neck to look around the dining room. A dozen servers scurried about, seeing to last-minute preparations before Hush Money’s doors opened at five o’clock. “I saw Anita not a minute ago. She seemed to have been on the hunt for something.”

			
			“She’s probably down in the cellar, looking for the perfect match for Roland’s swordfish.”

			As though on cue, a statuesque woman with skin as dark as a moonless night entered the dining room, cradling four bottles of wine. The sommelier’s medallion Anita Saxon wore glistened against the bright orange silk of her gown.

			“Good evening, Sydney.” Anita set the bottles on the shelf in front of the wine case. Her Kenyan accent made the simplest greeting sound like a song. “We hadn’t expected to see you tonight. So sorry about your friend.” She crossed the room and gave Sydney a brief air-kiss. “Wouldn’t you rather be at hospital?”

			More than you’d guess, Sydney thought. More than I should.

			“Rick’s in good hands. But not ready to receive visitors.” Sydney touched her hand to her earlobe. “I’ll check in with him tomorrow.”

			Anita gave her a slow appraisal. “What’s bothering you?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You just tugged on your ear. I’ve known you long enough to know that’s a habit you have when you’re uncomfortable. What’s up?”

			Sydney stopped for a moment and worked to steady the whirling cyclone of emotions that threatened to sweep her away ever since she heard Rick was shot in the line of duty.

			“I’m fine,” she lied.

			Anita didn’t look convinced. “You must be exhausted. You finally take an evening off and you’re rewarded with disaster. I think the best place for you to be is home. Feet up. Fuzzy slippers on. Popcorn and chilled chardonnay keeping you company while you binge-watch romantic comedies.”

			
			“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her,” Nancy said. “If you have better luck, I salute you.”

			Sydney knew her staff was more than capable of handling a Saturday night without her. No one would dare ease their standards while Nancy Richardson stood watch. She thought about The Ten-Ten and had no doubt the joint she loved so much would feel more like a monthly support group meeting than the typical rowdy gathering of cops, firefighters, and EMTs blowing off steam after a long week. Everyone would be suspended in apprehension, waiting for news about Rick.

			“You’re right,” she agreed. “Ladies, I leave you to it. You know how to reach me if it’s necessary. But please, unless someone’s bleeding or something’s on fire, don’t find it necessary.”

			“Finally!” Nancy raised her hands in hallelujah. “Get yourself home and sleep until you wake up. Horst will call me if there’s any news about Rick. If he does, I’ll let you know.”

			Sydney gave each woman a quick hug and hurried out of the building before she had time to second-guess her decision.

			

			—

			Two hours later Sydney dragged herself out of a tub filled with hot water and bubbles, pulled on a terry cloth robe, and stumbled to her bed. It was just seven o’clock, but her body was as drained as if it were long past midnight. She stretched across the damask bedspread, closed her eyes, took deep long breaths, and waited for sleep.

			But the only thing that came to her was Clay’s face. Salt-and-pepper hair, curling in just the way she liked. Pale skin, tight against the bone. Gray eyes twinkling with a promise that if she came up with a dare, she’d not have to ask him twice.

			
			She blinked, trying to get the image out of her mind. If she was going to take the night off, the least she could do was something healthy, like sleep. Twenty minutes later she accepted that sleep was an option currently unavailable to her. She had unfinished business. She got up, pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, brushed her ebony hair into a high ponytail, closed her condo door behind her, and set off for where that undone business was waiting.

			

			—

			The first set at the Low Down Blues wouldn’t start until eight, but when Sydney walked into Clay’s place, most of the tables were already filled. Curtis Honeycutt was the headliner that night, and every blues lover in three counties would be there to hear his special brand of Mississippi magic. Sydney made her way to the bar. Francie, Clay’s right hand, smiled at her and pointed out an empty stool.

			“You’re looking mighty casual tonight.” Francie placed a glass of pinot grigio in front of Sydney. “Hush Money running solo?”

			“It is, indeed.” Sydney thanked her for the wine. “Feels a little strange having a Saturday night off. You can relate to that.”

			“I wouldn’t know what to do with myself. Probably come down here to listen to a set or two, anyway. Might as well get paid for it. Clay expecting you?”

			Sydney took a sip of her wine. “Thought I’d surprise him. Is he in his office?”

			
			Francie nodded behind her. “Here he comes. And from the grin on his face, I’m guessing he’s seen you.”

			Sydney turned on her barstool and opened her arms. Clay walked right into them and gave her a long hug.

			“Look at you! Isn’t Saturday night for glitter and sparkle?”

			“I’m taking the night off,” Sydney told him. “Mind if I spend it here?”

			Clay rested a warm hand on her shoulder as his eyes held hers. “You’re always welcome here, lady. Never any need to ask. I’ve got a bit of business to take care of, but I’ll be right back.”

			She told him to take his time and watched him walk away. She liked the confident ease in his stride. Clay Hawthorne was a man supremely comfortable with who he was. It was one of the things she found so attractive about him. Could she ever fit as easily in her own skin? She sipped wine and soaked in the laid-back atmosphere Clay had created. The Low Down was one story below the street. Brick walls, copper light fixtures, and polished wood surfaces gave his patrons an intimate setting. Clay’s lifelong devotion to music had allowed him to build connections that brought the best performers from around the country to the venue. The Low Down’s roster rivaled any club in Chicago, and Madison blues aficionados showed their appreciation for Clay’s efforts by keeping the tables filled.

			At eight o’clock sharp, Clay took to the raised platform serving as stage. He sat down at a sleek baby grand piano and, without a word, began to play. The low murmuring from the crowd ceased as everyone in the place turned their attention toward him. Clay began a casual selection from the American songbook. “Time After Time.” Within seconds, Sydney saw the audience sway along with his tranquil interpretation of the Sammy Cahn and Jule Styne classic. By the time he brought his hands down on the final chord, Clay had his customers as relaxed as Sydney knew he wanted them. He nodded acceptance of their applause and turned to face them.

			
			“Thanks for coming. And thanks for letting this piano man indulge himself for a minute or two. Much appreciated.” Clay waited until a renewed round of applause died out. “I’m a sucker for these old standards. The kind of words and melodies that let us all forget about our troubles for a bit and remind us there’s beauty and wonder and love still in this world.” He paused. “But there’s another type of music that gets my juices flowing, too. The uniquely American brand of everyday pathos and grit we call the blues. And tonight, we’re going to hear from a master. I’m sure Curtis Honeycutt needs no introduction to the people in this room, but I’m not classy enough to skip bragging about my buddy. Up from the mud and the muck of the Delta, Curtis was playing two-bit honky-tonks before he was old enough to drive. His fingers are so calloused from strumming the blues I doubt he’s got a fingerprint left. But his kind of talent will always rise. He’s done playing for tips in juke joints and roadside dives. Man got himself invited to the White House! I guess that’s a place that knows a thing or two about heavy burdens. Curtis is here tonight to share with you his take on things and you’ll leave here wondering if you ever heard a note of music before you heard him sing his songs. So, I’m going to stop talking. Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Low Down Blues. And get ready for Mr. Curtis Honeycutt.”

			
			The room echoed with applause as a tall black man, thin as a rail, shoulders stooped from decades hunched over a guitar, stepped up on the stage and wrapped Clay in an extended embrace. Clay hopped off the platform. By the time he made his way back to Sydney, Curtis already had the room throbbing with the dramatic downbeats of bayou blues. Clay stood next to Sydney’s barstool. She welcomed the warmth of his arm across her shoulders. She leaned into him and let the music carry her away.

			After Curtis finished his second song, Clay leaned his face close enough that Sydney felt his lips against her ear.

			“Whaddya say we take a walk?”

			She nodded.

			“Francie,” Clay called out. “You’ll see that Curtis always has a fresh beer?”

			“I’m on it, boss.”

			Clay took Sydney’s hand and led her out of the Low Down.

			“Which way?” she asked as they climbed the stairs into a perfect summer’s evening.

			Clay nodded toward his left. “Let’s head to the Edgewater. See what colors the setting sun is using to paint the lake. How’s that?”

			“Sounds delicious.” She tucked her arm through his and they walked down the square. The legislative building loomed large against the dusky sky. Families and couples relaxed on the sprawling lawns. People strolled, coming or going from any number of restaurants and shops along the way. Two boys, looking to be no older than fifteen, stood on one corner, playing their trombones with more enthusiasm than talent, with their instrument cases in front of them, available for tips that didn’t seem to be forthcoming.

			
			Clay tossed in a five-dollar bill as they passed.

			“Gotta encourage the next generation,” he said.

			“Maybe they’ll spend it on lessons,” Sydney offered once they were out of earshot.

			They passed an empty storefront on their way down Wisconsin Avenue.

			“Another eatery didn’t make the grade,” Clay commented.

			Sydney walked up, pressed her face against the glass, and peered inside. “Risky business, these restaurants.”

			“Only a fool would dare to open one,” Clay teased.

			“Ain’t that the truth!” She spun around to face him. “So, what should it be? What does Madison’s Capitol Square need? Something that’s bound to be a giant success.”

			“I’ve heard you can’t go wrong by identifying a need folks have. Fill it and the world is yours.”

			Sydney walked over to a metal bench across from the vacant storefront. She waved him over and snuggled into his shoulder. “So, what is it? What’s the need our new shop is going to fill?”

			Clay was quiet for a while. Sydney was content to feel the strength of his body next to hers while the birds chirped evening songs for the people strolling past.

			“Comfort,” Clay finally answered. “People need comfort.”

			Sydney noted the sudden seriousness in his tone. “Is that what you need?”

			
			“It’s what we all need. Times are crazy. Stress coming at you from every side. If you believe the news, there’s a terrorist attack looming around every corner. Either that or we’re all going to melt away in a global hothouse. The economy, health care, racial tensions you would have thought we’d have been smart enough to resolve by now. It’s hard to catch a breath.”

			“You could make a case for saying that’s why the Low Down’s such a success,” Sydney reminded him. “You offer people a quiet respite from all that. A nice glass of wine. A set of glorious music. That’s comforting.”

			Clay nodded. “Could say the same thing about Hush Money or The Ten-Ten. But a night on the town once or twice a month isn’t going to erase the never-ending deluge of crap people have thrown at them hour after hour.”

			“And that’s where our comfort store would come in?”

			“Exactly.” She was happy to hear a lilt of whimsy return to his voice. “From the moment you walk in, you’d know you came to the right place.”

			“The air would smell like chocolate chip cookies just pulled from the oven,” Sydney offered.

			“No flooring. Kick your shoes off at the door and walk on soft grass. The lighting would mimic a July sunset every day of the year.”

			“What would we sell?”

			“Comfort! Haven’t you been listening?” he joked. “We’d have a café in one corner. Mashed potatoes…and not the fancy schmancy kind that have been run through a ricer. Sturdy, creamy, mashed potatoes. Confident enough to show a lump every now and then.”

			
			“With a choice of gravies, of course.”

			“Made from scratch,” he insisted. “Mac-n-cheese, hold the truffles. PB&J sandwiches.”

			“On white bread…no crusts.”

			“Now you’re talking.” He pointed a hand in front of him, describing their imaginary store. “Over here we’d have footwear. Slippers and moccasins. Each pair already broken in.”

			“And across from that we’d have our pajama department,” Sydney added. “No lingerie. PJs! Cotton and flannel only.”

			“The entire back half of the store would be available for people to just come sit. Rockers, porch swings, beanbag chairs. Strike up a conversation with a stranger if you want to, or simply close your eyes and doze for an hour.”

			“Sounds heavenly,” she said. “We’d have ’em lined up around the corner.”

			“We’d be bankrupt in six months.”

			“No! I can’t accept that! I’m not ready to let financial reality intrude on our dream.” She nudged his rib with her elbow. “We’ll need music! What kind of tunes offer the most comfort to people?”

			Clay didn’t answer.

			“I’m sure you’ll say the blues, of course, but does that really calm folks down?”

			He remained silent.

			“Clay?”

			He shrugged. “Reality has to come knocking on dream’s door sooner or later.”

			
			“Meaning?”

			He shifted his position to face her. She saw a somberness in his eyes, darkened with sadness. “What brings you comfort, Sydney?”

			She was surprised by his question. “Lots of things. My mom. My work. Ronnie…that is whenever my best friend can pull herself away from her patients long enough to sip a glass of something with me. I got a text from her today, by the way.” Sydney referred to Dr. Veronica Pernod, the woman who’d been her best friend since kindergarten.

			“She make it okay?” Clay asked.

			“She did. Arrived in the Dominican Republic this morning. And of course, she’s wasting no time. Her text said she was headed into the village as soon as she cleared customs.”

			“Most folks would go to the DR and head straight for the beach.”

			“Not my Ronnie. She looks forward to this trip every year. Says she probably sees more women and babies in her two weeks down there than she does in two months at her Madison clinic.”

			“More power to her.”

			Sydney knew he meant that. Clay’s genuine appreciation for the needs of others was yet another thing she loved about him.

			That list is long, she thought. So why isn’t it enough?

			“She’ll contact me when she can but told me not to expect too much. Apparently, the country still hasn’t fully recovered from last hurricane season. Communication infrastructure is spotty at best.” Sydney let out a sigh. “I know it sounds selfish, but I wish she was here. Talk about comfort! Our store should have rack upon rack of Ronnies.”

			
			“We’ll have to check with our suppliers to see what we can do about that.”

			She inhaled sharply when she realized she’d overlooked the one thing he probably wanted to hear. “And you! Of course! I find great comfort when I’m with you.”

			His weak smile signaled he hadn’t missed her delay in putting him on her list. “Is it enough? All those things…is there enough inventory in your comfort store?”

			“Where’s this coming from, Clay?”

			“I love you, Syd. I hope you know that.”

			“I do. And I love you, too.”

			He paused. “I believe you think you do. I even believe you want to.”

			“But you don’t believe I do?” A defensive cloak wrapped itself around her. “Is this about Rick? I told you, Clay. I was stunned to learn he’d been shot. He’s a friend. Of course I’d want to know how he was doing.”

			“And there’s nothing more to it?” Clay brought a gentle hand to her cheek.

			She didn’t have an answer to that…at least not one Clay would be interested in hearing.

			“I love you, Clay.” She stood and pulled him to his feet. “Can’t we let that be enough?”

			He held her gaze for several long seconds before looping her arm through his and leading her down the walk. They chatted about how quiet the town was when the university students were gone for the summer. He told her about a phone call he’d gotten from his son that afternoon. They stopped to pet an adorable labradoodle puppy trying her best to learn how to walk on a leash. By the time they reached the Edgewater’s wide stone stairway leading to their lake deck, Sydney decided she would have to accept the fact that Clay hadn’t answered her question.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 7

			Detectives Horst Welke and Jillian Kohler hit pay dirt at the fourth motel. The Imperial Highway was one of those relics left over from the days when families would fill station wagons with kids and suitcases and hit the road looking to see as many world’s largest, state’s tallest, or universe’s weirdest as they could cram into a two-week road trip. Back then, the concrete decking around the pool would have been filled with harried mothers and fathers trying to relax while their offspring held breath-holding contests at the shallow end. The picnic tables next to the jungle gym and slides would have been covered in oilcloths and coolers dispensing Twinkies and Tang.

			But on this Saturday, the motel’s roof sagged. The pool was empty, the deck surrounding it cracked and weed-veined. The playground had one rusty swing remaining, and the picnic tables sat on hard-packed dirt littered with cigarettes, condoms, and liquor bottles. Horst showed the man behind the check-in counter the key he’d retrieved from the dead guy’s jeans.

			“This belong to you?”

			The middle-aged man, freckle-faced with thinning blond hair and a nervous twitch at his left eye, held out his hand for the plastic bag holding the key. His bushy eyebrows shot up as though he was discovering a long-forgotten Boy Scout merit badge instead of holding a simple tool of the trade.

			“Yeah. Sure.” The man handed the bag back to Horst. He alternated his excited gaze between the two detectives. “You can tell by the color. Paid extra for that two-tone swirl. Green and gold. Go, Pack! Replaced all the keys, I did. First thing when I bought the place a few months ago. Makes ’em easy to identify. Get it?”

			
			“Might be even easier if you had your place’s name stamped on it,” Jillian suggested.

			“That’s no good. This place has been the Imperial Highway since I was a kid, you could say. And that was too long ago for even my mother to remember. I’m gonna change the name. Something more family-friendly. Let folks know there’s a new sheriff in town. ’Til I land on the perfect name, I ain’t about to waste money on a whole new reorder of keys. Get it?”

			Horst thought a rake and a broom might have made a better first investment.

			“That why you’re not replacing the burnt-out bulbs?” He jerked a thumb toward the motel’s sign, which flashed The Imp H gh y in orange neon. “I can’t imagine that would draw many families off the beltline.”

			The man shrugged. “I’m a businessman. Gotta prioritize, you know. Besides, right now we’re more of a word-of-mouth operation. Saves advertising dollars.” He stuck out his hand. “Name’s Arnold Greer. Arnie to my friends. Didn’t catch yours.”

			Horst pulled out his badge. “Horst Welke. Madison PD.” He shook the man’s hand. “This is Detective Kohler. We come as a package.”

			“Nice to meet ya. Say, am I allowed to ask what one of my keys is doing in the possession of the cops? Don’t tell me it has something to do with them drug boys. Because I been making it my business to keep them types away from here.” Arnie lowered his voice. “Last fella owned this joint used to let ’em rent by the hour. I told Greta…that’s my wife…she grew up over in Shawano…country girl, ya know? Knows nothin’ about what goes on in the city. Anyways, I tell Greta first thing we do is stop renting this place out by the hour. Told her no good deed happens in one hour in a motel. Get it?”

			
			“Key says it’s to room number six,” Jillian observed.

			“That’s right. Printed in black, them numbers are. Had to pay extra for that, but the plain white was hard to read next to the green and gold.”

			“Who’s in room number six, Arnie?” Horst asked.

			The innkeeper sucked in his lower lip and knit his bushy brows. “Hold on there a minute. Like I said, I just bought this place wasn’t six months ago. I’m tryin’ to remember if this is one of those privacy violation things. Like against the law or some such.”

			“Arnie, we are the law.” Horst reached for his cellphone and pulled up the close-up photo of the dead man’s face. “You recognize this guy? Maybe he’s the one renting out unit six?”

			Arnie looked at the phone. Then he smiled. “Sure. Sure. That’s Billy Tremble. Folks call him Billy Shakes. He comes around every week, ten days. Homeless, you know. But a good kid. Rents a room for the night. Probably after he’s gathered enough aluminum cans or panhandled enough for the rate. Always polite. Never any trouble. Looks a little rode hard in that picture, though. You ain’t got him down in the drunk tank now, do you? I can’t say as I ever seen Billy take a drink myself. But I figure some sort of something got him in that homeless fix he’s in. Was in, I should say.”

			
			“Oh, why’s that?” Horst decided informing him Billy was far more than drunk would have derailed the conversation.

			“Like I said. Billy comes ’round every now and then. Loyal customer and all, but always stays just the one night. This time, I see him walking across the parking lot…see, the bus stops about two blocks down…I get a lot of them homeless looking to clean up. Anyways, I sees him coming, this time he’s holding two big bags. Like Greta looks when she’s been to the mall spending too much of my money. Women! Get it?”

			“When was it you saw Billy carrying those bags?” Jillian pressed.

			“Now, let me think here.” Arnie slapped a hand to his forehead. “What am I sayin’? Why think when ya got a ledger sitting right here?” He pulled a heavy register from beneath the counter and flipped through the pages. “Here ya go. Billy checked in Tuesday before last. Huh. Been over a week already. But like I say, Billy’s never any trouble. Easy for the days to roll by when a guest is as tidy as Billy.”

			“First time he’s stayed this long?” she asked.

			“Oh, sure. Like I said, he’s usually good for a night. Cleans himself up and off he goes. This time he tells me things are different for him. I’m running with the big dogs now is what he tells me. Cash money every week, he says. I don’t pay it much mind. Folks comin’ here always have a story to tell. But Billy pays on time. That’s the only story I care to listen to. Get it?”

			“Billy tell you anything more about this good luck of his? Maybe introduce you to a friend or two?” Horst asked.

			Arnie shook his head. “Billy seemed the loner type to me. Never any noise coming from his room. No women. Uses the bus, but I couldn’t tell ya where he goes to. Oh! I don’t know if this is any help, but he likes to eat at Perkins.” Arnie lowered his voice. “Maybe if you tell me what ya got him locked up for, I could be of more help. Don’t tell me it’s thievin’. Nice guy like that. I’d hate to think of him as walkin’ that road.”

			
			“Worse than that, I’m afraid.” Horst tucked the plastic bag holding the key back in his jacket. “Billy’s body was found Friday night.”

			Arnie drew in a stunned intake of air. “Dead? Billy’s dead?”

			Horst nodded.

			“Heart attack? Ain’t that the way? Billy was floatin’ on a cloud this past week. Up with the birds. Light on his feet. Smile on his face. That’s just the time the old grim reaper comes knockin’.”

			“You have any idea who may have wanted Billy dead?” Jillian asked.

			Arnie’s face froze. “Killed? You’re tellin’ me Billy Shakes was murdered?” He let out a low whistle. “Don’t that beat it all? Greta gets ahold of this she’ll have us packed up and headin’ back to Shawano before sundown.” He shook his head slowly. “Life in the big city. Get it?”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 8

			That old song sailed through Lilac’s mind. The one about how the South Side of Chicago was the baddest part of town. But Lilac didn’t think so. There was nothing but everything to love down here. No amount of urban renewal or city whitewashing could wipe away the authenticity of the place. The air was thicker here. Like the wind Chicago was so famous for was heavier with the promise of action. Lilac parked the car on the corner of 83rd and Homan, not bothering to check if the wheels cleared the yellow line. Any cop cruising this area had bigger things on the to-do list than to write parking tickets.

			Time to face the music, Lilac thought about the non sequiturs Boss used for his team. God, how I hate the way he calls me Lilac. What kind of game is this guy playing, anyway? Does he think he’s being original? Like, what? He’s the only person on the planet who’s seen Reservoir Dogs?

			But Boss called the tune. If you had to dance, you needed to understand that. If Boss wanted to dub his people with names of flowers or colors, so be it.

			Still. Lilac? If I have to be a flower, how about Rose? Roses know how to protect themselves. Roses have thorns.

			Lilac shook away any notion of dissent, got out of the Escalade, stood, and felt a little more badass while scanning right and left. This was the heart of Vatican City. Lilac knew the Insane Popes were the gang of record but felt no fear. Lilac was coming to meet The Man. No little banger would dare touch the body or the ride.

			
			Lilac walked toward the joint down the block, mindful to thank Boss for choosing this spot. It had been too long since this particular flower was down in the mix.

			“Some neighbor must have heard the shots. Called it in. I heard sirens a little earlier than I expected.” Lilac started right in after greeting Boss in the back room of the liquor store. Explaining screwups was the worst part of the job and Lilac wanted to get it out of the way.

			“I thought I was paying you to keep that from happening.”

			Lilac flinched. It was gut-gnawing to be reminded one was nothing more than an employee on Boss’s payroll. “They got just the body. We picked up the casings before clearing out.”

			“There’s no such thing as just the body,” Boss snarled. “This is sloppy.”

			“No witnesses. You know that.”

			“I don’t know jack shit. And neither do you. It’s thinking like that that brings this whole enterprise down.”

			Lilac studied the floor and decided this wasn’t the time to show appreciation for meeting on the South Side. Everybody knew better than to make small talk when Boss was in this kind of mood.

			“What do we know about this guy?” Boss asked. “You said his name was Billy?”

			“That’s right. Billy Shakes.”

			“How’d he steal my money?”

			Lilac shrugged. “We stopped him. That’s the important thing.”

			Boss slammed a fist against the wall. “If this Billy Shakes could do it, any flea-bitten crud off the street could, too! It’s not enough to stop one. We have to stop them all.”

			
			“I don’t see a connection between Billy Shakes and Vistole or MacDonald, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

			“And you see that as a good thing?” Boss took several noisy breaths. “Vistole and his sidekick got busted. Plain and simple. I know Vistole’s type. He wasn’t trying to screw us. This was his big chance to show me what he could do. Punks were probably talking big to someone they shouldn’t have. Again, sloppy. Find out what you can about dead Billy. Find the crack. Fill it in. Make sure this is something we don’t ever have to worry about again.”

			“I’m on it.”

			Boss locked eyes with his errant blossom. “I trust that. Because I’ll know who to visit if this happens again.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 9

			“This better be good.” Sydney Richardson strode straight toward where her mother stood in the middle of Hush Money’s empty dining room. “I was all snuggled in with my popcorn and iPad. Four episodes into season three. What’s so urgent that you’re bringing me in on a Sunday afternoon?”

			“What else?” Nancy answered. “Broken water pipes, late shipment of prime rib, even bartenders with their fingers in the till. All that I can handle. But this guy? When he launches into one of his rants? Sorry, kiddo. That’s above my pay grade.”

			Sydney knew her mother was referring to Roland Delmardo, the chef she’d lured away from California when she decided she wanted only the best for the restaurant she planned to open. She’d been warned about Roland’s enormous ego and penchant for drama, but her naïveté led her to assume those were clothes all successful chefs wore. She was confident she’d be able to handle him. Now, with more than a year of Hush Money’s operations under her belt, the weariness of dealing with her culinary prima donna often made her long for a simpler job…like defanging rattlesnakes or defusing IEDs in Kandahar.

			“In the kitchen?” she asked her mother.

			“Follow the sound of his broken heart. He’s making sure the folks two counties over can hear his pain.”

			Sydney headed into Hush Money’s gleaming kitchen. She’d promised Roland a free hand and a blank check in designing it, and he’d created a space that was as much culinary showroom as it was production facility. She found him standing behind the marble counter, using it as a pulpit for his despair while her pastry chef stood idle, unable to prepare the desserts that would top off eighty meals that evening. Seven kitchen staff, from dishwasher to sous-chef, stood around Roland, their faces signaling uncertainty as to what they were to do now that their leader was in such obvious desolation.

			
			They ought to be used to it by now, Sydney thought.

			“Good afternoon, all.” Sydney summoned a tone she hoped would inspire confidence. “Thought I’d drop by early to see what glorious plans you have for this evening.”

			Roland flung an arm up to cover his eyes. He was an imposing man. Several inches above six feet, with a barrel chest and arms like tree trunks. He shaved his head daily, polishing his skull until it shined like chocolate granite.

			“Sydney, Sydney,” he moaned. “What have you done? My world is crashing down and it’s all your fault.”

			She was used to being named responsible for every evil that befell Roland Delmardo, from hangnails to flat soufflés.

			“What have I done this time?” she asked.

			“That plan of yours! Don’t play coy with me. You’ve had my mental breakdown at the top of your agenda from the very beginning. Well, congratulations, girlfriend! Your dreams are coming true.” Roland segued from his practiced aristocratic tone to the down-home patois he grew up with. That was never a good sign.

			“And how did I undermine you this time?” she asked.

			“Your plan! To raise Hush Money’s reputation! To make it the belle of every food critic’s ball! You knew all along it would come to this.”

			
			Sydney recalled having to soothe Roland several months ago. He’d been approached by a quartet of hedge fund managers who decided to indulge their need to see and be seen by opening their own uber-exclusive restaurant in Manhattan. They’d come to Roland with an offer to build his brand in a market that would guarantee him a chance to shine among food-dom’s brightest stars. Roland had been torn. The offer seemed too good to refuse, yet, as surprising as the notion was to him, he told her Madison had grown on him. He said he’d finally found a home. Sydney had promised him she and her publicist would do their best to make Hush Money a destination must-go for gourmands everywhere. Together they would find a way for Roland to stay at Hush Money and earn him the right to have his name whispered among the epicurean elite.

			And they’d succeeded. Over the past seven months Hush Money had been featured in The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and the San Francisco Chronicle. Roland enjoyed the network spotlight when he taught the crew of the TODAY show how to celebrate Valentine’s Day with oyster-stuffed standing rib roast. He was currently in discussion with a regional publisher with plans for his first cookbook.

			“I don’t see where the flaw is, Roland. Your reputation is growing every day. I thought you were pleased.”

			Roland pulled himself to his full height and threw back his shoulders. He drew upon his inner drag queen and tilted out a hip as he snapped his fingers and wiggled his bald head. “Do I look pleased, Miss Sydney? Is this what you think of when you think of someone who’s having a whiz-bang day?”

			
			Everyone in the kitchen turned their eyes to her.

			“What, Roland? Tell me what has you so pissed.”

			“It’s the end, Sydney! The end!”

			“Of what?” Her voice sounded more frustrated than she wanted it to. “What’s happened?”

			Roland fanned a hand in front of his face, a southern flower in danger of the vapors. He glanced toward his long-suffering sous-chef. “I can’t bring myself to say it. Tell her, Windy. Explain to Miss Thing what has come of her plan.”

			Wanda Fields, a pixie of a woman known to everyone as Windy, spoke. “It’s that TV show Cut. Do you know it?”

			Sydney nodded. “Four chefs competing. Basket of wild ingredients. They have to create a three-course meal for a panel of judges who eliminates them one by one.”

			“That’s it,” Windy said. “Each one is cut until there’s one champion standing.”

			“What’s that got to do with this?”

			Windy glanced toward Roland. “Chef got a call from their producer. Last night.”

			“On a Saturday?”

			“Yes. They called here. Luckily it was after we’d served the last round of patrons. Chef was pretty upset after he hung up.”

			Roland pushed past his elfin sous-chef and resumed the spotlight. “They want me, Sydney.”

			“As a contestant?”

			
			Her chef rolled his eyes in disgust. “Is that how you think of me? As someone who needs to compete with no-names trying to find a showcase for their special take on meatloaf? No! They want me on the panel of judges.”

			Sydney blinked away her surprise. “Of course they do! Who better? I’m just taken aback that they’d call so late on a Saturday.”

			“There was some kind of emergency,” Windy explained. “Two of their regular judges went down with food poisoning after a show featuring canned lamb tongues. They needed substitutes fast.”

			“And Roland is a backup?”

			“Roland Delmardo is nobody’s backup!” her chef roared. “Why wouldn’t they come to me? The producer’s assistant told me I was everyone’s first choice. They need me in New York first thing Wednesday morning.”

			Sydney clapped her hands together. “Go! Go, Roland! Be on television. Let the world see how terrific you are. Make sure to mention Hush Money as many times as they’ll allow you.”

			“Just like that?” Roland thundered. “Just like that you can send me off? What, pray tell, do you think will happen to your precious establishment if Roland Delmardo isn’t here to create for your customers?”

			“I think we can do without you for a day. We’ll muddle through somehow.”

			“Check your panties, honey. Your ignorance is showing. I suppose it’s to be expected given you’ve lived your entire life on the prairie. Cut doesn’t want me for a day, Sydney. They want me for two weeks’ worth of shows. Ten! They film two shows daily. Three days a week. I’ll be in New York for two weeks! And you know what will happen once my episodes air.”

			
			Sydney glanced at her crew, looking for a clue.

			“The public will be entranced with me! There will be calls from fans, from agents. I wouldn’t be surprised if the producers didn’t start framing an entirely new show built around me once they see how my charisma comes across on camera. It will be the end of Hush Money. The end of our dream here.”

			Sydney bit the inside of her cheek. “We’ll find a way, Roland. You leave big shoes to fill, but I’m sure we can struggle through for two weeks. We can discuss longer term plans once we know what we’re looking at.”

			“Is that what you want, Sydney? You want Hush Money to struggle?”

			Sydney crossed over to stand next to Windy. “You are an excellent teacher, Chef. You’ve taught your staff well.” She looked the young woman in the eyes, hoping to convey a go-along-with-me message. “Why, I’ve been impressed all these months with how Windy hangs on your words. Truth told, I’ve seen her here many nights, long after you’ve left, imitating every move she saw you make that night. Did you know Windy was so devoted?”

			Roland glared down at the woman. His tantrum seemed to ease a bit. “I would imagine she understands how lucky she is to be studying with me.”

			“I do, Chef.” Windy sounded sincere. “It’s an honor…a privilege…I don’t take it lightly.”

			Good job, Windy, Sydney thought. A year of managing Roland’s moods has taught you plenty.

			
			“Windy can step into your spot for a couple of weeks,” Sydney assured him. “And if any diner notices…”

			“If?” Roland rebutted.

			“When,” Sydney corrected herself and poured on the praise she knew would facilitate any conversation with this man. “When diners comment on something not being quite up to the splendor they’ve come to expect from Roland Delmardo, we’ll explain you’ve been called upon to share your greatness with a wider audience. After all, a talent such as yours cannot be contained.”

			Roland was silent for a moment. “And I’ll always come back.” He sounded as though he was talking as some unseen reporter who was recapping the chef’s history. “Roland Delmardo always came back to Madison. To the humble restaurant on the square that started it all. A talent as remarkable as his treasured the simple appreciation of the midwestern people.” He shook his head and refocused on Sydney. “And where are you going to find someone to take Windy’s place? Wednesday, Sydney. I’m expected in New York on Wednesday!”

			Sydney sighed long and loud. “Give me some time, Chef. I’ll find someone.”

			“Good luck, missy. Without me as a draw, why would anyone want to come work here?”

			

			—

			Sydney stepped into room B6-413 of University Hospital a little past four o’clock. She wasn’t surprised to see three uniformed officers standing around the room. She nodded to each, then went straight to the bed where Rick Sheffield lay. Her stomach knotted at how pale he was; his typically sun-kissed skin barely discernible from the stark white sheets. His lips, in her memory so soft and somehow always smelling of coffee with cream, now were parched and cracked. His dark hair clung to his skull, as though he’d been sweating and forgot to brush it. She thought about the dark eyes that rested behind the now-closed lids. Eyes that could offer comfort or tease.

			
			Let me see them again, she thought. Open your eyes, Rick. Open them.

			She turned to the officers. “What’s the latest?”

			“No news,” Officer Katy Lorenzo replied. “Docs and nurses come in. Check on the machines. Sometimes turn a dial or two.”

			“They all say it’s early.” This pronouncement came from Luther Honney. Sydney knew him to be the most senior of the three, with department roots going back to when her own father was on the force. “Nothing to do at this point but wait.”

			“What about Jocko?” Sydney asked.

			“We’re taking shifts,” the third officer answered. Sydney didn’t know him, but his name tag read Connelly. “Sign-up sheets are down at the station: food, walks. We’re taking care of the old guy. Don’t you worry.”

			A memory flashed through Sydney’s mind. She and Rick out for a Saturday morning ride. Jocko in the backseat, sitting up and sticking his golden retriever head between them.

			On your right, buddy. Rick would warn his dog as he made a sharp turn. Jocko would shift his weight to keep himself in position. On your left now.

			“Jocko’s used to having Rick at home,” Sydney told them. “Let me see what I can do about having someone sleep over.”

			
			“Won’t be for long,” Luther said. “This guy’s gonna be out of here before you know it.”

			Sydney turned back toward the still figure in the bed. She reached out and laid her hand on his. She stared down at him for several long moments.

			“You guys need anything?” she asked the officers without taking her eyes off Rick.

			“We’re good.” Katy answered for them all. Sydney knew they were doing the same thing she was: watching Rick and hoping for a sign.

			C’mon, Rick. We’re all waiting for you. Come back to us. She drew a sharp breath at her next thought.

			Come back to me.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 10

			Horst looked at his watch for the third time since arriving at the headquarters of Prairie Construction. He’d shown his badge to the receptionist at 8:30.

			Then why in hell am I cooling my heels at 9:05? he wondered.

			Before he could speculate on an answer, a tall blonde walked toward him. She was followed by two men: one wearing a suit, the other in an outfit more suitable for a construction site. Both looking like they were about to break into a trot to keep up with her.

			“Detective Welke.” Leslie Arbeit held out her hand in greeting. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I was an hour into a budget meeting when they told me you were here. I’m afraid it takes a while to disentangle myself even from something as dry as cost projections and revenue expectations.” The two men stopped about eighteen inches behind their boss. Neither of them said a word, but each kept their eyes on Horst. “What can I do for you?”

			Horst looked around the cavernous reception area. Prairie Construction had recently moved into new headquarters, just west of the isthmus. While it was impressive with solid hardwood beams, iron fittings, and floor-to-ceiling glass offering a splendid view of Lake Monona, he wondered if it was conducive to the kind of interview he wanted to conduct.

			“You own this place, am I right?” Horst asked. “I didn’t mean for your receptionist to bother you. I’m looking to speak to whoever’s in charge of the construction going on over on Fordham.”

			
			Leslie Arbeit smiled. “If you know I own this place, then you know who my husband is, am I right?”

			Horst shrugged, unaccustomedly shy in front of this beautiful woman.

			“Charles told me there’d been a body found on one of our sites. Needless to say, I told everyone here to cooperate as fully as they’re able with any investigation. Perhaps my receptionist took me seriously enough to page me directly when you came. I’m glad she did.” She pointed to the man behind her, the one in the suit. “This is Findley Austin. He’s Prairie’s general counsel.” She nodded toward the fellow in the jeans. “And this is Doug Brenschwagger. He’s the manager of our Fordham site.”

			Horst shook hands with each man.

			“You got time for a few questions?” he asked Leslie. “Usually I got my partner with me. She’s a female. But I’m flying solo this week. Her sister’s getting married in Arizona. If you’d rather speak to a woman, we can arrange that.”

			“I didn’t build a career in construction being hesitant to speak around men,” Leslie replied. “And now’s as good as ever. We’ll make time. All of us. And by all, I mean every Prairie Construction employee. If anyone gives you less than their full and immediate attention, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know directly.”

			Horst nodded. He figured she’d want to stay by-the-letter on this from the get-go. Not only must it look bad for a corpse to show up at one of her builds, but she couldn’t let it be thought the wife of the chief of police was stonewalling any investigation.

			
			“Shall we go to my office?” Leslie asked.

			Horst followed the three of them across the stone-floored reception area, up an open staircase, and down a short hallway to the corner office. He was impressed. Two walls were solid glass, lending a feeling of the office being suspended in midair. Leslie pointed toward a conference table at one end of the space and all three men took a seat.

			“Would you like coffee, Detective Welke?” she asked. “Water? Soda?”

			“I’m good.” He pulled a notepad and pen out of his pocket while she settled herself gracefully at the head of the table. “What is it you folks are building over on Fordham? Looks like nothing but a big hole to me.”

			Doug Brenschwagger looked toward the lawyer.

			“None of that.” Leslie’s tone was sharp. “Like I said, we’re going to cooperate with this investigation, Detective. Fully and openly. No need to get Legal’s nod of approval before answering any question the police have. Am I clear?”

			Brenschwagger nodded. “It’s a multiuse. We’ll have eleven retail units on the ground level. Apartments on the upper three floors. That hole is underground parking. Nothing much to see right now but give me six weeks. It’ll start to take shape then.”

			“Was Billy Tremble an employee?”

			The two men looked at each other before turning toward their boss.

			“I’m assuming Billy Tremble was the man who was killed,” Leslie said.

			“That’s right. Folks on the street know him as Billy Shakes,” Horst explained. “Was he working for you?”

			
			“We hire union workers,” Brenschwagger replied. “Even for manual labor. Nobody off the streets.”

			“So that’s a no,” Horst said. “Tremble wasn’t an employee.”

			“That’s a no, Detective.” Findley Austin answered in a lawyerly tone. “This is the first I’m hearing Tremble’s name. I’m sure it’s the same for Mrs. Arbeit and Doug.”

			“Folks say Billy recently was talking about coming into some money,” Horst explained. “Thought maybe he’d picked up a job.”

			“Not with us,” Brenschwagger assured him.

			“What kind of access to your site is available after hours?” Horst asked.

			“We try to keep security as tight as we can,” Brenschwagger answered. “Chain-link fence, hoisting our equipment on cranes after hours, that sort of thing.”

			“Security service? Maybe a dog or two?”

			“Not at this point of the project. Like you said, right now the site’s pretty much a muddy hole in the ground. We’ll bring in night patrol after we’re further along. Copper piping and steel beams tend to attract an element we need to protect against.”

			“Security cameras?”

			Brenschwagger looked like a kid who’d spilled his milk as he shook his head. “Again, not at this juncture. They’re scheduled to go up in three weeks.”

			Horst mentally cursed his bad luck. “Any idea what might have attracted Tremble to your location? At this juncture?”

			
			Both men shook their heads. It was Leslie Arbeit who offered her opinion.

			“It’s dark,” she said. “Before any lighting goes in, a construction site is just a big area of black once the crew goes home. And it’s been my experience that kind of dark often attracts bad behavior.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 11

			“This is heaven!” Sydney nestled back on the padded chaise longue and sipped the gin and tonic Leslie handed her. “I had no idea you had so much property back here.”

			“We should have had you over long before this.” Leslie handed Clay a drink before sitting on the low stone wall surrounding the massive slate deck behind the giant house on Farwell Drive. “But between the four of us, who has the time?”

			“Well, we’re all here now,” Charles Arbeit called out from where he threw three dried logs into the belly of a grill in the stone outdoor kitchen. “Give this baby a few minutes to fire up and we’ll be ready to throw on our steaks.”

			“Let’s not hurry, darling,” Leslie said. “It’s been a helluva Monday. Let’s finish it off with relaxed time with friends.”

			“You’ll get no resistance from me,” Clay said. “Did your firm build this house, Leslie?”

			“Yes,” she answered. “Back when my father was starting the company. Family legend has it he took the profit from his first major project and bought the land. Back in those days Maple Bluff was nearly an hour’s drive from Madison. Now it’s a little donut hole surrounded by the big city. My mother tells the story of how they’d camp on the property. Father would lull her to sleep with promises of the house he’d build for her one day.”

			“And he surely did,” Sydney said. “It’s lovely.”

			“It came in phases.” Leslie pointed toward the southern end of the house. “That came first. As Prairie Construction grew, so did the house. Mother said each new kid needed their space. I’m the youngest. By the time I came along the house was to here.” Leslie pointed to the sliding glass doors leading onto the deck. “When Father decided to try his hand at retirement, I took over day-to-day operations of the company as well as this house. He moved Mother to Fox Point.”

			
			“Near Milwaukee?” Clay asked.

			“That’s right. He likes to say he’s far enough away to give me my space, but close enough to save the company in case I do anything stupid. Charles and I added the rest of the house. When did we finish the addition, honey?” she called over to her husband.

			Charles looked up from stoking the fire and thought. “Hard to believe, but it’s been six years already.” He offered a broad smile to his guests. “My wife does nice work, don’t you think?”

			“I do, indeed.” Sydney gazed off at the silver sequins glittering on the lake. “Not just here, but all around Madison. You should be proud, Leslie. Prairie Construction really has made Madison’s skyline.”

			“Father left me with the company on solid ground.”

			“You’re being too modest,” Sydney insisted. “So, you were raised in this home. You said you were the youngest. I’m ashamed to say we’ve never talked about our families.”

			“My parents had three children,” Leslie said. “Cecilia is the eldest. Ten years older than I am. Then came Bernard—Barney to friends and family. He has always been the light in my father’s eye. He’s a physician here in town. I know Father hoped he would take over the business, but I guess Barney had other ideas.”

			
			“My best friend in all the world is a doctor,” Sydney said. “I’ve known her all my life. If Ronnie’s any indication, when someone has the calling for medicine, there’s no stopping them.”

			“I think that’s how it is with Barney. He’s a surgeon. Works ungodly hours. Always on call, it seems.”

			“Does he have a family?” Sydney asked.

			“Does your friend?” Leslie smiled. “Like you said, it’s a profession that leaves little room for anything else.”

			“How about Cecilia? Does she have kids?”

			The smile disappeared from Leslie’s face. “No. I don’t know her that well, actually. I was only four years old when Cecilia went to boarding school in Ireland. We still have family in county Clare. She evidently fell in love with the Emerald Isle. Decided that’s where she wanted to build her life.”

			“Do you visit?”

			Leslie shook her head. “I was just a kid when she left. I have no actual memory of her. It was sort of like she was a name I memorized, but as for being part of the family, well…in actuality, it always seemed to me that I was the younger of two, not the youngest of three. Mother keeps in touch with her. From all I gather she’s content with life. It’s odd, though. Having a relative somewhere and not really knowing them.”

			Clay rose from where he sat and took a seat at the foot of Sydney’s chaise. He rested a reassuring hand on her leg.

			“I know what you mean,” Sydney told Leslie. “I’m adopted.”

			“I didn’t know that,” Leslie said.

			
			Sydney nodded. “From birth. I realize I have a set of birth parents out there somewhere. And like you with your sister, I have this sense of disconnection: knowing they exist, but not knowing a thing about them.”

			“It’s tough,” Leslie agreed softly. “And kind of weird, when you think of it. I mean, I could cross paths with my sister tomorrow and not even know who she is. My own sister. I have no idea what she even looks like.”

			“She doesn’t send photos? Maybe Facebook posts?”

			Leslie hesitated, as though she wanted to say something but thought better of it. “No. No, she doesn’t.”

			“Do you think of her?”

			Again, Leslie was slow to answer. “Probably not as much as I should. How about you? Do you think of your birth parents?”

			Only to the point of obsession, Sydney thought. But Leslie was a new friend. There was no need to show all her frailties at once.

			“Sometimes I fantasize,” she offered instead. “Like when people tell me I look like this famous person or that celebrity. I did it more when I was a kid. I’d imagine I was the daughter that some movie star was searching for.”

			“I did that, too!” Leslie laughed. “I think every kid goes through a period when they become convinced their parents aren’t really theirs.” She brought a hand to her mouth. “Oh, Sydney. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…of course, your parents are…I mean…”

			“It’s okay. I know what you meant.” Sydney exchanged glances with Clay, looking for direction as to how much to share. His eyes signaled he’d be there for her no matter what.

			
			“I still fantasize, I guess,” Sydney ventured.

			“How so?” Leslie asked.

			“There’s this woman. Elegant. Carries herself with incredible class.”

			“Does she come into Hush Money?”

			“Yes,” Sydney answered. “Not regularly, but often enough that it stokes my wondering. She always comes alone. And, I don’t know, her eyes seem to follow me.”

			“Like a stalker?”

			“No. Nothing like that.” Sydney was suddenly embarrassed at how much she was divulging. “It’s more like she wants to talk to me.”

			“So, talk to her,” Leslie suggested. “An elegant woman, dining alone. I’m sure she’d welcome a visit from the woman who owns such a chichi eatery.”

			I have, Sydney thought. Her name’s Elaina. She once told me how very proud my parents must be.

			Sydney shook the thought out of her mind. “Stories, huh? I guess we tell ourselves tall tales all the time.”

			Charles crossed the deck to join them. “I knew your father. I guess I was on the force about five years when he was killed. Joe Richardson still is a legend around the department. He left shoes no one will be able to fill.”

			“Thank you for saying that.” Sydney looked toward Clay, whose eyes offered her all the support she needed. “But as good a cop as he was, he was an even better father.”

			“And I’ve met your mother,” Leslie chimed in. “She reminds me of a mama bear. You can tell that her first, last, and only mission in life is to make sure you’re okay.”

			
			Sydney chuckled, glad to have a lightening of the conversation. “I’m afraid you’ve got her pegged.”

			“Is she bugging you for grandchildren?”

			“She hasn’t yet. At least not anything overt.” Sydney nudged a gentle toe against Clay’s leg. “She’s awfully interested in how things are going with this one here. I have a feeling it’s more about bouncing a baby on her knee than what a terrific guy he is.”

			“And I am, aren’t I?” Clay joked.

			“You certainly are,” Leslie answered promptly. “You’re only thirty-five, Sydney. You’ve got plenty of time. I’m going to be forty in a few months. My baby factory is about to shut down.”

			Sydney raised her glass in salute. “You’re wearing every year well.”

			“She’s a looker all right.” Charles’s eyes glowed with teasing pride. “Frankly, I was hoping she’d hold up well when we married. She seems to be doing just fine.”

			Leslie pawed a playful slap across her husband’s arm. “Just keep going to the gym, buddy. I’m setting the bar high.”

			The evening proceeded with warm conviviality. Charles proved himself to be a master of the grill as he served up fire-charred steaks done to a perfect medium rare. They went well with a tossed salad and chilled asparagus. Leslie had offered a wine that would have made Anita Saxon eager to add it to her collection. The sun had just set, casting rose-colored shimmers to low-hanging clouds as the four of them enjoyed a simple dessert of vanilla ice cream and almond macaroons, when a voice called out from the side of the house.

			
			“Back here,” Charles answered. He gave a questioning look to his wife. “Were we expecting him?”

			“No, we were not.” Leslie’s voice was tinged with irritation. Clay and Sydney exchanged their own anticipatory glances as a man came around the house to join them on the deck. He was middle-aged, dressed in a navy sport coat and expensive-looking camel trousers. His hair, as little as there was, was dark blond. It encircled his skull in a crescent extending from ear to ear. His jaw was wide, but the shape of his lips and the straight line of his nose left no doubt that he was related to Leslie Arbeit.

			“Well, what’s this?” the man demanded. “A party? Dear sister, where are your manners to leave me excluded?”

			Charles stood and offered the man a handshake. “A spontaneous cookout with new friends. No snub intended, mate.” He turned toward where Clay now stood and Sydney remained seated. “Clay, Sydney. Please meet Barney Fitzgerald. Best brother-in-law a man could want.”

			“Is that so?” Barney asked. He crossed over to shake both their hands before bending down to give Leslie a quick peck on the cheek.

			“What brings you by?” Leslie asked.

			“Do I need a reason?” He picked up her spoon and scooped a bite of ice cream out of her bowl. “Just finished a long day at the body shop and thought I’d swing by to see if there might be any scraps from your dinner you’d like to share with a weary sawbones.”

			“There’s salad left,” Charles offered. “I can grill you a steak if you’ve got the time.”

			
			Barney sat beside his sister and slid her bowl toward him. “I’m good with this.” He turned toward Sydney. “I know you. You’re the woman who owns Hush Money, aren’t you?”

			“I am.” Sydney noted Leslie’s pursed lips. “Have you been?”

			“I have,” Barney answered. “I don’t get out much, but your place is the talk of the town. Been there twice.”

			“I hope we didn’t disappoint.”

			“You certainly did not. The food was exquisite each time. And the wine”—he brought his fingertips to his lips—“Ooh-la-la! And may I say the same for your sommelier? Quite the looker, that one.”

			“Barney, don’t be crass!” Leslie turned toward Sydney. “Forgive my brother, please. Too many years spent in laboratories and surgical suites have left him ill-suited for pleasant company.”

			“Don’t get airs with me, sister.” Sydney wondered if the playfulness in his voice truly telegraphed his emotions. “Word on the street is you had a visit from the local constabulary today.” He tilted his head toward Charles. “Good thing you’ve got this guy on the payroll, huh?”

			“How about a drink, Barney?” Charles asked, ignoring his question.

			“I’d love a glass of wine, Chief.” Barney leaned over to bump his shoulder to Leslie’s. “Give it up, sis. What were the coppers looking for?”

			“You read the papers, Barney, don’t you?” Leslie scooted away. “There was a shooting. Some poor fellow got himself killed. His body was dumped at one of our construction sites.”

			Barney’s eyes went wide with feigned shock. “Living with the top cop isn’t enough for you anymore? You need to be closer to the action? My God, Leslie. Your life is turning into a reality show.” He turned to Charles. “And what’s this I read about one of your officers being shot? Madison’s become quite the Wild West town since you’ve taken over.”

			
			Sydney shot Clay a pleading look. He responded by taking an exaggerated glance at his watch. “My goodness. I had no idea it was this late. Sydney, I promised Francie I’d be back by the second set.” He stood, giving his hand to help Sydney from her chair.

			“It is getting late,” she agreed. “Leslie, Charles, thank you for a wonderful evening.”

			“Oh, dear,” Barney said. “You’re not leaving on my account?”

			“No, no,” Sydney protested. “Clay and I each have places that demand our attention. We should have left hours ago.”

			“Of course they’re leaving on your account, Barney.” Leslie shook her head. “You’ve always been able to clear a room faster than an angry skunk.”

			“Please don’t get up,” Clay said. “We can see ourselves out. Thanks to you both. This was great. Next time it’s at the Low Down. Charles, does that sound okay for you?”

			Charles seemed relieved to have been offered a gracious out of the pending brother-sister fray. “Count on it, Clay.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 12

			“How long have you known Billy Tremble?” Horst asked the two men sitting at a table in the basement of Grace Episcopal Church. He’d shown Billy’s photo to at least two dozen homeless men and women gathered there for the evening meal. These two were the only ones who said they knew him.

			“I knowed him ’bout, let’s see, coupla years at least.” The too-thin man rubbed a hand over a scruffy beard. “Yeah. Least that long. He dead, ain’t he? He that guy the papers been talking about, ain’t he? Got hisself shot. Am I right?”

			“Billy’s dead?” The second man, cleaner looking than the other, looked stunned. “Billy Shakes is dead?” This man had an open anxiety about him, like he had shown up for an algebra class and just heard there’d be a pop quiz. Horst guessed he was new to the life-without-an-address way of existing. “I just talked to him.”

			“When was that?” Horst had his pen poised over his notepad. “Mr….?”

			“Gordon. Ben Gordon. Folks like to call me Gordy. I’m okay with that.” He nodded to the skinny man sitting next to him. “This is Elderon Daniels. Folks on the street call him Smoke.”

			“On accounta I’m always looking for one,” the older man explained earnestly. “You wouldn’t have one you could gimme to enjoy after dinner now, would ya?”

			Horst shook his head. “I got a lot of bad habits, but tobacco has never been one of them. Sorry. Gordy, you said you spoke with Billy. When?”

			
			“Let’s see. This is Monday, right? Musta been, what? Last Wednesday. Maybe Friday. No. It was Tuesday. I know because that’s the night I had a couple of slices down at Ian’s. I was sitting outside, trying to make the most out of the six bucks I’d spent on the pizza. The evening was warm. It was nice to sit there and watch the world go by. Know what I mean?”

			“And Billy was there?”

			“Not at Ian’s. But he walked by. Saw me sitting there. We’d crossed paths a few times. Here at Grace. Couple of times over at Bethel. Billy was always willing to share a table and talk. He sat down when he saw me. He’s good people.”

			“How’d he seem? That Tuesday night in front of Ian’s?” Horst asked.

			“He was good. Cleaned up. Looking sharp. Gave me a hundred bucks without me even asking for it. A hundred bucks!”

			“He say where he got the money?”

			“Billy come into some luck,” Elderon interjected. “Like Gordy say, Billy’s one of the good ones. Always willin’ to give a hand, even though he got nothin’ hisself. Last week or so, Billy been free with the money. Givin’ it out. Helpin’ out. I saw him in the park ’bout a week ago. He walks with me straight to the store. Bought two packs of Camels just for me.” Elderon’s face sagged. “I done smoked ’em all, though. Sure could use another pack.”

			“Did Billy offer any details about this luck he came into?”

			Both men shook their heads.

			“I figure some family came through for him,” Elderon offered. “Man, I just knowed it was Billy when I heard ’bout them findin’ a dead guy. Can’t be flashin’ that kind of roll around without folks wantin’ their own piece. Damn them family for givin’ it to him.”

			
			“No.” Gordy frowned. “I think he got a job.”

			“What makes you say that?” Horst asked.

			“When he gave me the hundred,” Gordy explained. “I told him I couldn’t take it. It was too much. He told me not to worry. Said there was going to be a never-ending supply of money from now on. Said he just got paid and would get paid again next week.”

			“And he gave you no clue as to where this supply came from?”

			Gordy shook his head. “Just said there was always going to be plenty more where that came from. Said he’d moved into some motel over by the beltline. Said he’d be getting his own apartment real soon. Offered to let me crash at his place anytime I wanted.”

			Elderon leaned back in his chair. “Wish I could say he was that generous with me. Billy didn’t tell me ’bout no apartment. He did say he was at the Imperial, though. So, I asks him that mean his perch is available.” He shook his head rapidly back and forth. “No, sir! Billy was having none of that. Said he was keepin’ that perch and if I wanted any more smokes I’d stay the hell away from it.” Elderon was quiet for a moment. “Didn’t have to tell me twice. Two packs of Camels that boy bought me. Two!”

			“His perch?” Horst asked.

			“It’s where he lives,” Gordy explained. “Or lived, I guess. Before he moved into the motel.”

			“I’m confused,” Horst offered. “I thought Billy was homeless.”

			“The world would call him that,” Elderon offered. “Just like the world calls me the same. But, brother, most of us, least those of us been on the street any time at all, we all got our place. Me? I got me a sweet loading dock over by Wilson. Business closes ’round eight. Workers all gone by 8:30. Everybody on the street knows they wanna find me, come to that loading dock any time after ten. I’ll be there.”

			
			Horst looked to Gordy. “And you?”

			Gordy shrugged. “Broke my leg seven months ago. No health insurance. Lost my job when I couldn’t work. Got kicked out of my apartment about three months after that. I’m doing the best I can. Leg’s healing up nice. Hard to find work when you can’t fill out all the boxes on the application.”

			“Like address and phone number,” Elderon added. “How’s anybody s’posed to call a brother for a job interview when he got no phone?”

			“Anyway,” Gordy continued. “I’m going to be okay. I know it. Right now, I’m sharing a space with two girls under the overpass on the bike path. Think they feel safer having a man around. We don’t like to set up, though, till way after midnight. By then all the people using the path are home in bed. If we get there any earlier there’s complaints. Cops come. We gotta move on. It’s rough. We gotta be out early, too. Folks start jogging and biking before the sun’s up. Tell you the truth, Billy’s perch would be a sweet spot for me. Maybe I could sleep more than a couple of hours at night. But, like Elderon here, I asked him about it. He told me to stay away.”

			“You both know where this perch is?” Horst asked.

			Both men nodded.

			“Could you show me?”

			
			The men looked over to where the line for the evening meal was beginning to form.

			“You mean like, now?” Gordy asked. “Right now?”

			“I mean like right now,” Horst answered firmly. “And if there’s a Mickey D’s on the way, I’d be happy to buy you guys a couple of burgers and fries.”

			“And a pack of Camels, right?” Elderon assumed.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 13

			Sydney gently lifted Clay’s arm up and off her hip. She slid out of bed as quietly as possible, tiptoed to his bathroom, splashed water on her face, and gingerly reentered his bedroom. She gathered her clothes and turned to head back to the bathroom to dress.

			“You leaving?” Clay’s voice rumbled with sleep. “Come back to bed. I’ll make breakfast.”

			She bent, kissed his forehead, and pulled the blankets up to his shoulders. “Shh. Sleep. I’ve got a lot to do today. I’ll call you before Hush Money opens.”

			He nodded and drifted back to sleep without a protest. She stood over him, admiring the way his hair curled against his cheek as he slept. Even in the dim light of dawn, his rugged good looks pulled on her.

			You’re a good man, she thought.

			Their lovemaking the night before had been warm and sincere. It seemed exactly what the two of them needed after the tension Leslie’s brother had brought to an otherwise pleasant evening.

			I could love you forever. You’re every dream I’ve ever dreamt.

			She watched him as she wiggled into her jeans. A comfort warmed her to her core simply to be in Clay’s presence. She pulled her shirt over her head, then looked around his room. He’d built a lovely, simple home for himself and his son. Steel was grown now, off to explore the world before he settled down to college and career.

			But Steel’s home will always be where his father is. The man who raised him on his own after Steel’s mother left, even though he was just a teenager himself. Clay will always be his son’s rock. Like he is mine.

			
			She shuffled in the dim light, looking for her sandals.

			Then why isn’t that enough?

			She froze midstep at the intrusive thought. Forcing it out of her mind, she found her shoes, slipped them on, and went over for one last whisper of a kiss goodbye.

			

			—

			She powered the windows down and let the early-morning summer breeze blow through the cabin of her Mustang as she drove the streets back to her condo. She loved the city. And even though she’d made a career out of two restaurants catering to the evening activities of Madisonians, it was the early hours that enchanted her the most. The rising sun coloring the lakes and buildings with pink and gold. Fishermen lining the bridges of John Nolen Drive, eager for the tug on the line. Students and professors, even in summer, scurrying to the enormous buildings comprising the university’s campus. Joggers and bicyclists plying the miles of trails weaving through neighborhoods that prided themselves on having their own unique character. She didn’t listen to the radio as she drove home, but lost herself instead to the music of another day beginning in Madison. By the time she pulled into her parking stall and got on the elevator that would lift her up to her unit, she could feel the energy of the city pulsing through her. She showered, brushed and dried her hair, and pulled a yellow cotton sundress from her closet. She read the newspaper as she ate her breakfast of yogurt, berries, and juice, and lingered over a third cup of coffee while watching seagulls glide over Lake Monona. She had time. Showing up to her first appointment before ten o’clock might signal an eagerness she didn’t want to acknowledge. Finally, when the wall clock on her kitchen read 9:45, she went back into her bathroom, swiped a pale gloss over her lips, and headed back down the elevator.

			

			—

			
			Sydney walked into room B6-413 of University Hospital at exactly a quarter past ten. The three uniformed officers standing around the room didn’t surprise her. She was surprised, however, to see Rick Sheffield smiling and sitting up.

			“He’s alive!” She tried to sound more jovial than relieved as she crossed to stand next to the bed. She held on to the side bar, steadying herself against the wave of gratitude that threatened to knock her off her feet. “Does he speak? Does he know what planet he’s on?”

			“I’ve been asking him all kinds of stuff since I got here,” Bonnie Malory, an EMT and frequent Ten-Ten customer, answered. “I couldn’t even trip him up when I asked him about the inside fly rule. Son of a gun’s firing on all pistons.”

			Sydney looked down at Rick. His dark eyes flashed a reassurance that he was fine. She reached through IV lines to give his hand a quick squeeze. He returned the pressure just long enough for a frisson of electricity to tingle through her body.

			“This is how Superman recovers?” she asked, smiling.

			“Doc said he did some of his finest work on me.” Rick held her gaze long enough for a silence to fall over the other visitors.

			“I gotta run,” Bonnie said as she stepped forward and laid a hand on Rick’s foot. “Great to see you on this side of the grass, man. I’ll tell the squad the good news.” She turned to the two men leaning against the wall. “We’ve about worn out our welcome, fellas. Besides, don’t we have some protecting and serving to do?”

			
			The two officers spoke their goodbyes in unison. Sydney waited until they were gone to return her attention to the patient sitting in bed.

			“My God! I can’t believe it. Friday…when you were in surgery. They said…the doctors…we all were afraid…”

			“Shh.” He reached for her hand. “I’m okay, Syd. I’m okay.”

			“You were shot!”

			“And the idiot’s aim was about as keen as his IQ. Docs tell me the bullet nearly went through and through, touching nothing along its way.”

			“Nearly?”

			“Nicked my spleen. They took it out, sewed me up, and topped off whatever blood I lost.”

			“You could have been killed!”

			“You drive that Mustang of yours over here? With your lead foot I could say the same about you.”

			“This is no time for jokes, Rick. How are you feeling? How’s the pain?”

			“Not bad. They gave me some heavy-duty stuff the first couple of days as I understand it, but today they’ve had me up and walking. That helps. Now it’s just pills. Got one just a few minutes ago. Poof! Bye-bye pain.”

			“What do they say is the prognosis?”

			
			He tightened his hold on her hand. “Will you wipe that worried look off your face? It gets in the way of the pretty.”

			“What do the doctors say?”

			“The usual. It’s been pudding and beef broth today. They’ll start me on real food tomorrow. Then I gotta show ’em the plumbing’s working right. Tomorrow a therapist is coming by to see how well I can walk, climb stairs, that sort of thing. If all goes well, I don’t see any reason why I wouldn’t be out of here tomorrow afternoon. Thursday at the latest.”

			“So soon? You were a bloody mess.”

			“And they fixed me up. Welcome to health care in the real world, Syd. In and out. Just the way I like it.”

			“What about once you’re home? What are they saying?”

			“What they always say. Let your body tell you what it needs.” His eyes narrowed in a daring tease. “I didn’t have the poor taste to tell them I always give my body what it wants.”

			Sydney tugged her hand away. “What kind of help will you require?”

			“Are you kidding?” He looked so pale against the pillow. “Desk sergeant’s got it all organized. She’s got teams assigned for walking Jocko, bringing meals, playing cards…I even think she’s got people signed up to come watch the Brewers games with me. I got a feeling I’m gonna need help to get away from the help.” No longer smiling, he looked up at her. “You wanna be in charge of that, Sydney?”

			She wondered if the pain medication was taking effect.

			“I’ll tell you what, the menus at Hush Money and The Ten-Ten are yours. While you’re healing, if you get a taste for something we have, just call. I’ll have it at your door as soon as it’s ready.”

			
			“Fuel me up for physical therapy, is that your plan?”

			“Do what the doctors tell you. Your recovery isn’t a race.”

			He laid a hand on his blanketed stomach. “Gotta get back in shape. Don’t know how long I’ll be off work. It’s easy to turn to mush if you don’t hit the gym.”

			“Have the doctors even talked about you going back? Seems a little premature, don’t you think?”

			His face wrinkled in disappointment. “It’s not up to them. Like I said, I’m supposed to follow what my body tells me.” He was quiet for a while. When he spoke, his voice was softer. “I shot a man.”

			“After he tried to kill you.”

			“You know that. I know that. All God’s children may know that. But until the department has its official investigation and determines whether the shooting was righteous or not, I’m on leave. It’s Jocko and me riding the couch until all the Ts are crossed.”

			“How long will that take?”

			“As long as it does. Chief takes shooting a civilian as seriously as he ought to. My job is to sit by, answer any questions that come my way, and wait like a good little soldier until the all clear sounds.”

			She knew he wasn’t a man well suited to idleness. “I’ve got an opening for a sous-chef.”

			“I look like a Sue to you?”

			She smiled. “A sous-chef. Assistant. Second-in-command. Roland’s off to New York for a couple of weeks. His assistant is taking over. If you can impress me with your knife skills I can put you to work right away.”

			
			He tried to laugh, but it turned into a groan. She heard the drowsiness in his voice. “My mother would turn in her grave at the thought of me in a kitchen. Besides, I’ve always been better with a gun than a knife. Sorry.”

			“Just trying to do my part to keep you from being bored while you’re on leave,” she teased.

			He closed his eyes. “Like I said, desk sergeant’s got the boredom brigade in full swing.” He sounded like a child fighting sleep. She imagined it took lots of energy to heal from what he’d endured. “I think I’m going to dream about how pretty you look in that yellow dress.”

			“The drugs are setting in, I see.”

			His smile was dozy. He kept his eyes closed. “Color of daffodils. Straps got some white on the edges. Cut just low enough to give me a bit of hope.” He stopped talking long enough for her to wonder if the medication had taken full effect. Then he mumbled again. “Didn’t think I’d notice, did ya?”

			A warmth surged inside her. “Hush. You’re supposed to listen to your body, remember? It’s telling you it’s time to sleep.”

			“Stay, Syd.” His voice was barely a whisper. “Stay with me.”

			“I’m right here,” she murmured, blinking away a sheen of tears. “Sleep now.”

			She waited until his chest heaved in the slow and steady cadence of medicated slumber before she turned to leave. Her hand was on the door when she changed her mind, pulled a plastic chair next to Rick’s bed, and sat down.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 14

			Horst hated this place. It looked different in the daylight. Nothing like all those years ago. When Gordy and Smoke had brought him to Billy’s perch last night, there wasn’t much Horst could make out. Maybe he’d been too distracted by the knot in his neck when the men had pointed out the building he knew too well. They’d shown him the utility ladder Billy kept hidden behind some bushes. He’d positioned it against the brick wall of the unused warehouse and climbed to the cast-iron balcony twelve feet above the ground. Horst estimated the suspended porch to be about fifteen feet wide, maybe ten feet deep. He imagined it was used as a foreman’s platform, or perhaps a fire escape back when the warehouse was part of the workingman’s district that once comprised Madison’s east side. He knew that in the first half of the twentieth century, this part of town bustled with manufacturers, bakeries, mills, and small assembly plants. Somewhere around the 1970s, the businesses began to relocate or fail, and this section of town began a long, steady march toward decay. Most buildings stood vacant for decades. But the new century brought another chapter for the area. In-fill is what the mayor called it. Old houses and derelict buildings were demolished, making way for stylish row houses, coffee shops, and boutiques. Dozens of acres had been cleared, allowing the development of the massive Central Park running along the railway. Block by block, the neighborhood was forging a new identity.

			But no amount of construction renewal could erase the memories this building held for Horst.

			
			He had hoped to find a clue when he climbed up to Billy’s aerie last night. Something that would explain why the young man had been targeted. Maybe Smoke was right. Maybe it was Billy’s ill-informed habit of sharing his recent financial windfall with others that earned him the quick trip to the morgue. One didn’t have to be a cop with nearly thirty years’ experience to know desperate people do desperate things. But Horst wasn’t buying it. Two bullets. Straight to the brain stem.

			A double tap, Horst thought. That’s not desperate. That’s calculated.

			He’d found nothing beyond a dilapidated lawn chair, folded up and lying on the deck of the perch, three dirty blankets, and two water bottles. He could, though, see the attractiveness of the site to anyone forced to live on the streets. It was secluded. Overgrown shrubbery and vines obscured its location from anyone not specifically aware of it. Its elevation offered some security from those roaming about, looking to prey on the disadvantaged. It was surprisingly roomy. Both Smoke and Gordy had said they’d spent evenings there with Billy, sharing whatever they could and talking the boredom and fear away. But Billy had a motel room. He apparently was preparing to set up his own apartment. Everyone Horst had spoken to about Billy described him as a kind and generous man. Horst wanted to know why, despite his change in station, Billy had insisted on keeping the perch to himself.

			This morning, the ladder was behind the bushes, just where he’d left it the night before. Billy’s chair, blankets, and water bottles were undisturbed. No other homeless person had come by to claim the coveted spot. Billy would have liked the way the vines kept the climbing sun from overheating the perch’s metal decking and rails. Horst brushed aside a long, leafy tendril, and surveyed the scene. Neighborhood streets were choked with cars and bicyclists making their way to work on the isthmus. Off to his left he saw the fenced-in play yard of a local elementary school. A broad asphalt lot, perhaps once the site of numerous daily truck loadings and unloadings, was directly below him. It, too, was corralled by a chain-link fence, with signs posting warnings not to trespass. Two blocks up, past the little-used railroad tracks, tidy houses with small lawns lived among fully matured trees. To his right, at least a half mile away, the capitol dome emerged from the lush, green canopy, gleaming in the morning light.

			
			A lovely view, to be sure. But not enough to infringe on generous Billy’s ways.

			Horst turned his back to the scene and focused on the wall behind him. The brick façade was interrupted by a set of windowless double doors covered with faded and cracking paint. Flat metal plates covered where doorknobs certainly must have been. Horst pressed on each of the doors. Maybe Billy had found a way to open them. Perhaps there was something inside the warehouse to explain either the source of his sudden wealth or anything else that might point to a motive for why he was murdered. But despite the poorly maintained exterior of the empty warehouse, the doors were rock solid. Horst wondered if they might have been boarded from the inside. He ran his hand around the doors’ trim and came away with nothing but dirty fingers and two splinters. He turned his attention to the perch itself, tracing every railing and spindle of iron. Every square inch of rusty metal decking.

			Nothing.

			
			He opened each water bottle. Empty.

			He sat in the corner and pulled Billy’s blankets toward him. One by one he manually examined them. Several rips, a couple of burns, and too many stains to count was all he got for his effort.

			Then he heard it.

			Voices coming from the street below. He crawled over to the railing and poked his head up enough to see the source. It was a young woman pushing a stroller. He could see a child inside, covered by a pink blanket. Next to them a boy, no older than four, skipped alongside.

			“This is where the monsters live.” The boy’s lilting voice was as clear as if he’d been sitting on the perch. Horst blinked away his disbelief that the child was actually twelve feet below and nearly a dozen yards away.

			“What kind of monsters, Aiden?” the woman asked. “Candy monsters? Robot monsters?”

			“Booger monsters!” the boy exclaimed. “You better watch out. Booger monsters like girls.”

			“I’m glad,” said the woman. “That means Chloe and I are safe.”

			“No, Mommy! They like to chase girls! They catch ’em and cover ’em in boogers.”

			Horst couldn’t make out the woman’s response as they walked down the block. Then he looked ahead. Two bicyclists were headed his way, one riding close enough behind the other to suggest they were pedaling together. Horst could see the lead rider’s head turn back occasionally, as though calling out to the rider behind. He watched them draw nearer.

			“…son of a bitch tells me it’s not good enough.” Horst was able to pick up male voices clearly once they rode into the same spot the woman with the stroller had been.

			
			“What will you…” Horst was unable to hear the rest of the response as they biked out of that magical hearing range.

			Horst climbed back down the ladder and stepped out onto the asphalt lot far enough to survey the entire warehouse. His eyes traced the contours of the ivy and brush overwhelming the building. The building, whether by design or decay, curved outward. The heavy overgrowth formed an acoustic cup nestling Billy’s perch. Horst climbed back up, resumed his spot hidden behind the vines, and observed the phenomenon four more times as passersby walked or biked into the auditory hot spot. When he was confident it was no fluke, he stood and took one last look around.

			That’s it. You heard something, didn’t you, Billy? Saw something. Something you thought was your ticket to Easy Street.

			Something that bought you two taps to the back of your head.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 15

			Sydney waved to the man wiping the glasses behind the bar as she entered Hush Money’s elegant dining room.

			“Looking sharp, Syd!” he called out. He was new. Hired about six weeks ago. But Sydney had heard nothing but good reports about the bartender’s skills and discretion.

			“Thanks, Carl,” she answered as she headed toward her office. “You’d think I’d be used to it by now, but I always feel a bit silly being in evening wear at three in the afternoon.”

			She entered the hall separating her office from the kitchen. Roland was holding court, overexplaining the evening’s menu and his expectations for each one of the staff. She lifted a hand, caught his attention, and pointed to her office. “When you have a moment, Chef.”

			Sydney took a seat behind her desk, pulled out her phone, and spoke into the receiver.

			“Call Clay.”

			“Calling Clay,” the too-real-to-be-mechanical female voice responded. Three seconds later she heard the ringing on the line.

			“You’re there already?” Clay’s voice sounded like it was coming from a smile.

			“I have to see what’s up with Roland.” She sighed. “To tell you the truth, I’m looking forward to a two-week hiatus from the diva.”

			Clay laughed. “And if his prediction comes true and he becomes the next star of televised cooking?”

			“Then I’ll miss him.” She paused. “At least I think so. Where are you?”

			
			“Just got home from a ride.”

			“How many miles?” Sydney knew there were few things Clay enjoyed more than getting his bicycle out on a sunny day.

			“Paoli and back. So that’s what? Maybe fifty round-trip?”

			“Oh, my God! My butt’s hurting even thinking about it. Are you exhausted?”

			“Invigorated! And stinky. Come on over here and share a shower, why don’t you?”

			She glanced down at the beige chiffon sheath she wore. “No can do. Already in my work clothes. When will you be at the Low Down?”

			“Probably around seven-thirty. Trying someone new tonight. Local guy. Dentist out of Middleton. Brad Randall. Know him?”

			Sydney thought for a moment. “Can’t say I do. You’re giving a dentist the stage of your blues club?”

			“I know. He knocked on our door a couple months ago. Around three in the afternoon. Francie and I were doing inventory. I opened the door and in Randall walked. Looking for all the world like a dentist out of Middleton. Polo shirt, pleated khakis, the whole nine yards. Asks if I’d ever consider using him.”

			“As a dentist?”

			Clay laughed. “No. As a performer. I told him we didn’t do open mic nights and suggested the names of a couple of places that do. He thanked me, turned, and walked up to the stage. He proceeds to sit down, open his guitar case, pull out his ax, and wails—I mean absolutely wails—on a couple of Delbert McClinton covers. Francie and I were left with our jaws dusting the floor.”

			
			“Wow! A dentist, you say. Middleton, Wisconsin.”

			“Named Brad. That’s what I’m saying. I told him I’d think about it.”

			“But it’s Tuesday. You usually play on Tuesday nights. Won’t your customers be expecting to hear you?”

			“I’ll play a song or two,” Clay explained. “Then I’ll introduce him. See how he does. If he falls flat on his face, I’ll be there to step in. But I’ve got a feeling he’s going to be great. Come by, why don’t you? His first set should start about eight-thirty.”

			Sydney glanced out her window and saw Roland rub an anxious hand over his bald head. “I’ll try my best. But something tells me my chef is going to need a lot of hand-holding tonight.”

			“I’ll save a spot for you. How’d you spend your day?”

			She hesitated for only a moment, but his response was enough to show her just how well Clay knew her.

			“You went to the hospital, didn’t you?” he asked when she didn’t answer. “How’s Rick doing?”

			“Fine…great, actually. He was awake, at least for part of the time. Alert…or as alert as one can be while heavily medicated against pain. Said he’d be coming home no later than Thursday. Of course, that could just be Rick’s wishful thinking.”

			This time the silent moment was on Clay’s end. “I’m glad,” he finally said. “That must be a load off your mind.”

			“He’s going to need time to fully relax and recover.”

			“And do you plan to play a role in that?”

			“I don’t think I’m the one to teach anyone how to relax.”

			
			Clay was quiet for another moment. “I don’t know. I’m pretty relaxed when you’re around. Listen, I’ll leave you to your demanding chef. Think about coming to hear the dentist, okay?”

			“I will. Have a great evening.”

			He promised he’d try.

			“Oh, and Clay…”

			He’d hung up before she had a chance to tell him she loved him.

			

			—

			“How’s the new guy working out?” Sydney tried to get a read on her chef’s demeanor as he entered her office.

			“Sands? Sands Cortell? What kind of name is that?”

			“What kind of name is Roland Delmardo?”

			Her chef lifted his hand to his throat and gasped. “What are you saying?”

			“I’m saying Roland Delmardo is a lovely name. Probably chosen with great care by a young man who wanted to make his mark in the world.”

			“Are you accusing me of faking my own name?”

			Sydney raised one eyebrow. “How many African Americans, raised in Gary, Indiana, with the ability to switch from highbrow English to down-home southern drawl do I think got named Roland Delmardo by his birth parents?”

			Roland put a hand to his hip and, for a second, looked like he was about to launch into yet another of his legendary rants about how the world misunderstands his genius. But in a heartbeat, his face changed. He grinned, pulled a chair free, and sat down. “You have to admit, it’s great. I must have tried out thirty or more before I settled on it. It’s a name born for the bright lights.”

			
			“Indeed, it is. Care to tell me the name your parents gave you?”

			“Not on your life, sugar miss. That little secret is going with me to the grave.”

			“Maybe you can ask Sands how many names he tried out before he landed on his.”

			Roland waved away any concern. “Where did you find him?”

			“At the Waverly in Green Lake. He’s been head chef there for a couple of years. I’d heard good things about him.”

			“Head chef? Certainly, he doesn’t see himself as my replacement! Not even Windy has designs on that and she’s substituting for me while I’m in New York.”

			Sydney knew the best way to placate her temperamental chef was to play to his ego. “Green Lake is a resort. Diners come and go.”

			“And it’s in the middle of nowhere,” Roland added.

			She let the insult slide. “This is his opportunity to see how a city establishment with repeat clientele operates. He’s willing to spend his vacation as Windy’s sous-chef, if I promised him he could work two days with you. He knows your legend, Roland. He’s eager to learn.”

			Sydney decided that, like Roland’s birth name, she’d take that fabrication to her own grave. She’d actually offered him two months’ wages for two weeks’ work.

			“He said that?”

			She nodded. “But you know how prideful head chefs can be. I know you’re man enough not to rub his nose in it.”

			“Roland Delmardo? Never! I’m a man of great class and bearing.”

			
			“As we all have experienced firsthand.” She paused. “So, how’s he doing? Knife skills? Prep? How’s his pacing?”

			Roland hesitated with his answer. Sydney wondered if he was working out the calculus. Praise Sands too much and it might suggest Roland could be replaced. Discount Sands’s abilities and it might jeopardize his freedom to fly to New York and appear on national television.

			“He’s adequate,” Roland decided upon. “He’s also Windy’s to deal with. I’ll let him watch me in action tonight. Then I’m on the 7:15 to NYC tomorrow morning.” His voice rose an octave. “Oh, Sydney! This must be so thrilling for you to be sitting ringside as the next bright chapter in my career unfolds! The stories you’ll be able to tell!”

			“I can already think of a few.”

			

			—

			The evening proceeded smoothly, with an uncharacteristic lack of drama from the kitchen. Roland had prepared a special of lamb chops with a sherry reduction served with minted potatoes. The guests raved. Roland made sure to tell each table that offered their compliments that he wanted to do something extraordinary before he departed for New York.

			“They’re demanding I come film, you know.”

			Sydney made sure each customer who heard his boast was reassured that Hush Money’s quality would remain high during her head chef’s temporary absence.

			She approached her mother around 8:15. “This is humming along, don’t you think?”

			Nancy Richardson kept her eyes on the dining room as she answered her daughter. “I do, indeed. Would have lost a wad of cash had I bet on how Roland would behave his last night before hitting the bright lights of the big city. I gotta hand it to him, he’s swirled on his big boy boa and is stepping up to being replaced.”

			
			“Oh, God, Mom! Please don’t let him hear you phrase it that way. This is a two-week absence. Nobody’s being replaced. Nothing’s going to change.”

			Nancy turned and looked at her daughter with shock. She crooked her thumb toward the kitchen. “You think that guy is going to have two weeks in the spotlight and come home unchanged?” She huffed out a brief laugh. “Give me a pint of whatever it is you’re drinking, will ya?”

			Sydney reached an arm around her mother’s shoulders and squeezed. “Whatever happens, we’ll manage, right?”

			“You got that right, girly girl.”

			“You mind if I leave for a bit?”

			Nancy gave her a knowing smile. “Off to the Low Down? How is Clay? Tell him it’s been too long. We ought to schedule a dinner or something. Maybe a picnic. That would be fun, right?”

			“He’s got an experiment going on tonight. I’d like to be there to offer support if it all blows up.”

			“Go. Have fun.”

			“I’ll be back for closing, okay?”

			“Like I can’t see to it myself?” Nancy asked. “Go! I’ve got this.”

			Sydney decided to make a pass through The Ten-Ten and let Roscoe know she’d be off premises for a while. She walked down the hall connecting her two restaurants and opened the door to step into an environment completely different from the quiet tones of Hush Money. The Ten-Ten was jovial, with a sound machine blasting classic rock-and-roll while folks in jeans and T-shirts enjoyed burgers, pizza, and beer. She imagined news of Rick’s recovery had gotten out.

			
			“Roscoe.” She waved her manager to the end of the bar where she stood. “I’m heading out for a bit.”

			Roscoe Donovan, retired from the Madison police force when a stray bullet caught him in the hip, had been her best asset since she opened the place. In the same way she couldn’t run Hush Money without her mother, Sydney would have had no success with The Ten-Ten without Roscoe Donovan.

			“I figured as much.” Roscoe winked. “When I got the call, I knew it was going to be you doin’ the delivery.”

			“Delivery?”

			“Burger should be up any second now. I’m having the kitchen wrap it up extra special. Put it in a thermo carrier to keep it hot all the way to the hospital.”

			“Rick? Rick ordered a burger?”

			“Double order of fries, too. I guess that’s proof enough he’s on the mend, eh?”

			Sydney just stood there.

			“What? You didn’t know? You want me to have Gitch run it over to him?”

			She thought about Clay and the blues-playing dentist.

			“No,” she said. “I’ll take it over myself.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 16

			“You don’t expect me to buy that, do ya, Ossie?” Horst leaned back in his chair. “Take a look around. The locks? The bars? We got ya, man. Insulting us with whatever fairy tale you’re cooking isn’t doing you any good.”

			Ossie MacDonald had looked tired from the moment he limped into the interview room. Horst figured five nights in lockup were enough to keep anyone from sleeping.

			“I been telling you straight.” Ossie swiped a hand through his greasy hair. “I didn’t know nothin’ ’bout the details. Frankie’s my man. Comes to me and says what am I doin’ tonight? He’s got a job up in Madison. Says it wouldn’t take long and we’d hit the bars after. Maybe get lucky with them college girls.”

			Horst studied the twenty-four-year-old street punk and wondered what in God’s name made him think some coed would find him attractive.

			“He offered me a hundred.”

			Horst nodded. “A hundred dollars to chat with him on the ride up from Beloit. And you didn’t think there’d be anything shady going on?”

			“Oh, hell no. I told you. I know Frankie! He’s up to something every single day. I figure he’s moving some dope’s all. He been muling for Chicago for years now.”

			Horst knew Frankie’s boast out on the streets: that he was connected to Chicago crime. Every cop who ever crossed paths with Frankie Vistole knew he was blowing smoke about that. Two-bit hustles and a keen eye for cars that should be locked but aren’t was Frankie’s game. But if Ossie wanted to believe his friend’s brag, Horst figured there was nothing to be gained from disabusing him of the fantasy.

			
			“So, you’re admitting to abetting a drug delivery.”

			“Man, I’m not admitting to bettin’ on nothin’! I was along for the ride. That’s all. What Frankie does for Chicago got no business bein’ in my head. Know what I’m sayin’? I’m riding with my boy. That’s all. Nobody said nothin’ to me about any cops gettin’ shot. Hell. I didn’t even know Frankie was packin’. I rode with him before. Sure, he got hisself a piece. But I never seen him bring it along on business rides. Ain’t nothin’ like this ever gone down!”

			“And again, you’re saying you’ve been involved with Frankie Vistole’s criminal enterprise in the past.”

			“Enterprise?” Ossie’s eyes widened. “We talkin’ ’bout Star Trek now? Frankie’s got his business and I don’t ask questions.”

			“Not even when he told you to carry the bag into the store? That didn’t strike you as being a part of his business?”

			“You question when your friends ask you to do something as nothin’ as totin’ a bag for ’em?”

			“What was in the bag?”

			“I told you! I figure it’s a bag full of happy come up from Chicago.”

			“Would you care to be more specific?”

			“From the weight of it, I made the bag to be holding a whole heck of a lot of weed. That what you wanna hear? Didn’t hear no telltale jangle of prescription bottles. No slosh of anything liquid. I figure it’s Chicago gearing up for the weekend needs of Madison customers.”

			
			“And that didn’t strike you as something the police might want to stop?”

			Ossie looked away for a moment. When he faced Horst again, his fear was evident on his face. “Like I said. I rode with Frankie before.” He shook his head. “I was shocked as them policemen when they grabbed that bag from me and opened it up.”

			“And?”

			“And now I get it.”

			“What do you get?”

			Ossie looked away again, like he was wrestling in his mind with how much to say. “I get why Frankie was packin’ that night. Man, that was a lot of money in that bag.”

			“How much, you think?”

			“More than I ever seen in one place, that’s for damned sure.”

			“One million, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.” Horst watched Ossie shrink back at the size of the number. “And you were the one holding on to it. Where’d you get all that money, Ossie?”

			“Are you deaf?” Ossie’s voice was choked with panic. “I was lookin’ to get a hundred from keeping Frankie company. I don’t know nothin’ about the cop gettin’ shot. I don’t know nothin’ about that Chicago money. And I don’t know nothin’ about Frankie gettin’ popped. He’s dead, ain’t he? Frankie’s dead and you’re lookin’ to pin this whole thing on me.”

			“You said Chicago money. Sounds like a detail the DA could use to prick a hole in your I-know-nothing story.”

			Ossie slapped his legs so hard the handcuffs on his wrists jangled. “It’s not me! I keep tellin’ you that but you won’t listen! It’s Frankie who’s in with Chicago. Not me! Ain’t no way Frankie’s ever got his hands on that much cash lessen it comes from his boys in Shy Town. I’m puttin’ two and two together, man. That’s all!”

			
			“Tell me what you know about Billy Tremble.”

			Confusion interlaced with fear in Ossie’s eyes. “Who’s that, now?”

			“Billy Tremble. You might know him as Billy Shakes.”

			“That his street name? He the Chicago contact? If he’s tellin’ you I was part of this deal, then he’s tellin’ you shit. You can keep askin’, but I’m gonna keep answerin’ the same. I don’t know about the money. I don’t know about Frankie packing a gun or shippin’ money to Madison. I don’t know who or what this Shakes dude is.”

			Horst sat silently.

			“Don’t believe me?” Ossie’s voice climbed another octave. “Put me in front of this guy. Put me in a lineup. Have him pick me out. He won’t be able to because I never met him. He know Frankie’s dead? If you told him that, you got your connection.”

			“How’s that, now?”

			Ossie tried to raise his hands in frustration, but the cuffs stopped him. “I gotta do your whole job for you, man? I gotta connect all the dots? Listen. If this Shakes knows Frankie’s dead, and he’s tellin’ you I’m his guy, he’s lookin’ to pin something on me that belongs in Frankie’s column. You got that?”

			“You’re telling me you have no idea who Billy Shakes is.”

			Ossie exhaled loud and long. “Finally! I know nothin’ about him. I know nothin’ about nothin’.”

			
			“He’s not dead, by the way.”

			“Of course he’s not dead! He’s talkin’ shit about me!” Ossie’s face indicated he couldn’t believe anyone as stupid as Horst ever made it onto the force.

			“Frankie’s not dead. Not Billy Shakes. As a matter of fact, Billy’s as dead as a fella can get. Double tap in the back of his head.”

			Ossie shook his head so fast Horst was afraid the man was going to pop a muscle in his neck. “No! No! No! No! I know you ain’t lookin’ to pin this guy on me!”

			Horst shrugged. “Like you suggested, I’m just connecting the dots. Billy Shakes gets popped on Friday. Same day you and Frankie blow into town. Billy Shakes is holdin’ a lot of cash. You were holdin’ a lot of cash. Looks like a pretty straight line to me.”

			“Straight line? Straight line?” Ossie strained against the harness holding him in the interview chair. “Ain’t no straight line here! You tell me Frankie’s alive! Go talk to the man! He’s gonna tell you the same thing I am if he’s in the mood to tell it true.”

			Horst hated to admit it, but he believed Ossie. Still, the man offered him the only link he had to Frankie Vistole. And something in his gut told Horst there was no coincidence between the financial windfall Billy bragged about to his friends and the duffel bag filled with cash that Vistole planned to deliver to his contacts in Madison. Horst stood, crossed to open the door, and called out to the uniformed officer standing in the hall.

			“You can escort Mr. MacDonald back to his cell. I’m done with him for now.” Then he turned. “I’m going to talk to Frankie, Ossie. What I want you to dream about tonight is just how much you think he’s going to be in that truth-telling mood you talked about.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 17

			“A couple more weeks of this and I’ll be able to keep up with you.” Sydney brought her bicycle to a stop. “How long have you been here?”

			Clay unhooked his helmet and ran a hand through his hair. “A minute or two. But I was going all out since our last pit stop. How do your legs feel?”

			Sydney climbed off her bike and took off her own helmet. “Like rubber. No. Check that. They’re burning. Yeah, that’s what they feel like. Burning rubber.”

			Clay’s smile dazzled in the midmorning sun. “And how’s the rest of you feel?”

			“Let me catch my breath and I’ll tell you.” She pulled her water bottle free of its holder and used it to point toward the canopy of a sprawling magnolia tree. “Whaddya say we sit a spell before heading back?”

			Clay picked up their bikes, one in each hand, and followed her across the broad arboretum lawn to the tree she first declared to be her favorite when she was four years old and her parents brought her here to run through the magnificent urban forest. It never mattered the season. She’d made the annual springtime pilgrimage as long as she could remember. “Follow your nose,” her father would tell her when the magnolias and lilacs were in full bloom. In winter, her tree stood as an ebony sentry guarding a magical kingdom carpeted in snow and decorated with icy crystals. Autumn transformed the boughs into a riot of reds and golds. But now, in the full blush of summer, her tree spread its arms wide and heavy, offering shady solace to an overheated body.

			
			She took a long swig of water as Clay settled next to her. “I think my lungs are catching up with me.”

			“You’re doing fine.” He looked at his wrist-mounted meter. “Fourteen miles since we left your place. That was a little more than an hour ago. Would you have thought you could do that back in May?”

			“I wouldn’t have thought I’d do it ever. Huh. Get me. Turning into a jock. You’re a terrible influence on me, Clay Hawthorne.”

			“In more ways than one, I hope.” He wiped a damp lock of hair from her cheek.

			“Oh! We’re talking dirty, are we?” She snuggled against his shoulder. “Shouldn’t we be in a more private setting?”

			He did his best Humphrey Bogart impression. “I don’t give one care who sees us, kid. It’s you and me and I don’t care who knows it, see?”

			She smiled and gave herself over to the warm comfort she always felt with Clay.

			“How’d last night go?” he asked. “Did Hush Money manage on the great Roland Delmardo’s last night?”

			“It did, indeed. Windy’s got all the makings of a great chef. It’s going to be good for her to be out from Roland’s shadow, I think.”

			“I’m sure Roland would disagree with that.”

			“Or take all the credit for teaching her everything she knows.”

			“So, no glitches at all? No late-night catastrophes that could only be averted by your saving presence?”

			“No. Not a one. We’ve got a great team.” She huffed out a chuckle. “Between Roland’s decision to behave himself and Mom riding herd, it was a smooth-running gig, I’d have to say.”

			
			But she regretted her casual assessment the moment she felt his arm stiffen against hers. “How’d it go at the Low Down? Was your blues-singing dentist a hit?”

			“He was.” All the playfulness was gone from his voice. “Customers loved him. Even Francie was impressed.”

			“And she’s seen the greats.” Sydney hesitated. “Clay, I’m sorry I didn’t make it over. I know it meant a lot to you.”

			“If you couldn’t get away, you couldn’t. What held you back?”

			She inhaled deeply and held it for a moment before answering. “I went to the hospital. Rick had ordered some dinner and I wanted to make sure he got it.”

			“He’s eating solid food now?”

			“Yes. As a matter of fact, he’s amazing the doctors with how rapidly he’s progressing. He’s actually hoping they’ll discharge him today.”

			“Wow.” Clay did not sound impressed. “Less than a week from the shooting.”

			“Well, you know Rick.”

			“No. No I don’t. It’s you who knows Rick.”

			She squirmed around to face him head-on. “I’m sorry, Clay. I should have been at the Low Down. I should have been there with you.”

			He said nothing.

			“Rick was shot, Clay. Shot.”

			“I know that. I’m the one who dropped you off at the ER, remember? We were on a date.”

			“Can you at least be glad he survived? That he’s on the mend?”

			Clay pulled himself upright. “I’m wanting to get more of a workout in. You look like you’ve had enough for one morning. I’m going to take off, maybe loop the arboretum a couple more times. You okay resting here? You could pedal home at your own pace when you’re ready.”

			
			“Or I could wait for you and we could bike back to my place together.” She stood and touched his hand. “Wear yourself out, buddy. Then I’ll race you home.”

			His gray eyes signaled a sorrow as he looked at her. “No. I think I’m going to go on my own. You should, too.”

			“Oh, Clay. Look. I blew it, okay? I should have been there last night.”

			“This isn’t about just last night, Syd.” His tone was gentle. “I think I’m just now getting the backbone to accept what I’ve known was coming for a while now.”

			She felt her defenses rise. “And what is that, exactly?”

			He laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You’re chasing something, Sydney.”

			“I love you, Clay.”

			Clay looked away. Then he turned back toward her. “I believe you want to love me. I really do. And I think a part of you actually does. But it’s not enough, is it?”

			“I don’t know what you’re getting at—”

			“It seems like you’re always grasping,” he interrupted. “The next adventure. The next new friend. The next drama with Roland. The next new award for Hush Money. And, yes, there’s some of Rick in the mix, too.”

			“There’s no reason for you to be jealous of Rick.” Even as she spoke them she wondered if those words were true.

			
			“You’re searching for something,” he persisted. “I don’t know where it comes from. Maybe from wanting so desperately to know who your birth parents are—”

			“Don’t!” she interrupted. “You don’t get to psychoanalyze me. I’m doing just fine. Joe and Nancy Richardson were as fine a set of adoptive parents as anyone could ask for.”

			“So, you’re telling me those Internet searches you do every time someone says you look like someone famous are all in my head? You’re suddenly no longer curious about that package that lawyer delivered on your thirtieth birthday. The letter from your birth mother…her allusion to the scandal your birth would have caused…hell, the fifteen-million-dollar check tucked inside the envelope? That doesn’t tease your curiosity anymore? Or what about that woman who occasionally comes into Hush Money? What did you say her name was? Elaina?”

			Sydney’s heartbeat accelerated at his mention of the elegant woman who always seemed so interested in her. The one she sensed wanted to tell her something but was somehow bound against it.

			“My curiosity doesn’t mean I’m grasping. Or chasing. Or whatever the hell else it is you’ve decided about me,” Sydney insisted. “And you’re in no position to judge how someone like me would feel about the circumstances of their birth.”

			“True that.” Clay didn’t respond to the growing irritation in her voice. “I’m just wondering what might keep you always looking…searching…never being satisfied with what you have.”

			“Never is a strong word, don’t you think?”

			“Maybe. But what I’m beginning to see is this is your path, not mine.” He pulled her toward him and kissed the top of her head. “As much as I love you—and let me tell you, it’s a considerable amount—I can’t bring you comfort. I think the best I can do is offer you a soft place to land when you’ve hit a wall.”

			
			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“It means I deserve more. You do, too. Sydney, when I’m with you, I feel like there’s no place I’d rather be. I’m home. But I realize, I feel the same way when I’m at the Low Down. Or fishing with my boy. Or playing the piano. I’m lucky enough to have found my comfort in a whole lot of places.”

			“Well, pin a medal on you!” She instantly regretted the harshness in her tone.

			“It’s not a contest, Syd. It’s a realization. I like the feeling. I wish it for everyone. Especially you. But I deserve someone who does more than want to love me. I deserve someone who’s flat-out good simply hanging around with me. I don’t want to be a resting place in between curiosity missions.”

			“Do you have any idea how condescending you sound right now?”

			“I can see how you might hear it that way. I’m asking you to believe me when I say it’s not how I mean it. I love you, Syd. And I’ve got a hunch that’s not going to change for a long, long time.”

			“I’m hearing a but.”

			He nodded. “Go find your comfort, Sydney. Go find what you’re looking for. If it’s Sheffield, fine. Birth parents? I wish you every bit of luck. But I can’t be your Plan B anymore.”

			“You’re not my Plan B!”

			
			“I’ll say it again. I believe you believe that. Do yourself a favor. When you’re finished being pissed at me for the way this bike ride turned out, calm down. Think about what I’m saying. Think about it hard. Then go find what you need.”

			She recalled their conversation in front of the vacant storefront. “My own comfort store.”

			Clay nodded sorrowfully. He pulled his bike away from where it rested by her tree. “Let me know what kind of music you hear playing. I’d love to know.”

			She watched him pedal away as she leaned against her favorite magnolia. Her legs reverted to their earlier, rubbery state.

			This time there was no bike ride to blame.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 18

			“Sorry, Detective.”

			Horst knew the uniformed officer barring him from entering Frankie Vistole’s hospital room. She was Taylor Whatley. And she had been on the force less than a year. Horst always thought she looked like a ten-year-old playing cops-’n’-robbers whenever he saw her at the station.

			Hell, he thought. They all look like ten-year-olds these days.

			“You got a good reason for keeping me from doing my job, Officer?”

			Whatley shook her head. “I’m not trying to interfere with your job, sir. Just trying to do mine. Sergeant Lovash said no one gets in this room who’s not on the list.” She glanced back down at her clipboard. “And you’re not on the list, sir.”

			“Gimme that thing.” Horst pulled it from her hands. He saw a listing of several people with MD or RN after their names. Two physical therapists were listed. He saw the names of the two detectives who were working the case that turned into something else once Rick was shot. He also saw the name of an assistant state’s attorney.

			“Who gave you this list?” Horst demanded as he handed Whatley back her clipboard.

			“I relieved Officer Plantus of duty at 7:30 this morning, sir. He handed it to me. But Sergeant Lovash was clear when he assigned me. No one gets past who’s not on the list.”

			Horst substituted collegiality for the earlier harshness in his voice. “Listen, Whatley…Can I call you Taylor?”

			Whatley’s brown eyes were riveted to his as she nodded.

			
			“Taylor, I know you’re new to the force, and I appreciate you want to make a good impression on your sergeant, but let me tell you how things really work. Now, I respect orders as much as the next guy…or woman…whatever the case may be. But what you’ll come to learn, Taylor, is that good policing sometimes means letting the guard down. Just a little bit. Know what I mean?”

			“I don’t think so, sir.”

			“This list. My hunch is it was put together when Vistole first landed in the hospital. Am I right? You been working this patrol since the start?”

			“Yes, sir. Since they brought him in last Friday. Plantus, me, and York. Do you know them?”

			“I do. Fine officers, all. I can see why Lovash chose you.”

			“We take shifts.”

			“And you’ve had this list the entire time?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And there’s been no changes made to the list, am I right?”

			Officer Whatley thought for a moment. “The assistant state’s attorney was added a couple of days ago. Haven’t seen her yet, though.”

			Horst nodded. “You know how rapidly things can change in a case. Now, I know I wasn’t assigned to Vistole. But it so happens the case I am working overlaps with this one. Just a little. Not so much I need to involve myself with the good work you all are doing, but just so much that I can obtain the information I need from Mr. Vistole in order to proceed with my case. Got it?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			
			“So, while it makes sense I’m not on the list, wouldn’t you say, for the good of crime fighting everywhere, that it makes sense I get in to chat with Mr. Vistole for a few minutes?”

			“I see your point, sir. But there’s nothing I can do.”

			“There sure is.” Horst struggled to keep his frustration low. “Just stand aside and let me in.”

			Whatley shook her head. “Won’t do you any good, sir.”

			Horst pulled himself as tall as he could. He leveled his voice. “You’re telling me, cop to cop, you won’t do me this favor?”

			“No, sir. I’m telling you Vistole’s not here.” She turned her clipboard toward him and pointed to a name. “He came and got him twenty minutes ago. Vistole’s going to be in PT for at least an hour.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 19

			Lilac wished the meeting could have been in the garden. If it was mandatory to come all the way back into Chicago, Lilac would have appreciated an opportunity to enjoy the summer air. But Boss said to meet him in the kitchen, so in the kitchen it was going to be. Lilac looked at the granite countertops and stainless steel appliances while waiting for the big man to appear.

			You’re trying to intimidate me, aren’t you? As though a magazine kitchen would make me quake in my boots. Lilac knew full well anything could be remodeled. A house. A plan. A flower.

			As Boss walked in, with two men marching behind him, Lilac was mindful to pay attention to the scene being played out now. There was plenty of time for changing plans. But at the moment, pleasing Boss was the best use of time and talent.

			“You got answers for me?” Boss didn’t waste any time on pleasantries. Didn’t even ask if Lilac wanted coffee or maybe an iced tea. “How’d Billy Shakes steal my money?”

			“I’m getting closer.”

			“Closer?” Boss glanced behind him and spoke to the two men. “What? We’re playing horseshoes now?” He turned back. “There is no close. There is A and there is B. A is Yes, sir. Here’s your answer. B is Sorry, Boss. I fucked up. I got nothing.” He paused. “I’m going to ask again. How did a lowlife like Billy Shakes get anywhere near my money?”

			Lilac heard blood pulsing against eardrums, felt hands closing into fists, and hoped no one would see the core-burning humiliation blazing inside. “I need a couple more days. I’ll have your answer.”

			
			Heat radiated from Boss’s stare. Lilac held eye contact, even though natural defenses demanded a shift toward the two men to calculate their movements. To plot an escape route should one of them make a move.

			There’s no escape. I learned that years ago. There’s Boss. That’s it.

			After a long and silent minute, Boss blinked. “What about the other? That taken care of?”

			“He’s under guard.”

			Boss’s face clouded over. “Who the fuck cares? I pay big to make sure that kind of stuff doesn’t mean shit. Take care of it. Or, what, you want me to get somebody else who will?”

			“No!” The response flew out of Lilac’s mouth. “It’s done. I’ll let you know when.” Lilac hesitated, wondering how Boss would react to the next bit of news.

			“There’s a snag,” Lilac confessed.

			“There’s always a snag. And it’s always a cop,” Boss shot back. “Am I right? What makes this one special?”

			“He’s working Billy Shakes.”

			“So, what do I care?” Boss asked. “It’s like on the golf course. There are obstacles everywhere. Drive around them. All I want to know is how Billy Shakes got his hands on my money and what you’ve done to make sure it never happens again.”

			“Same cop shows up at the hospital this morning. Wanting to speak to Vistole.”

			
			Boss considered that new piece of information. He looked back again at the two men behind him.

			“I’ll handle it,” Boss decided. “You keep your attention fixed on the hole you’re playing.” He paused. “I’d hate to see you shank your shot, Lilac. Nobody ever really comes away from that.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 20

			“And then he pedaled away.” Sydney shrugged.

			“I can’t believe it.” Leslie Arbeit leaned back against the cream-colored banquette in Hush Money’s bar area. “After you two left our place…Allow me again to apologize for my boorish brother. I feel like any new friend of mine should be oriented to the toxins that might wash around me.”

			Sydney waved off her apology. Leslie had called her that afternoon, after Sydney’s ill-fated bike ride with Clay. She said Charles had just called to tell her he’d be working late, and she wanted to know if Sydney could come by.

			“I can’t promise much more than takeout,” she’d said. “But the wine will be good and there’s supposed to be some sort of sailing race on the lake. It could be fun.”

			Sydney asked for a rain check. She’d left the restaurants early the night before to run Rick’s meal over to the hospital. She didn’t want the staff to think she was turning into an arm’s-length owner. Especially with this being Roland’s first night away. Instead, she invited Leslie to have drinks and a light supper at Hush Money. Sydney hadn’t meant to turn their visit into a woe-is-me session, but the pang of Clay’s declaration proved too hurtful not to share.

			“Anyway,” Leslie continued. “After you left, I said to Charles, We’ll be attending their wedding this year. Truly, I did. You two seemed so perfect for each other.” She stared at Sydney, then demanded, “How’s your heart?”

			
			Sydney considered her question. Her friendship with Leslie was new. If it was Ronnie sitting there she could blabber the many, many reactions she had to Clay announcing he didn’t want to be with her until she was ready to commit fully, and not worry about what she might think. But Ronnie was in the Dominican Republic.

			“I’ll be all right,” she answered. “It’s not my first heartbreak.”

			Leslie took a sip of her Old Fashioned. “It’s hard for me to understand how any man could leave you, what with that movie star glam you’ve got going on.”

			You’d be surprised how many men have left, Sydney thought. With my birth father leading the exodus straight from the beginning.

			“Clay’s not the kind of guy to be swayed by anybody’s looks,” Sydney explained. “He said I was chasing something. Practically accused me of being some kind of adventure junkie with ADD.”

			Leslie’s eyebrow arched. “He said those words?”

			Sydney had to smile at her new friend’s ability to call her out. Ronnie would have done the same thing. “Not exactly. But that’s what he meant.”

			“That’s what you thought he meant. And look at what you’ve got going on here.” Leslie nodded to indicate the room. “Hush Money. The Ten-Ten. That’s a lot for one person. Of course you’re distracted. Could it be Clay’s hoping for a more traditional woman?”

			Sydney almost choked on the pinot grigio she’d just sipped. “Clay? Oh hell no!” She went on to give Leslie the thumbnail sketch of how Clay, at age nineteen, gave up a full scholarship to Oberlin College to return to the Montana ranch where he was raised once he learned his high school sweetheart, Miranda, was pregnant. She explained how, just weeks after the child was born, Miranda abandoned both of them, leaving Clay to raise his infant son on his own.

			
			“Clay Hawthorne isn’t one to get hung up on gender roles,” Sydney added decisively. “And he isn’t anyone who settles for less than everything that he wants.”

			“Then what did he mean? What does he think you’re chasing?”

			Again, Sydney considered how much to share. “I’m curious about my birth parents.”

			“I’d say that’s normal for any person who’s been adopted.” Once again Leslie’s supportive comment sounded exactly like something Ronnie would have offered.

			“Maybe a bit more than some, I would say.” Sydney felt no need to delve into the efforts she’d put forth into learning anything she could about the man and woman who’d conceived her. She also didn’t mention all her labors were for naught. Despite spending countless hours on the Internet, as well as nearly thirty thousand dollars in private investigator fees, Sydney knew no more about her biological parentage than what she learned in the letter her birth mother had sent her on her thirtieth birthday. “I think he wants me to accept I’ll never know where I came from.”

			The look on Leslie’s face shifted, and Sydney suddenly wondered if the lovely woman sharing a drink with her might have her own mysteries that she’d wrestled with accepting.

			“And then there’s my tendency to stick my nose where Clay…and my mother…and Ronnie”—Sydney stifled a laugh–“and quite frankly about a dozen other people tell me it doesn’t belong.”

			
			Leslie’s blue eyes widened. “Sydney Richardson! Are you confessing to me that you’re a busybody?”

			“No. But you could say my body’s been busy. Maybe it’s being a cop’s daughter. Maybe it’s owning a cops’ bar. Without ever setting out to do so, I seem to have developed a habit of seeing myself as a one-woman crime-solving force.” This time Sydney didn’t bother to hold back her laughter. “I’m sure your husband would have a thing or two to say about that.”

			“That explains why he knew your name when I told him about our first meeting. He must have come across it in police reports or something.”

			Sydney grimaced. “And how meddlesome did he describe me?”

			“Charles? Not one word of disparagement came from his lips. He’s smart enough to know that members of the community are often the best sources of information we have to solve crimes.” Leslie took another sip of her drink. “So, tell me. What wrongdoings are you working on these days?”

			“Not a one, I’m happy to report! The only crime that interests me at the moment is the shooting of Rick Sheffield.”

			“Ah! The officer who went down the night of our double date.”

			“Yes,” Sydney answered. “And that’s no mystery at all. Rick shot the guy who shot him.”

			“If only all mysteries were so easily resolved.” Leslie’s smile turned conspiratorial. “And what about this Rick guy? Is he someone Clay might have been concerned about distracting you?”

			
			Sydney felt her face flush. She took a long drink of wine, reminding herself she was definitely too old to blush. She was mentally formulating her response when a voice called across the room.

			“There you are!”

			Both Sydney and Leslie turned toward the man approaching them.

			“Oh, God,” Leslie moaned. “Blanket apology in advance, eh, Syd?”

			“Hush,” Sydney whispered. “He’s obviously delighted to see you.”

			Barney Fitzgerald strode toward the table, smiling wide and rubbing his hands together as though he was a child who’d unexpectedly come across his favorite toy. When he reached them, he leaned down to kiss his sister’s cheek. Sydney was taken aback when he bowed to buss the side of her face as well.

			“Don’t we all look lovely this evening?” Barney asked, without waiting for an answer. “Where’s the chief, sis?”

			“Working.” Leslie’s response held no warmth. “What do you want, Barney?”

			Barney brought an open palm to his chest. He wore an impeccably tailored light gray suit, snow-white shirt, and a tie patterned in pink and gray swirls. Sydney wasn’t in the habit of shopping for men’s clothes, but she was certain the man’s outfit had set him back well over a thousand dollars.

			“Dear sister, mind your tone, lest passersby think you’re not thrilled to see me.”

			Leslie’s smile was forced. But when she asked her brother if he wanted to join them, Sydney noticed her tone was warmer. Barney slid in beside his sister, opposite Sydney, and ordered a scotch, neat, when Yolanda came by for his order.

			
			“This is a happy coincidence, my running into you,” Barney said. He turned to Sydney. “And it’s delightful to see you again, too. You both seem manless tonight. Have I come just in time to save your reputations?”

			“This isn’t Tehran, Barney,” Leslie said. “And this isn’t 1953.”

			Barney nodded his gratitude to Yolanda as she set a heavy crystal tumbler with two fingers of amber liquid in front of him. “You wouldn’t prove it by the amount of blood I was standing in all day.” He took a sip of his scotch, closed his eyes, and hummed his appreciation before opening them. “Forgive me for mentioning that. A surgeon’s lot is not appropriate fodder for conversations with ladies as gentle as yourselves.”

			Sydney watched Leslie squirm. She had to admit she found Barney’s over-the-top presentation whimsical.

			But then, I’m not related to him, she reminded herself.

			“You certainly clean up well,” Sydney offered. “One would never imagine you’ve been hip-deep in bones and guts all day.”

			Barney held her gaze for several heartbeats before smiling and raising his glass. “I like this one, sis. Where’d you find her?” He spoke this time to Sydney. “I can only take scrubs so long. Can you imagine? It’s like working all day in one’s pajamas. One’s polyester pajamas.”

			Sydney didn’t hold back her chuckle. “Well, you do Hush Money proud.”

			“And may I echo that appraisal right back at you, my dear? That frock is beyond.”

			
			“Why are you here, Barney?” Leslie pressed. “On a weeknight? Alone? Dressed like you’re getting ready to play pinochle with Princess Kate?”

			Barney’s smile toward his sister seemed warmhearted. “I’m stepping in where you stepped out.”

			“What’s that mean?” Leslie demanded.

			“I’m here on a mission from Mother. The one she asked you to handle. The one you said you were far too busy to do, what with all the projects you’ve been juggling at Prairie and with Charles’s new job. Ringing any bells?”

			Leslie’s face softened with recognition. “Father Moran! Don’t tell me she’s stuck you with the arrangements?”

			“She’s only got the two of us,” Barney reminded her. “And she dare not leave anything as, forgive the pun, sacred as dinner with Father Moran to some secretary. Oh, no! Only a Fitzgerald is fit enough to plan a meal for the holiest of them all.” Barney turned toward Sydney and surprised her again by laying his hand over hers. “Do you know Ian Moran? Father Ian Moran?”

			“Should I? I’m afraid I don’t.”

			Barney patted her hand. “No need to fear. Father Moran is an enormous fish in a very large, but unheralded pond. There’s no way one would expect someone not in the inner sanctum to recognize the name.”

			“Tell me, brother, do you spend time developing that particular brand of supercilious patronizing, or does it come naturally?” Leslie asked her brother. She didn’t wait for his answer before explaining things to Sydney. “Ian Moran used to be a priest. Well, technically, I guess you could say he’s still a priest. Aren’t you always, or something like that?”

			
			Sydney shrugged, bewildered by where this conversation was going.

			“At any rate,” Leslie continued, “Father Moran…Ian…was a priest here in Madison many, many moons ago.”

			“Back when you were young enough to have preadolescent crushes on the clergy,” Barney teased Leslie. “Maybe that sowed the seeds for you falling for a cop! Uniforms, authority. It all makes sense now.”

			Leslie ignored her brother. “He started as the priest at the elementary school my family sent me—well, all of us, actually—to. And, yes, he was handsome. The women in the parish, my mother included, adored him. I think the men wanted to be like him. All the girls thought he was the hippest priest we knew. He’d wear jeans with his collar. Quoted Rolling Stones lyrics to explain heavenly mysteries.”

			“Oh, you can’t always get what you wa-ant,” Barney sang.

			“Stop.” Leslie shoulder-bumped her brother. “Father Moran was an up-and-comer, my mother used to say. My father was making do with small strings of projects. It was Father Moran who gave him his first big project.”

			“The one that allowed him to buy the property in Maple Bluff?” Sydney asked.

			“Not quite. But definitely the one that allowed him to build the house,” Leslie answered. “Ian had been promoted and given the responsibility to build the new diocesan headquarters on the far west side. He gave the project to Father.”

			“That was the beginning of a long and fruitful connection between the Fitzgeralds and the Catholic Church,” Barney added. “And every time Father scored with some church building, Prairie Construction got bigger.”

			
			“Father was always a good steward of church resources,” Leslie explained. “Projects came in under budget and on time.”

			“So,” Sydney offered. “The relationship was reciprocal. Prairie Construction got rich and Father Moran’s reputation for being the guy to get things done grew.”

			“You guessed it.” Barney drained his glass and lifted it high to signal for a refill. “One promotion after another came to him. He’s the big cheese now.”

			Sydney didn’t understand. “You’re not going to tell me he’s the pope.”

			Leslie smiled. “More important. Father Ian Moran is now Chief U.S. Investment Officer for the Institute for the Works of Religion.”

			“Commonly known as the Vatican Bank,” Barney said. “Think of all the money gathered from peasants and kings for centuries. Add to it the bounty from conquests and crusades. Lace that all together with the miracle of interest…compounded over two thousand years.”

			“That’s a lot of money,” Sydney said.

			“And our own Ian Moran is in charge of it all. A lot of money doesn’t even describe the man’s monthly expense allowance.”

			“He’s only in charge of the U.S. part of the Vatican Bank,” Leslie clarified.

			Sydney was stunned. “And your parents know him? You know him?”

			“Friend of the family,” Leslie said.

			“And for obvious reasons, you can see why Father wants to keep the ties close.” Barney turned toward his sister. “Honestly, sis. I think you’d jump at this chance, what with you running Prairie Construction now. Don’t you want to keep that big fish of a customer on the hook? And don’t give me any smoke about being too busy.”

			
			Leslie’s jaw was firmly set. “Of course I want to keep on friendly terms with Ian. But I want him to see me as leading Prairie now. I couldn’t be so blunt with Mother when she asked me to plan the dinner, but I can’t risk Ian seeing me as the woman who orders the floral arrangements. That’s why I told her I was too busy. I’m sorry, Barney. I didn’t know she’d stick you with it. She has an assistant. Or she could plan it herself. I mean, would it really kill her to skip a couple of bridge tournaments?”

			Sydney had no desire to meddle in the siblings’ squabble.

			“Why did this dinner with Moran bring you here?” Syndey asked Barney. “Why Hush Money?”

			“Mother’s idea.” Barney took a sip from his second scotch. “Moran’s coming to Wisconsin to participate in some super-secret meetings with several bishops. He called Father and asked if they could get together. Mother thought it would be great fun to bring him back to Madison. You know, where it all started.”

			“And Father Moran has mentioned my restaurant?”

			“Oh, no,” Barney answered. “As far as I know he hasn’t been back to Madison in at least five years. Mother chose it. She wanted me to swing by and see if you have a private room. I think she’s crazy about your chef.”

			My chef who’s in New York? she wondered. That chef?

			“How many would there be for dinner?” Sydney asked.

			
			“Mother wants to keep it small. Her and Father, of course. Me, Leslie here. I suppose the chief of police will have to be there. That’s it. Just the six of us.”

			“You won’t have a date?” Sydney asked.

			Leslie barked out a laugh. “Seriously, Syd. You’ve seen him in action twice now. Who’d date this dud?”

			This time it was Sydney who laid her hand on Barney’s arm. “Oh, I don’t know. I think he’s kind of cute. Bluster and wind. That’s all he’s got.”

			Barney seemed to grow five years younger as he smiled and accepted her assessment.

			“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but Hush Money’s not your spot,” Sydney said. “We don’t have a separate room. I certainly can set you up with a nice table for six, but unless you’re willing to buy out the entire restaurant for one evening, that’s the best I can do.”

			Barney shook his head. “A nice table in a large restaurant will never do. Not for Father Superstar. Let me just say he’s not the kind of priest who emulates the humbleness of Christ. No way would he break bread with an audience of hoi polloi looking on.”

			“My guests represent the finest people.” Sydney felt a surge of protectiveness. “Besides, as you said, this Moran is a big fish in a very arcane pond. It’s quite possible no one would even recognize him.”

			“Which would be utterly worse!” Barney drained his glass. “Ian thrives on being fawned over. He’s just quite particular about who’s doing the fawning. Dining incognito would be the death of him, dear woman.”

			
			“I’ve got it!” Leslie exclaimed. “If Mother wants to bring him back to where it all began, let’s do it whole hog.”

			“Oh, sister. Tell me you’re not going to develop a habit of using butcher metaphors.”

			“Hear me out,” Leslie continued. Sydney was impressed with how easily Leslie ignored her brother. She imagined it was a skill born from years of practice. “Let’s have dinner at my home. Ian’s been there dozens of times throughout the years. He’s seen it in many incarnations, but he hasn’t seen it since Charles and I added on. He’ll love it! We can all spend the entire evening flattering him with how it all would have been impossible without his patronage and support. Father will love it, too. He always likes a good stroll down memory lane.”

			“What about Mother?” Barney asked. “Sorry to be a buzzkill, but she had her heart set on Hush Money.”

			“Hush Money can cater!” Leslie’s eyes sparkled as she spoke directly to Sydney. “You can do that, right? Your staff will have full access to our kitchen. We can serve out on the patio.” She snapped her fingers. “Voilà! Everyone’s happy.”

			Sydney felt a surge of excitement. “Yes! It sounds like great fun. Count us in.”

			As the three of them chatted about possible dates and menus, Sydney felt a nagging tug in her gut.

			Is this another adventure I’m chasing?

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 21

			It was 9:00 at night when Horst returned to the hospital. He smiled at Officer Dennis York who sat in the chair in front of Frank Vistole’s hospital room.

			“Here ya go.” Horst handed the officer a paper sack. “Bad Breath Burger from the Blue Moon. Fries, too.”

			The officer didn’t allow the surprise he felt keep him from reaching for the bag. “Thanks, Welke. I was just thinking how good one of these would taste about now. You must be psychic.”

			“I must be somethin’.” Horst nodded toward Vistole’s door. “Things nice and boring?”

			“Just the way we like it.” York reached in and pulled several fries from the bag. “I think he’s sleeping. I heard the TV go off about ten minutes ago. Docs say he’s good to go first thing in the morning. Guy’s probably wanting to savor his last good night’s sleep. He won’t get much down at the jail.”

			Horst nodded. “Why don’t you take a break? Take that burger somewhere you can enjoy it. I’ll stay until you get back.”

			York nodded. “Whatley told me you’d come by today, wanting to see Vistole. Heard she gave you the company line. Sorry about that.”

			“She’s new. She’ll learn the ropes.” Horst tilted his chin toward the clipboard resting next to York’s chair. “You get the call?”

			“I did.” York grabbed another handful of fries. “Lovash called about an hour after I started my shift. Just so you know, I didn’t need that. You come by while I’m standing guard and tell me you need to see Vistole, I’m stepping aside. We gotta have one another’s back, am I right?”

			
			“I appreciate that.” Horst wished Sergeant Milo Lovash felt the same esprit de corps. But then, he realized York was in that sweet spot of seniority. Unlike Whatley, York had been on the force long enough to know some rules could be ignored. But Lovash had nearly thirty years of service. He knew how to bargain if he was holding something another cop wanted. It had cost Horst two tickets to the Packers home opener to get his name on the list. “Like I said, take a break. Go enjoy your burger. I’ll keep an eye on Frankie.”

			York heaved himself up out of the chair. “I’ll take you up on that. You need me, I’ll be in the family room. There’s a TV in there and I’m hoping it’s tuned in to the Brewers game. Half an hour sound okay?”

			“Take your time.”

			Horst waited until York was well down the hall before entering Frankie Vistole’s darkened room. York was right. Vistole was on his back, eyes closed. Left leg and wrist cuffed to the hospital bed.

			Horst clicked on the overhead lights.

			Vistole’s eyes shot open. “What’s this, now? Time for my drugs already? You got any of that magic sleep potion? I sure wouldn’t mind a hit of that.” He squinted to examine Horst more closely. “Shouldn’t you have a white coat or some shit like that?”

			Horst pulled out his badge and introduced himself.

			“Oh, no, no, no, no.” Vistole struggled to pull himself into a seated position. “I ain’t talkin’ to no cop without my lawyer present. I look like a rube to you?”

			
			Horst decided against telling Vistole what he looked like, opting for delving in directly, instead. “Who’s Billy Tremble?”

			“That name supposed to mean something to me?” Like all street punks, Vistole liked to run his mouth, despite having just said he wouldn’t talk without legal representation.

			“I think it does. I think you and Billy are working this thing together.”

			Vistole’s face contorted in confusion. “And what thing might that be?”

			“You left Ossie MacDonald holding the bag. Literally. You and I both know Ossie’s not smart enough to pull this kind of thing off. That’s why you needed Billy.”

			Vistole rested his head on the pillow, his face showing his appreciation for Horst having assessed him as the brains of the operation. “I don’t know no Billy.”

			“Try Billy Shakes. You know him now?”

			“That some kind of flavor-of-the-day over at Culver’s? Oh, no. My mistake. That was a Bucky Shake.”

			“What were you doing carrying more than a million dollars, Frankie?”

			His face shifted into a pose of exaggerated innocence. “Why, Officer. I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“You and Billy have business? Did he give you the money?”

			“Again with the Billy. Man, I don’t know no Billy.” A warning gleam came to Vistole’s eyes. “And if I was holding a million dollars—which, of course I’m sayin’ I wasn’t, but if I was—you sure wouldn’t want to know the name of the person who gave it to me.”

			
			“Meaning what?”

			“Meaning nothin’ since I ain’t been carryin’ no such bag. But if I let my mind wander, try to guess who might give a fella like me that much money…Why, it wouldn’t take much for me to realize that would be a man no one would need to be messin’ with. You feel that?”

			“You tryin’ to scare me, Frankie?”

			“Man, I ain’t tryin’ to do nothin’ here but tell you there’s been a big mistake made. I done nothin’ wrong.”

			Horst nodded to the bandages wrapped around Vistole’s leg. “Then how do you explain that? You’ve been shot, Frankie. Shot by one of Madison’s finest.”

			Frankie’s eyes turned to two brown orbs of cold mud. “Don’t tell me you want me to school you on how police don’t care much about who they shoot these days. Is that what you’re lookin’ for, Officer?”

			Horst pulled out his phone and maneuvered it to show the close-up photo of Billy Tremble’s dead face. “Wasn’t any police officer shot Billy. He’d been flashing around hundred-dollar bills. You got nabbed holding a duffel bag filled with hundred-dollar bills. Billy gets shot on Friday. Same day your business at the market went down. Way I see it is you and Billy were in this together. Bringing money up for…for what? Major purchase? Pay off somebody’s debt? I figure you and Billy were simply the deliverymen. You’re too stupid to be dealing on that level and my hunch is Billy was operating at the same temperature IQ as you. What happened? Billy raid the stash? You decided to pop him before whoever’s money it was found out? Is that when you called Ossie? Once you got rid of Billy? Did you need another fall guy after you killed the one you had?”

			
			The color drained from Vistole’s face. All earlier bravado was gone from his voice when he spoke. “I told you. I don’t know any Billy. Billy Trembles. Billy Shakes. Billy Goats. I don’t know no Billys.”

			“Tremble. Billy Tremble.”

			“See? I don’t even know the dude’s name!”

			“Bullets we pulled out of Billy were thirty-eights. What’s the caliber you used to shoot Officer Sheffield? And don’t try to bluff. You know we’ve got them.”

			Vistole’s lower lip trembled. “So, I pack a thirty-eight. So, what’s that make me? Check your local NRA Saturday night dance party. Eighty percent of those guys gonna be holdin’ a thirty-eight.”

			“But would they have pockets full of hundred-dollar bills? An entire duffel bag full? I doubt it. No, I like my theory better. All I have to do now is find the ribbons that I can tie into a perfect bow for the DA. We’ll let her turn ’em into a noose.”

			“I told you! I don’t know any Billy Tremble!”

			“What was the money for?”

			Vistole looked around the room, as though he was hoping to see some giant pile of cards where he could pick one for getting out of jail free.

			“I don’t think it would take much for Ossie to link you to Billy. I’ve already had a little chat with him. Our boy’s more than pissed at you for not telling him it was a mountain of cash you were moving.” Horst added a detail to assure Vistole knew the conversation with Ossie had actually taken place. “He told me had he known it was more than a million you asked him to hold, he would have asked for more than the C-note and beer on State Street you offered him to come up from Beloit with you.”

			
			Vistole’s hands shook enough to rattle the cuff against the bed’s metal railing.

			“What was the money for, Frankie?”

			Vistole didn’t answer. Horst watched the worn cotton of his hospital gown dance on his chest with every rapid, shallow breath.

			“Have it your way, Frankie. Tell ya the truth, I kind of admire your silence. Honor among thieves and all that bullshit. But you gotta ask yourself one thing: Would whoever you were muling for appreciate your ethic as much as I do? Or if they have enough money to let some dumbass schlep it up to Madison for them, would they even blink at spending ten times that to make sure you took the fall?” Horst paused. “Don’t tell me you want me to school you on how determined those of us wearing the blue can be when one of our own goes down.”

			Horst turned toward the door. He figured he’d make it about halfway before Vistole called him back. In actuality, he only made one step.

			“Wait!”

			Horst turned back around.

			“The money was coming up from Chicago.”

			“Who do you think I am, Frankie?” Horst shook his head. “I know your rap sheet. You may like to spread the word on the streets that you’re somehow connected to Chicago’s style, but you and I both know that’s nothing but something you hope will get you laid.”

			
			A flicker of dare flashed across Vistole’s face. “All right. All right. I guess I own that. But this time it’s true. Started ’bout three months ago. Don’t know what happened to the guy they had been using, but I heard there might be an opportunity open for me. Do some driving once a week.”

			“Three months ago? That when you and Billy started working for the bad guys?”

			“You gotta hear me when I say I don’t know no Billy. That’s one of them dead ends you cops like to run into. No. I was workin’ it on my own.”

			“Explain to me what you were working.”

			Vistole inhaled long and slow, like he suddenly understood there’d be no turning back from what he was about to say. “Driving. That’s all I do. I drive. Guy comes to Beloit. Different car every time, but always Illinois plates. Always the same drop-off. Always the same guy. Always with the same guy riding shotgun.”

			“These guys got names?”

			“None that they was givin’. None that I was askin’. These two were the real.”

			“What did these real guys want with you?”

			“They bring me bags. Duffel bags, backpacks, sometimes luggage. Nothin’ ever new. Some weeks there’s one bag, some weeks more. One time there was five of ’em.”

			“What’s in the bags?”

			Vistole scanned the room again. Horst wondered what he was looking for this time.

			
			“First, I thought it was dope, know what I mean?” Vistole used his free right hand to wipe a line of sweat off his lips. “They tell me—the two guys who bring the bags my way—they tell me never mind what’s in them. Just deliver them like a good boy. Somebody’s gonna give me five hundred dollars on the other end if I get them there on time.”

			“But you looked, didn’t you?”

			Vistole shrugged. “It was a rough day. I needed a little something to calm me down. I figured no one would miss a joint…a couple of pills. I mean, it was maybe two, three weeks in by the time I copped a peek. No one on the Madison end had opened any of the bags to do an inventory. I figure how would they even know?”

			“And?”

			“And it wasn’t dope at all. It was money. Bag after bag of it. Always hundred-dollar bills. Always bundled and stacked nice and neat. I mean honest to shit! One time there was five big bags filled with hundred-dollar bills!” Vistole huffed out a sigh. “I’m not stupid enough to think that hadn’t been counted on both ends! I zipped that bag straight up and headed into Madison. But it was then and there I decided I’d start having someone ride with me.”

			“That when you started carrying your piece?”

			“Wouldn’t you? I mean, here I was transporting bags of money for the mob. You tell me you wouldn’t pack!”

			“Where did you take the money?”

			“That’s the damned thing. It was always the same place. Same time. Every week. Like some sort of factory job or go-ahead-and-set-your-watch-to-it kind of thing. Never any hassles. I drive up to this vacant building. Got a parking lot ’round back. Sure enough, there’s a couple of guys waiting. I drop off whatever load I’m carrying, they take it, give me my five hundred, and we don’t even exchange a word.” Vistole’s eyes glistened. “I mean, can you see it? Precision! That’s how the organization works! Like a goddamn Hail Mary from Rodgers to Nelson. Boom! Did and done! That’s why I don’t get why they changed it. Everything was working so well. But last Friday? Last Friday they tell me to make the drop at some run-down corner shop. It wasn’t my place to ask, though. But sure as hell, we break from what was workin’ and the next thing you know it’s cops and bullets!”

			
			“You wouldn’t have voiced your concerns about the switch to anybody, now would you, Frankie?”

			“Nah.”

			“Really? Because what put our guys at the shop is some junkie telling us you were bragging about making a major delivery. You don’t recall anything like that happening?”

			Again, Vistole fidgeted as much as his shackles allowed. “I’m a professional. Wouldn’t be like me to brag about Chicago’s doings.”

			Horst realized there was nothing to be gained by challenging him on that fantasy.

			“Where did you usually take the money? Back when things were running smoothly?”

			“I told you. Some boarded-up factory. Over to the east side. Not far off Blair. The one with the wood in the windows and the chain-link fence around the parking lot.”

			And the second-story iron-railed balcony, Horst thought. The one that is barely visible behind all those ivy vines.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 22

			“Well, this has to be some kind of record.” Sydney set the box loaded with soup, salad, and bread, on Rick Sheffield’s kitchen counter. “One week from flat on the pavement, bleeding like someone put a spigot in you—”

			“A thirty-eight-caliber spigot,” Rick interrupted.

			“Through surgery, rehab, and now back home.”

			Rick looked up from the makeshift camp that had been arranged around his sofa. “Well, technically, I got home last night. So, let’s make that six days.”

			“Of course. I forgot how competitive you can be.”

			“And another technicality, I’m not completely done. Doc says there’s still a lot of resting and rehab in my future.” He indicated the setup he had. “How do you like it? Cooler here for water and juice. Enough pillows to suffocate me if I turn the wrong way. Snacks on this table, meds on this one.”

			“And the remote control in your hand, I see?”

			Rick shrugged. “Haven’t had to use it much. There’s been a steady stream of folks checking in on me. I don’t imagine that’s going to dry up anytime soon.” He winked. “Of course, if you give me the specifics of when you might be dropping by, I’ll make sure the coast is always clear.”

			Sydney pulled out a small plastic bag of shredded meat. “Where’s Jocko’s dish?” At the sound of his name, the golden retriever who had been resting with his head on Rick’s feet sat at attention. “I’ve got some prime rib shavings for him.”

			
			“Next to the back door.”

			Sydney emptied the bag into the dog dish. She was impressed that Jocko didn’t make a move until Rick gave him the all clear. Once he did, however, Sydney had to hurry to step out of the way of the galloping dog. She went back into the living room and sat next to where Rick reclined on the couch.

			“I’ll bet you’re glad to be home,” she said. “Happy to see Jocko again.”

			His eyes smiled as he held her gaze. “And happy to see you. Thank you for all the goodies. Both at the hospital and here. But you don’t have to. Open my refrigerator and you’ll see I’ve got enough food for a month. Open the freezer and see even more.”

			“People feel helpless when something like this happens,” Sydney told him. “We want to do something. Feeding you seems the likely thing.”

			He flinched as he raised his arm to touch her shoulder. “You do something for me every time I see you, Sydney.”

			She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, wishing she could brush away her sudden discomfort as easily.

			“So, what’s next?” she asked.

			“I told you. Rest and rehab. Can’t go near the station until the inquiry is completed.”

			“Which shouldn’t take any time at all. That man shot you first.”

			“You never know how these things will go. I’ll be up to my ears with investigators wanting to hear what I have to say. The chief is going to make sure this goes down with all Is dotted.”

			“This is Charles’s first officer shooting since he took the old chief’s job.”

			
			Rick’s right eyebrow arched. “Charles? You’re on a first-name basis with Madison’s new chief of police? What did I miss? Have you been elected mayor while I was in surgery?”

			Sydney smiled. “I’m friends with his wife. At least we’re starting what I hope will be a friendship. Leslie’s a delightful woman.”

			“Big money, from what I hear. Prairie Construction, is that right?”

			“Right. Leslie’s taken over operations since her father retired.”

			Rick nodded. “And Mrs. Chief…Leslie…She introduced you to her husband?”

			“We’ve been out socially. In fact, we were at dinner together when Charles got word that you’d been shot.”

			“We?”

			Sydney took a deep breath. “Clay and I.”

			The sofa allowed him to move less than an inch away from her, but it was enough for Sydney to notice.

			“Well, I’m glad you and Clay are enjoying yourselves.” He lifted the remote. “Thanks for the care package, Syd. But if it’s all the same to you, I think I’m up for a little alone time.”

			“But I just got here. I thought we’d play some gin. Get your mind off your pain.”

			“I have drugs for that.” Rick’s tone was all business. “Besides, it’s Friday. In a couple of hours, it’ll be Friday night. Don’t you have a restaurant or two to run?”

			“Are you sure there’s nothing I can do for you?” She stood.

			He looked up at her. “Can you make sure the door’s locked when you leave?”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 23

			“How in the hell did this happen?” Chief of Police Charles Arbeit stood behind his desk, roaring at the three people standing in his office on a Saturday afternoon. “And so help me, if anyone dares to say they have no idea, they can forget about building a career in public service.”

			Sergeant Milo Lovash looked at the other two targets of the chief’s anger before he spoke. “I first heard of it this morning. I got word that the DA wanted a list of all serial numbers, so I proceeded to the evidence locker.”

			Jennifer Fisher, assistant district attorney for Dane County, spoke next. “I wanted to get a jump on Monday, have everything I needed. Vistole’s due to be discharged on Monday and—”

			“I thought he was being discharged today,” the chief interrupted. “What the hell happened there?”

			“His attorney intervened,” ADA Fisher explained. “Apparently Vistole’s been complaining about undermedicated pain. His attorney discussed it with Vistole’s physician and it was agreed they’d keep him there until Monday.”

			“He was shot in the leg!” Arbeit yelled. “Detective Sheffield took a slug, close range, in the gut. It’s my understanding he’s already home. Or did someone intervene in that one, too?”

			“Detective Sheffield is at home, sir,” Lovash answered. “Doing well from all I hear. Couple of the guys had a beer at his place last night.”

			The chief’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps it would have been better had they been attending to the evidence locker instead of Detective Sheffield.” He turned to the third person in the room. “But, wait. That was your job, wasn’t it?”

			
			Officer Gerhart Svenson wiped a heavy hand across his jowly chin. “My shift ended five o’clock last night, sir. Everything was locked tight and accounted for when I left. That I can assure you.”

			“Then what happened?” Arbeit raged. “Someone tell me how in God’s name over a million dollars disappeared from a fully-staffed police station. Who spelled you at shift change, Svenson?”

			Svenson looked to his right and left. But Lovash and Fisher kept their eyes riveted on the chief.

			“It was Friday, sir,” Svenson explained. “Monitoring of the evidence locker falls to the desk sergeant after five. Now, if we’re planning a raid or something big comes in, then we’ll bring in a duty-specific manager. But on the weekends, what with budget cuts and all, and since it’s not typical that anybody from the DA’s gonna need anything over the weekend, it’s simply locked up. If anyone needs anything, the keys are with the desk sergeant.”

			Arbeit snapped his gaze to Lovash. “And you were the desk sergeant last night?”

			“I was, sir. I pulled a double. Christos’s wife had their baby yesterday. Asked if I’d cover for him.”

			“And did anyone request keys to the evidence room?”

			“No, sir. No one did. I left the station around 11:30. Came back in at seven this morning. Got the call from ADA Fisher around nine. The key was right where it was when I left last night. When I discovered the money was missing, I contacted Sergeant Willers. He was staffing the desk overnight. He said no one sought entrance to the evidence room.”

			
			“Where is Willers now?” Arbeit thundered.

			“Emergency room, sir,” Lovash answered. “His boy’s there. Something about a bad turn during his soccer game. Says he’ll come in as soon as his boy’s released.”

			“I want officers at that hospital with him. Now! Willers is to come straight from the hospital to me!” He alternated glances between Lovash and Svenson. “You two will stand down, of course, until this matter is resolved. Expect your homes to be searched.”

			“Of course, sir!” both men responded in unison.

			Chief Arbeit turned to ADA Fisher. “What does this mean?”

			Jennifer Fisher was a veteran of nineteen years in the prosecutor’s office. Her tone signaled she wasn’t intimidated at all by answering the questions of an angry police chief.

			“Quite frankly, it means Frankie Vistole walks. Without that money, we’ve got nothing.”

			“But we have Ossie MacDonald,” the chief offered.

			“Who will say the duffel bag belonged to Vistole,” Fisher continued grimly. “Who will most assuredly deny it. Without the ability to check for Vistole’s DNA on the bag, it’s the word of one street scum against another.”

			“We have Sheffield. Vistole shot him. We have the bullets. We have Vistole’s gun. We have witnesses, for God’s sake.”

			“And Vistole’s lawyer will explain it away as self-defense. Sheffield was in plain clothes. Vistole will say he was in the store for any number of reasons. Buying a pack of cigarettes or maybe a jug of wine. Commotion starts, Vistole gets scared and runs out the back door. Next thing he knows, some guy in jeans and a shirt is running toward him with a gun.” She feigned a sympathetic voice in imitation of Vistole. “Your Honor, I was so scared. I didn’t know what to do. There was so much going on. I saw the man raise his gun and…and…and…”

			
			Arbeit slammed his hand against his desk. “Damn it! Damn it all!”

			“What about the video?” Svenson asked.

			“What are you talking about?” Arbeit all but screamed.

			“There’s a camera,” Svenson said. “Aimed at the door to the evidence room. Twenty-four-seven.”

			Arbeit blinked five times in rapid succession. “And I’m just hearing this?” The windows in his office shook from his volume. “Get me that recording!”

			“Now?” Svenson asked.

			The chief didn’t need to say a word. The look in his eyes was enough to send Svenson running out of the room.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 24

			“What’s the big deal?” Nancy Richardson checked the goings-on in the kitchen through the window in Sydney’s office. “It’s six of them for dinner, right?”

			“That’s the head count. At least so far. It wouldn’t surprise me if someone as important as Father Moran traveled with an assistant,” Sydney answered. “For all I know, he might have himself an entire entourage.”

			The look on her mother’s face reminded Sydney of how much the woman detested shows of importance. Let your actions show people what you’re worth, her father used to repeat. Trappings are just that. You’ll get strangled in them every time. The memory of his instruction always came with her mother nodding her approval in the background.

			“Okay,” Nancy said. “Let’s say Mr. Big Shot Priest comes with a group. Even if it’s double—twelve people—we can handle that. Remember with the governor?”

			“Which time?”

			“The time he made reservations for eight. Something about some businesspeople from out of state looking to build a plant here.”

			“I remember,” Sydney said. “Twelve people walked through the door with him.”

			“That’s right. Thirteen of ’em.” Nancy jerked a thumb toward the kitchen. “Roland called it the last supper. How long did it take for us to accommodate that group?”

			“If I’m recalling correctly, we steered them into the bar.”

			
			“That’s right,” Nancy said. “And we had a table ready for them before they were finished with their first drink. Boom, boom, boom. Everything smooth as silk. If we can do that with no notice whatsoever, I don’t see why we can’t handle a large reservation.”

			“And where do you expect us to make room, Mom? Hush Money’s booked out six weeks.”

			“Eight! But that’s not my point. My point is why does this hotshot guy out of New York need to have dinner at your friend’s house? Did I miss a memo? Is Hush Money suddenly in the catering business?”

			“Call it a favor. Evidently Leslie’s parents have been close to this guy since he was a priest here in Madison. Family ties…business ties…Leslie’s mother wants to impress him. You can understand that, right?”

			Nancy sighed. “I want to impress someone, I cook for them myself.”

			Sydney smiled. “From the way Leslie and her brother describe their mother, I get the impression she wouldn’t know the difference between a Yankee pot roast and Boston Garden. Barney—that’s Leslie’s brother—says his mom’s been here a couple of times. She was hoping we had a private dining room. When I told Barney no such room existed, Leslie suggested Hush Money come to her home. She’s giving us full access to her formidable kitchen.” She winked. “Can’t blame a kid for wanting to please his mother, can you?”

			Nancy waved away Sydney’s tease. “Okay. Let’s say I’m gullible enough to buy that. Tell me, dear daughter, where are we going to get the staff to ship off to that formidable kitchen? We’re already down one head chef.”

			“Windy’s doing a terrific job,” Sydney pointed out.

			
			“No argument there. In fact, it’s been a slice of heaven not to deal with Roland’s soap opera the past few days. Did you know he’s called here ten minutes before opening every night he’s been in New York?”

			“Probably wants to make sure things are running smoothly.”

			“Malarkey!” Nancy disagreed. “He’s hoping we’re falling apart. When we let him know everything’s running on all pistons, you can hear the pout in his voice. That doesn’t stop him, though, from describing his day in torturing detail. To hear him tell it, the network had never had a star before he strolled on set.”

			Sydney smiled at the mental image of Roland Delmardo taking the Big Apple by histrionic storm. “I’m sure that’s how he sees it.”

			“Windy’s good. So is Sands. But we’ve got nobody we can send to your friend’s house. Not even on a Tuesday.”

			“So, we prepare it here. Our staff. Our kitchen. We tell Barney that he and Leslie can choose their menu from ours. No special orders. Windy makes extra. Simple.”

			Nancy’s raised eyebrow suggested her daughter didn’t understand that there was no such thing as simple in a gourmet restaurant. “And who’s going to serve this? If your friend’s mother was impressed with Hush Money, she knows the food is only part of the experience. It’s Anita and her wine. It’s the servers who never miss a beat. You think food delivered in thermos-packs is going to do the trick? Not with some hotshot New Yorker, it’s not. Especially a hotshot New Yorker priest!”

			“Since when have you become so hostile to the clergy?” Sydney asked.

			Nancy shrugged off the question.

			
			“I’ll call in two servers,” Sydney suggested. “Anita can recommend the wine. And for that extra Hush Money touch, I’ll go along, too. Make sure everything is handled as if you were there overseeing things yourself. After all, it’s on a Tuesday. You can handle things here, right?”

			“I can handle things here any night.”

			“Good.” Sydney stood and nodded toward the kitchen. “Now that that’s settled, what do you say you and I check on making sure we get through this one?”

			

			—

			It was nearly nine o’clock before Sydney got her first opportunity to check on The Ten-Ten. She walked into a scene far more animated than previous evenings. As she waved to Roscoe, she wondered if it was simply the inherent spirit of Saturday night that had the crowd so buoyant, or if the luscious summer weather was working its charms. A glance toward the right side of the place offered yet another reason for the throng’s exuberance. Rick Sheffield sat at the end of one long and crowded table, a glass of beer in front of him and Jocko sitting shotgun.

			“What’s this?” she asked after greeting the group. “I thought you were on strict orders to rest.”

			“He’s resting, all right,” one of the off-duty officers at the table joked. “I haven’t seen his hand make a move toward his wallet since he’s been here.”

			“I’ll tell you what,” Rick answered. “Next time you take a slug to the gut, I’ll buy all night long.”

			The gathering’s laughter rang with relief that one of their own was back with them.

			
			“And how many has our wounded warrior had?” Sydney held Rick’s gaze as she asked the question.

			“This is my first, Mother.” Rick hoisted his glass. “Been here nearly an hour and, as you can see, I’ve still got more than half left.”

			“Pacing himself, he is,” offered another cop. “Like a good patient should.”

			Sydney made her way to the head of the table, rubbed Jocko’s neck, then bent over to whisper in Rick’s ear. “You sure this is a good idea?”

			“I don’t need a nurse, Sydney.” The smile on his face didn’t erase the coolness in his tone. He raised his voice and spoke to the people at the table. “These faces are all the medicine I need.”

			Sydney recognized that this was a party to which she was not invited. She shared a few good-hearted comments with the revelers as she backed away. She was halfway to the bar when she felt the vibration of her cellphone in her pocket. She pulled it out and saw Horst’s name on her screen. She picked up her pace to scurry into the hallway connecting her two establishments. She closed the door behind her and the noise of The Ten-Ten subsided.

			“Hello, Horst. How’s tricks?”

			“I’m looking for Rick.” Horst offered no pleasantries. “He’s not at his house and he’s not answering his phone. Have you seen him?”

			“Just now. He’s probably breaking every rule the doctors gave him when he was released, but he’s here at The Ten-Ten. Jocko, too. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they were holding court. He probably didn’t even hear your call.”

			“I need to talk to him. Now.”

			
			Sydney’s internal radar went off. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

			“Go tell Rick I need to see him ASAP. I’m parked outside his place. Tell him to meet me here in ten minutes.”

			A knot tightened in her gut. “And if he asks what’s up?”

			“Tell him ten minutes, Kitz. Can you do that for me?”

			It was unlike Horst to bark orders to her. “What’s going on? Don’t hide things from me, okay?”

			There was a brief silence on the other end of the call. When Horst spoke, she detected a mixture of anger and sorrow in his tone. “I’ve been suspended. Tell Rick I’m waiting outside his place.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 25

			“He can’t seriously believe this!” Sydney paced across Rick’s living room floor. “If he knows anything about you at all, he’d know there’s no way in hell you’d do anything like this.”

			She had insisted on coming with Rick. He’d tried to stop her when she delivered Horst’s message that he’d been suspended, but she was determined.

			“Listen,” she’d told him back at Hush Money. “You’ve got three choices. One, I go with you. Two, I show up at your place two minutes after you get there. Three, we waste time arguing while Horst sits in front of your place. Pick whichever option you’d like, but if you choose to keep arguing, you’ll do it alone.”

			“It doesn’t matter what the chief believes, Sydney.” Horst held the glass of scotch Rick had given him but didn’t take a sip. “It’s procedure. Until this is investigated, and things get figured out, I’m off duty.”

			“How could anyone think you’d walk off with a million dollars?” Sydney retorted.

			“One and a quarter million,” Rick corrected mildly. “And I’d urge you to calm down. You’re upsetting Jocko.”

			“Don’t tell me what to do! Clearly you don’t understand the gravity of the situation Horst finds himself in. He’s been accused of stealing a million—excuse me, more than a million—dollars.”

			“Easy there, Kitz.” Horst patted the seat next to him on the sofa. “Rick’s right. Emotion isn’t going to do us any good right now.”

			Sydney ignored Horst’s invitation to sit next to him. “I’ll call Charles right now. Let him know how ridiculous this whole thing is.”

			
			“You’ll do no such thing.” Rick’s tone left no room for discussion. “He’s not Charles when it comes to this. He’s not the guy you and your sweetheart double-date with. He’s the chief of police. The brand-new chief of police. He’s following the rules, just like he should.” Rick turned toward Horst. “Tell me again. Details are important.”

			Horst leaned forward and set his drink on the coffee table. “Pretty simple. It was early this afternoon. I’d just been to the Y. Stopped by EVP for a cup of coffee. Drove home. Not ten minutes later, three cars pull up. One squad, one sedan, and the chief’s SUV. Two uniforms get out of the squad; Chief gets out of his car.” Horst nodded toward Sydney. “First thought that comes to my mind when I see ’em through the window is something’s happened to you or your mother. Then I see Jennifer Fisher get out of the sedan.”

			“Who’s Jennifer Fisher?” Sydney asked.

			“Assistant district attorney,” Rick answered. “Dane County.”

			“She wouldn’t be coming on a notification call,” Horst explained. “I open the door, Chief walks in first and tells me have a seat. First uniform hands me a search warrant. I ask what this is about, and Chief tells me to sit down and let them do their thing.” Horst shook his head. “Almost an hour it took those bozos. My place is a wreck from their tossing. Anytime I tried to ask what was going on, the chief tells me to be quiet.”

			“You had no idea what they were looking for?” Rick asked.

			“They asked me if I had a storage unit or locker. Any other addresses. I told them I didn’t. Chief warns me they’ll find out if I’m holding anything back. Then, after they’ve trashed my place six ways to sundown, they tell me to come down to the station. Not drive myself down there, mind you. They put me in the back of the cruiser and off we go.”

			
			“I’m sure your neighbors appreciated that,” Sydney said.

			“Screw the neighbors.” Rick shifted in his chair. Sydney noticed a slight wince when he did. “Then what happened?”

			“We all troop off to the chief’s office. That’s when I saw the video.”

			Rick nodded. “It was time-stamped? You saw it?”

			“I did. Chief asked me what was I doing coming out of the evidence room at 5:42 last night.”

			“And had you been there?” Rick asked. “The video was legit?”

			“I was there, all right. I’d gotten a text from Svenson.”

			“Who’s that?” Sydney asked.

			“Gerhart Svenson,” Rick answered. “He’s part of the team that manages the evidence room.”

			“His text said to get down there. Said I’d forgotten to initial one of the bags I’d brought in from the Tremble shooting scene. Said come after 5:30.”

			“But he leaves at 5:00 on Fridays.” Rick frowned.

			“On the dot,” Horst agreed. “That man hasn’t missed a happy hour in all the years I’ve known him. But he says he’s doing me a solid by waiting thirty minutes. I should come thirty minutes after his shift, to make sure nobody would be around. He’d let me in to sign the bag, and no one would be the wiser.”

			“And when you got there?”

			
			“He wasn’t anywhere to be found,” Horst answered. “I went in—”

			“The room was unlocked?” Rick interrupted.

			Horst nodded. “I figured he’s in the back. I go in, take a look around, call out his name…nothing. I wait a minute or two, then figure I’ll catch him on Monday. Then I left. Locked the door behind me.”

			“How long you figure you were in the room?”

			“Three, maybe five minutes. Not long.”

			“Well, there you have it,” Sydney said. “The video shows you walking in…empty-handed, I assume. Then it shows you walking out five minutes later…again empty-handed. I’ve never seen a million dollars in cash, but I would imagine it would be bulky enough to be noticed if someone tried to stash it in their pockets.”

			The men ignored her observation.

			“And the text?” Rick asked.

			“Svenson said he never sent it. Says he doesn’t know anything about any uninitialed bag. Source of the text showed up as a precinct number. Phone that sits behind the shift commander’s desk.”

			Rick and Horst exchanged a look.

			“What am I missing?” Sydney demanded.

			“Let me guess,” Rick said to Horst. “There’s no record of you walking into the evidence room. Some technical difficulty?”

			“Not even that sophisticated. Sheet of paper taped over the lens. You can see it slide in front of the camera at time mark 5:07. Falls free at 5:32.”

			“And they’re saying that it’s you who did the masking,” Rick guessed. “And that you hadn’t realized the paper slipped when you left.”

			
			“They’re not saying it, but I can imagine their thoughts run along those lines.” Horst shook his head. “Next thing I know, Chief is telling me to stay away from the building…stop all work on any cases I’ve got cooking…don’t talk to any cop about what’s happening until they get this sorted out. Takes my access key, badge, and service revolver.”

			The three of them were silent for a full minute.

			“What now?” Sydney finally asked.

			Horst looked at Rick. “My partner’s away. Sister’s wedding. Arizona.” He shrugged. “I know I got no right to ask.”

			“That’s bullshit, and you know it.” Rick held Horst’s gaze. “I wouldn’t have my shield if it wasn’t for you pushing me. Don’t make me list the dozen other ways you’ve had my back. At least not in front of Sydney. I’d prefer she thought of me as a self-made man.” He smiled. “Lucky for both of us, I find myself with plenty of time on my hands. Let me grab some paper. I need to take notes.”

			“On what?” Sydney asked as Rick headed toward the desk against the far wall.

			“On every case Horst is working,” he replied as he pulled a pad and pen from a drawer.

			“What do his cases have to do with anything?”

			“Think, Syd.” Rick sat back down across from Horst. “A text from the shop comes to Horst’s phone. Nobody else’s. Just Horst’s phone.”

			“Okay,” she said. “That means Horst was targeted specifically.”

			“Bingo. Now do the math. Svenson leaves at 5:00 on the dot. Everyone knows that. Tape covers the camera a few minutes later. It falls off once Horst is in the evidence room, allowing Horst to be filmed leaving.” Rick paused. “What do you come up with?”

			
			An image of The Ten-Ten rushed to her mind. All those faces. All those men and women who dedicated their careers to serving and protecting the citizens of Madison. The same career her father had lost his life doing. She didn’t want to believe what she was thinking.

			“We have a dirty cop,” she whispered.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 26

			“Medallions of beef with shiitake mushrooms.” Barney looked up from the menu. “If good Father Ian has gone vegetarian since the last time I dined with him, it’s his fault for failing to notify anyone.”

			Sydney looked across her desk and willed herself to focus. Her mind had been consumed with what she’d learned about Horst’s suspension the evening before. Both Horst and Rick had stressed the necessity for her to say nothing about the investigation to anyone.

			“Not even your mother,” Horst had insisted. “Last thing I need is for her worry meter to start working. She wouldn’t let me out of her sight, and Rick and I have work to do.”

			“It’ll be tough.” Rick recognized. “You’ll have to keep a smile on that pretty mug of yours each time you walk into The Ten-Ten.”

			It chilled her to think one of her patrons was the cop—or cops—involved with setting up Horst.

			“Remember, everything’s back to normal,” Rick warned her as he returned her to Hush Money the night before. “You know nothing. My hunch is the missing money is only the tip of this iceberg. Whoever is behind whatever this turns out to be has no reason to stop with setting up Horst. We don’t want their desperation piqued. If he…or she…or they…thought you knew something that could expose them…Well, let’s make sure that doesn’t happen. Are we clear?”

			Sydney had assured him they were. She managed to make it through closing up Hush Money. Steering clear of her mother and staying out of The Ten-Ten helped. But she’d spent a restless night churning who-could-it-be and what-does-it-mean. She was grateful when Barney called her to see if they could meet to discuss the plans for Tuesday’s dinner with Father Ian Moran.

			
			“Chef uses filets for the medallions. We serve them on the rare side,” she told Barney. “I assume that’s all right.”

			“Moran makes deals worth billions of dollars every single day. One would think the bloodier the better.”

			“It’s hard to think of a priest as a hard-edge businessman.”

			“Think again. When you’re talking the kind of zeros and commas Moran handles—not to mention the Wall Streeters he has to deal with—my guess is there is very little godliness in his day-to-day. Think more tycoon and less servant of Christ and you’ll be on the right track as you plan this soiree.”

			She recommended two appetizers, to which Barney readily agreed.

			“But we need to serve some sort of potato,” he insisted. “Moran’s Irish, after all. As are the Fitzgeralds. We’re not allowed to let two straight hours pass without ingesting some sort of spud. You’d understand if you were a child of the old sod.” He studied her face. “Richardson. That’s English, right? You know, with your pale skin, black hair, and blue eyes, you could pass for Irish. Anyone ever tell you that?”

			She didn’t feel the need to explain that she’d been told she could be any of at least a dozen different heritages. Just as she didn’t feel compelled to tell him she had no idea what her true lineage was.

			“I’ll have Chef come up with a suitable potato. Asparagus as well?”

			“This late in summer?”

			Sydney offered him a smile. “We have our sources. Steamed. With salt and a bit of lemon.”

			
			“Perfect. No need to take away from the meat with some heavy hollandaise.”

			“Precisely,” Sydney agreed. “You’re quite the gourmand.”

			Barney shrugged. “I have no time for hobbies. But I have to eat. And God knows I need something wonderful from time to time to offset the swill I’m forced to endure at the hospital.”

			“May I recommend an assortment of cheeses before dessert?” Sydney listed four local cheese makers. “All award-winning. Guaranteed to make your guest regret ever leaving Wisconsin.”

			“I love it.” Barney leaned forward to lay the menu on Sydney’s desk. “I had a magnificent pâte à choux with custard here one evening. Floated on the memory of it for days.”

			“I’ll let our pastry chef know.” Sydney made another entry on her notepad. “All we need is wine, and I think we’re set. I’ll show our menu to our sommelier. She’ll select perfect pairings, I’m sure.”

			“She’s not disappointed me yet,” he agreed. “Thank you for doing this, Sydney. I know you don’t offer catering services. I want you to know how much I…and my family…appreciate it.”

			“I’m happy to do it.”

			“And you’ll come, of course. I’m sure Leslie would be thrilled to have you there.”

			“As a matter of fact, I did indeed plan on coming. Your mother was gracious enough to want to host the dinner here, I hope having Hush Money’s owner assist in the serving will make up for our lack of private dining space.”

			
			Barney stood and smoothed a hand over his raw-silk shirt. Sydney was impressed that even on Sunday morning, the man took the time to dress as elegantly as he did.

			“I’m thrilled you’ll be there,” he told her. “But we’ll have none of this business about assisting with service. You’ll be at the table. Our guest.”

			“But this is family time,” she protested.

			“Nonsense. The two fathers—biologic and cleric—will have had ample time to discuss business before dinner. You’ve heard the tale. About how the two of them seem to have made each other.”

			“Yes. Moran gave your father’s company much of the diocesan construction business when your father was starting out.”

			“Leslie’s interpretation of the past is a bit off. Prairie Construction was already the largest builder in the area by the time she was born. And it wasn’t much of the church’s business Moran steered my father’s way. It was all. And as Moran climbed the ecclesiastical ladder, he continued to give Prairie all the business of whatever it was they were building. That’s how Father got his toehold in Chicago and D.C. By the time Leslie was pledging her sorority, Moran was in New York and Father was building at both St. John’s University and Fordham.”

			“A lengthy relationship between the two of them.”

			“Indeed,” Barney offered. “Seemed like Father Moran was always around. Christmas, Thanksgiving. Even weekend barbecues at the lake house. It’s Leslie’s house now, but the three of us were raised there.”

			“Leslie told me you have an older sister. Cecilia?”

			“That’s right. I suppose you know she lives in Ireland.” He paused for a moment. “She was Mother’s favorite.”

			
			“And Leslie tells me you were your father’s favorite.” Sydney smiled. “Doesn’t every child think the other sibling has the inside track with one parent or another?”

			“Perhaps.” He turned toward the door and Sydney rose to walk him out. “There was, however, no question that Cecilia was Moran’s favorite. I was only nine when she left for boarding school, but I can remember how the two of them would sit for hours discussing any manner of godly things. I think Mother still holds it against him.”

			“Holds what against whom?” Sydney asked as they crossed the dining room.

			“Cecilia’s decision to take her vows,” he explained. “In Ireland of all places.”

			“Her vows? Cecilia’s a nun?”

			“You didn’t know? I assumed Leslie told you.”

			“She told me she went to boarding school in Ireland. Said she was just a child when Cecilia left. And that Cecilia loved Ireland so much she decided to build her life there.”

			“That’s true.” Barney stepped through Hush Money’s heavy glass doors into the blazing July sunshine. “A life as a Dominican Contemplative. At St. Catherine of Siena monastery in Drogheda. Talks to no one outside the order. Communicates with my mother, but that just by thrice-a-year letter.”

			“I had no idea.”

			“Yes. My faraway sister lives a life of prayer and silence.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 27

			“God, I’m going to miss these old buildings.” Rick closed his car door and stepped to the sidewalk. “A city’s gotta grow, I get it. New replaces old. I just wish there was a way not to erase the history. Know what I mean?”

			“Can we maybe save the melancholy for another time? You ask me, this one should have been demolished years ago.” Horst strode toward the warehouse. “Soon as we crack this case I’ll buy you a beer and listen all afternoon while you mope about the good old days. How’s that?”

			“Cranky today, are we?”

			Horst’s eyes held none of his usual good nature. “Happens every time I’m set up to take a fall.” He nodded toward the brick building. “Around back. That’s where Billy Tremble built himself a little hiding space off the streets.”

			The two of them walked around the perimeter of the vacant structure. Horst hauled out the ladder hidden in the bushes and leaned it against the iron porch suspended twelve feet above the ground. “You up for this?”

			Rick shifted his weight and felt the bandages tight across his chest. “Won’t know until I try. You go on up first.”

			“That way, you won’t smash me if you fall. That the plan?”

			“Something like that.”

			Horst climbed the ladder and disappeared behind a screen of dense ivy. Rick walked to his left and looked up at the ledge.

			“Perfect cover,” he called out. “All I see is leaves.” Then he returned to the ladder and began his climb. The first three steps were fine. He felt a spasm of pain as he climbed the fourth rung and had to stop to catch his breath on rung six.

			
			“You okay?” Horst called down.

			“Surveillance,” Rick lied. “Checking things out.” He breathed deeply against the pain in his gut, then finished his climb.

			“It’s bigger than I would have guessed,” he said once he was over the railing.

			“They tell me Billy had visitors up here from time to time,” Horst said. “Great spot for a homeless guy, right? High enough so no one’s gonna see you. All leafed-in for privacy.”

			“And protection.” Rick looked straight down. “Parking lot’s seen better days.”

			“Whole place has,” Horst commented. “Anything jump out at you as peculiar?”

			Rick surveyed the crumbling brick walls. He ran his hand over the flaking paint of the double door at the rear of the platform. Then he returned his assessment to the ground beneath them. “Well, that doesn’t make any sense at all.”

			Horst’s appreciative slap to Rick’s shoulder was greeted with a wince.

			“Sorry, Rick. Didn’t mean to hurt ya there.”

			“Just a little tender.” He nodded toward the abandoned parking lot. “That fence still glistens in the sun. Look there…at the posts. They’re sunk into the ground and cemented.”

			“I noticed the same thing myself. And see all that grass growing up between those cracks in the asphalt? Now look again at the base of the posts. Not a single blade.”

			
			“This fence is new.” Rick turned again toward the building. “Could be construction fencing. This whole neighborhood’s being gentrified. Maybe some developer is getting ready to rehab the building. Or tear it down. First step would be to secure the area.”

			“Maybe,” Horst said. “But when’s the last time you saw a construction site bounded by permanent fencing? Hell’s bells, even at the hospital, where they’re building all the time, they use that temporary chain-link. The kind that’s secured by sandbags at the base.” Horst nodded toward the fence below. “That fence was meant to stay right where it is.”

			Rick agreed that it was odd.

			“Now for the crux of my theory.”

			Rick huffed out a laugh. “The crux of your theory? What? You’re Sherlock Holmes now?”

			Horst’s glare was brief but powerful. “Be quiet and listen.”

			“To what?”

			Horst leaned back against the brick wall. “Just shut up and observe.”

			For several minutes Rick heard nothing but birds and rustling leaves. He wondered what it was Horst was expecting on a quiet Sunday morning in July. He bided his time checking out the view. The quiet street. The backs of dilapidated three-flats bearing the signs of undergraduate inhabitants. He leaned over and caught a peekaboo view of the capitol dome off to his right. Up ahead he saw four bicyclists heading in their direction. He shook his head at the neon colors of their spandex riding outfits.

			
			And then he heard it.

			“…corner office. I mean, what the hell!”

			“Way of the world, man. What can I tell you? Blood is thicker than…”

			Rick spun around. “Did you hear that? Those bikers. Did you hear that conversation?”

			“Loud and clear.” Horst smiled. “Comes and goes. But when it’s in that sweet spot, it’s like you’re standing right next to whoever’s talking. You should hear a car drive by with their windows down. You’ll hear the radio sure as if you were sitting in the front seat.”

			Rick turned back to look down at the street. He wished it was a weekday. Blair Street would have been busier. He could have experienced the phenomenon a dozen times. At that moment, as if in answer to his frustration, the universe sent a jogger headed toward him. A woman. Long blond ponytail bouncing with each step. He kept his eyes riveted on her as she approached.

			In a moment, Rick could hear her heavy breathing. The cadence of her inhale. The huff of her exhale. She was at least thirty feet away and he heard it clear as a bell. A few strides more and the woman, still in his sight, ran on in silence.

			“How in the world?” Rick whispered.

			Horst waved a hand to indicate the area. “It bows out. The walls. The vines. Like one of them sound shells in a concert park. I checked it out from the ground.”

			Rick nodded. “And how much money did you say Billy was flashing around?”

			
			“Lots. According to the folks on the street, he was handing out hundred-dollar bills like they were candy bars. Telling everyone not to worry about taking it. That there was more where it came from. One guy said Billy told him there was an endless supply.”

			“No wonder he didn’t want anyone taking over this spot. This is where he got the money.”

			“That’s the way I see it.” Horst nodded.

			“You check the ground-level doors?”

			“I did.” Horst went back to the paint-flecked double door at the rear of the porch. He leaned his entire weight against it. “Every door is just like this one. Locked tighter than a miser’s purse.”

			Rick tried his own attempt to budge the door, only to be met with a burning stab deep within his belly warning him not to try again.

			“Windows?”

			“Lower-level ones are boarded over,” Horst answered.

			Rick was silent for a moment. “We need to find out who owns these buildings.”

			“Used to be Hartel Refrigeration.” Horst looked him square in the eye. “But that was before.”

			“Before what?”

			Horst scanned the building again, as though looking for something he lost.

			“What’s going on, Horst?”

			“I’ve been here before.”

			“Before those two guys brought you here?”

			Horst was quiet for a moment. “You ask any cop who’s been on the force more than twenty years, they’ll tell you the same thing. This building’s no good.”

			
			“What? It’s haunted?”

			“Cursed is more like it.” Horst faced Rick and the look in his eyes made Rick straighten his spine. “This is where Joe Richardson died.” Horst pointed to a wide door near the building’s center wall. “Eighteen years ago. I found him in there. Blood everywhere. Now this.”

			“Bad things can happen in empty buildings,” Rick offered. “We’ll find out what’s going on here.”

			“Maybe. This place has a way of slipping things by.”

			Rick tried to imagine the pain Horst felt revisiting the site where he lost his partner. He came up with nothing but gratitude that he’d never experienced such a loss.

			“What are you doing tomorrow night?” Horst finally asked.

			“You did hear I was shot, right? Kind of puts a crimp in your social life. Why?”

			“Guy at the motel told me Billy was religious about paying his way. Always in cash. Always on Tuesday morning. Gordy, one of Billy’s friends from the streets, said that when Billy laid a C-note on him, again, on a Tuesday, he tried to beg Billy off. Said it was too much. According to him, Billy told Gordy not to worry. Said he just got paid. Another payday was coming in a week. If something’s going down, it happens on a Monday.”

			Rick took another long look at the building. Then he turned back to Horst.

			“I’ll bring the camera and sandwiches. You take care of the beer.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 28

			“You’re shittin’ me.” Frank Vistole brought a hand to his lips. “You gotta excuse my French. This is about the last thing I was expectin’ to hear out of your mouth.”

			“Perhaps I should have taken more time warming up to the topic, Mr. Vistole.” Geneva Talbot set her leather briefcase on the floor and positioned her chair so that she’d be within Vistole’s range of vision. “This is a lot to take in, I grant you.”

			“I thought you were gettin’ ready to tell me the jig was up. No more extensions on the hospital bed. Off to the pokey for this guy here. But no shit? I’m getting out of here? Really out?”

			“There’s some discharge paperwork here at the hospital. And I’ll have to run back over to the district attorney’s office for a bit.” Geneva raised her wrist to check a watch that Frank guessed must have set her back a couple of grand, at least. “It’s a bit past noon now. If all goes well, we should be able to have you out of here by four o’clock. That is, if you’re feeling up to it.”

			“And no jail?”

			“And no jail. In fact, if you’ll give me one moment…” Vistole kept his eyes on the lawyer as she stood and walked out of the room. He liked the way her ass moved under that black skirt. He knew women like that. Looking all prim and proper, but underneath, he knew the prissy girls wanted it just as much as the sluts down on Main.

			Maybe even more, he thought. Lot of trapped up steam in them pipes.

			He hadn’t believed his luck when the woman walked into his hospital room earlier that morning, announcing she was there to represent him.

			
			“I already got a lawyer,” he’d told her. He thought of that pimple-faced kid. What had he said his name was? Vistole decided it didn’t matter. The public defender had somehow gotten him the all clear to stay in the hospital over the weekend, and that was enough to keep him loyal.

			The woman in the black suit had shaken her head at his announcement. She’d given him one of those don’t-fuck-with-me stares that always turned him on, and then she told him his employer had sent her.

			My employer! Frank had nearly wet his pants over that one. I’m making it. No way Chicago would invest in this kind of legal talent unless they saw a future with me.

			Then she’d left, assuring him she’d take care of things and telling him not to say a word to anyone who wasn’t a medical professional. And even then, he was to only answer questions related to his health care. And now she was back, telling him this whole stinking mess had gone away. He was a free man.

			High-priced lawyers. Gotta love ’em. Especially if it’s Chicago that’s pickin’ up the tab.

			Geneva Talbot reentered the room, this time with a uniformed cop. Vistole leaned farther back into his bed, expecting the worst.

			“Hey!” he said. “What gives now?”

			“Officer, you’ve made your phone call.” Geneva’s voice was smooth as honey on a hot day. “If you’d be so kind as to unshackle Mr. Vistole, I’m sure we’d all appreciate it.”

			The cop turned toward Vistole with a disgusted look.

			
			“What?” Vistole asked. “You smell somethin’ bad? Come a little closer, pig. Let me see if I can give you a little something extra.”

			“Mr. Vistole,” Geneva snapped. “The officer is merely doing his job. It does no one any benefit to antagonize the good man.”

			Frank knew she’d take whatever he did right back to Chicago. “You heard the lady,” he said to the officer. “Unshackle me, my good man.”

			The officer pulled his key from his belt and released Vistole’s wrist and ankle cuff. Then he left the room, looking for all the world like a man who had plenty he wanted to say, but somehow knew it was in his best interest to swallow his words.

			Frank waited until the cop left the room. He rubbed his wrist and stretched out long and slow on the bed. “Now what?”

			“Do you think you’re up to being discharged?” Geneva asked.

			“Baby, I was ready days ago. Where you taking me? Back to Beloit? Or does the man want me down in Shy Town?”

			Geneva’s face was as expressionless as a snowball. “Mr. Vistole, I’ve been directed to see about your case. It appears the evidence on which the police have been holding you has disappeared.”

			For a moment, Frank couldn’t breathe. “Disappeared? What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“It means they have nothing to prove you were engaged in any improper behavior at the time you were arrested.”

			“But I killed a cop.” Frank couldn’t contain a wiggle of delight. “I mean, I smoked him. What about that?”

			“Mr. Vistole. I have told the police that you were as startled as anyone in the store when the undercover police accosted you. Like any scared person would, you ran. When you encountered someone pointing a gun at you, you panicked. You drew your own weapon and defended yourself to the best of your ability.” She paused. “And for your information, the policeman you shot isn’t dead.”

			
			“He ain’t?” Frank hoped the lawyer heard the sadness in his voice. Let her take that back to Chicago. Tell ’em Frank Vistole was downright disappointed he wasn’t able to take a blue out for the man.

			“He isn’t. In fact, he’s been released and is well on his way to recovery. If anyone asks you about the shooting I suggest in the strongest possible terms that you remain loyal to the scenario I outlined to the police. From this moment forward you are nothing but eternally grateful that your shot didn’t result in the officer’s demise.”

			He loved the way this chick talked. Maybe she’d buy him a beer and talk to him some more.

			“There may be some questions as to the gun you had in your possession,” she continued. “But you let me handle that. Do you understand?”

			Frank nodded. “Scared. Ran. Guy with a gun. Panicked. Glad the pig ain’t dead.” He pointed a finger at her. “Except you and me…we both know Frank Vistole don’t panic. I don’t mind sayin’ I did if Boss wants me to. But you let him know there was no panic. No scared. I shot that cop because he was in the way of me doing my job. Do you understand?”

			Frank thought he saw a hint of a smile cross her lips. “I do, indeed, Mr. Vistole.”

			“Good. Now, where we goin’?”

			Geneva stood, then bent over to pick up her briefcase. “We aren’t going anywhere. My job here is complete. Should there be complications, which I don’t anticipate, the district attorney will contact me directly.”

			
			“But what about me? What am I supposed to do?”

			The lawyer glanced again at her watch. “It was an experience meeting you, Mr. Vistole. It is my sincere hope our paths never cross again. However, rest assured that should you ever find yourself in need of an attorney, and should your employer see fit to hire me, I shall do my best to be at your service.”

			“But how am I supposed to get home? My car’s gotta be in impound, am I right?”

			“The terms of my engagement do not cover your transportation.” She took a step toward the door.

			“Wait! What about Ossie? Is he out, too?”

			Geneva stopped. “As your attorney, I can speak to your case. I can’t discuss the details of any other person. That’s true whether I represent them or not. Good day, Mr. Vistole. Enjoy your freedom.”

			

			—

			Three hours later, Frank Vistole was wheeled out of the hospital. The nurse had been decent enough to give him a pair of scrubs to wear. She explained his jeans had been cut off him when he was brought in. She put his shirt in a plastic bag, along with some gauze, tape, and printed instructions on after-discharge wound care. Then she handed him his sandals.

			“You’re gonna have to give me somethin’ for the pain,” he insisted.

			She told him over-the-counter Tylenol would be best.

			
			When he had cleared the building, he instinctively reached for his cellphone. Then he remembered Geneva had told him the police had it, along with his car keys and wallet.

			Fuckin’ Madison, he thought. There’s gotta be like four or five cop shops. Which one’s got my stuff?

			He stood under the massive portico of University Hospital and pondered what direction he should start walking. He chose north, for no other reason than that it was the direction the steady stream of cars was coming from, and started walking. He hadn’t taken ten steps when he heard a horn honk three times. He looked in the direction of the sound and saw a black SUV idling at the curb. The passenger window was rolled down. Someone’s arm was stuck out of it, waving him their way.

			“Frank. C’mon, man. Time’s money.”

			He didn’t recognize the voice, but he’d seen the Illinois plates. And the voice sounded friendly enough.

			It’s Chicago, man! Frank thought. Of course the lawyer wouldn’t know what’s comin’ next. Probably standard operating procedure. No way Boss would let me hoof it back to Beloit. Not after I showed ’em all what a stand-up guy I am.

			Frank waved toward the SUV and sauntered over.

			I’ll move down there. Get me a place. Maybe one of them places over a pizzeria or somethin’.

			Frank thumped the rear passenger door before he opened it. He saw three men. One driver, one sitting shotgun, and one in the backseat. All were smiling.

			Yeah. They know the story. They know Frank Vistole made it right. Didn’t hesitate to take out that cop. Didn’t say a word about nothin’ while he was chained to that hospital bed.

			
			He nodded to each of the men, climbed in, and pulled the door shut.

			“Where we headed, boys?” He leaned forward into the space between the two front seats. “And I’ll follow you anywhere if we can stop and grab a beer for the road.”

			“Sure thing,” the driver said.

			“Anything you want, Frank.” Shotgun turned and gave him a grin. “We’re just glad to have you here.”

			Frank let out a hoot so loud he didn’t hear the rear-door locks engage.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 29

			“My neck’s killing me.” Horst shifted his weight. “What time is it?”

			Rick checked the luminous dial on his watch. “Twenty past eleven.” He peered through the curtain of leaves enshrouding the porch Billy Tremble had called home. “You want a sandwich?”

			The two had climbed to the perch just before nine o’clock. Both were certain that if anything was going to happen, it would happen under cover of night.

			“I’m good,” Horst replied. “Stakeouts make me feel like a dog.”

			“A dog?”

			“Yeah. Did you know the average dog sleeps twenty hours a day? Twenty! They’re internally wired to be energy conservers.”

			Rick thought about Jocko. That animal loved nothing more than to sprawl, belly up and snoring, anywhere he could catch a sunbeam.

			“What’s that got to do with you and stakeouts?”

			Horst took a sip from his water bottle. “A dog can be sound asleep. But he hears a noise, boom! He’s alert and chasing it like a rocket. Jocko ever do that?”

			“Sure. Used to be he’d snooze in the back of the squad car, but as soon as I’d park, he was ready to go. Since he retired it’s all about the squirrels.”

			“So here we sit. Parked up here on our perch, conserving energy.” Horst nodded toward the parking lot. “But if something moves down there, off we go.”

			“Chasing squirrels.”

			
			Their conversation turned trivial. Horst asked Rick how he was healing. Rick told him he’d done his rehab exercises that morning. They talked about the Brewers, each of them complaining about the pitching staff and trying to calculate the likelihood of a division championship. They tried to talk politics, but each became so heated they mutually decided to switch topics. Rick suggested a television series Horst might like to binge-watch. Horst told him that if he was going to binge on anything it would be pizza or burgers.

			Each respected the other’s boundaries. Horst didn’t ask Rick about Sydney. Rick didn’t press for answers about what it was like to be at this building when Joe Richardson died.

			“What time is it now?”

			Rick checked his watch again. “Two-thirty-seven. Still thinking it’s tonight?”

			“Billy had fresh cash every Tuesday morning,” Horst reminded him. “Monday’s the payday.”

			They fell into an easy silence. Twenty minutes later the sound of a car approaching came to them as loudly as if they were standing on the street. Wordlessly, each of them peered down through the leaves. Rick reached for his camera.

			A dark SUV turned off the street. It stopped at the chain-link fence encircling the parking lot. Rick clicked several shots, then shifted his position and zoomed in for a picture of the license plate.

			Illinois.

			A man got out of the vehicle’s passenger seat, walked to the fence, and unlocked the gate. He pulled it open wide enough for the SUV to enter the lot. The car came to a stop directly below Horst and Rick’s aerie. Another man climbed out of the driver’s seat. He walked around to the rear of the car and lifted the hatch. By then, the man who’d unlocked the gate was standing beside him.

			
			Rick clicked several rapid shots, trying to frame as close a picture of the men’s faces as he could.

			Each man pulled a duffel bag out of the SUV. Without a word, they headed toward the right of Rick’s view. The same man who’d unlocked the gate now unlocked a double door on the side of the building. The two men entered the building. Less than thirty seconds later they reemerged, without the duffel bags. Rick clicked several photos as the men locked up and got back into their vehicle. They drove away after relocking the gate behind them.

			“Damn it,” Rick muttered. “What good is super hearing if they won’t say anything?”

			“It was good enough for us to hear them approach, wasn’t it? And just because they weren’t chatty tonight doesn’t mean Billy didn’t hear anything. You get what you needed?”

			Rick pulled the camera strap over his neck. “Got what I could. Lighting’s not the best, but I’ll lighten it up on the computer. Ready to head down?”

			Horst shook his head. “Let’s give it a while. See who comes to pick the bags up.”

			An hour later Horst nudged his foot against Rick’s leg.

			“Screw it,” he said. “I’m getting cramped sitting in one place. Let’s go have a look.”

			
			Rick breathed through the pain as he climbed down the ladder after Horst. Once they were on the ground, both men checked their guns.

			“I thought you turned yours in,” Rick said as Horst tucked his weapon in the small of his back.

			“Service revolver,” Horst explained. “This one’s mine. Let’s go.”

			They crossed to the door the men had used. A large lock secured the hasp.

			“You got any skills in this area?” Horst asked Rick.

			“I could shoot it off,” Rick offered. “That should bring every cop on the road here in about three minutes.”

			“Yeah. And show our hand to whoever’s coming to pick up those duffels.” Horst looked to his right and left. “All these doors are secure.”

			“So’s the one in Billy’s crib.”

			“Only one thing to do.”

			“I’m thinking the same thing.”

			“You up for this?” Horst nodded toward Rick’s bandages. “You’re not going to bust any stitches or anything, are you?”

			“Let’s see.”

			They returned to the ladder and climbed back up to Billy’s perch. Once there, they hauled up the ladder and positioned it to climb to the overhanging porch above them. Only a few vines had made it that high.

			“More exposure here,” Rick noticed. “But a better view of the area.”

			“Billy wouldn’t have needed this much height for security,” Horst offered. “Besides, hauling that ladder every night would have been a hassle. But my hunch is he was banking on the same thing we are.”

			“That no one would secure entry this high up.”

			
			Horst nodded. He turned the rusted handle on the door. “Locked,” he announced.

			Rick stepped past him and tried the window. It took two tugs before it opened with a creak of wood against wood. Rick held his camera tight to his chest as he crawled inside. Horst came in behind him.

			“Don’t move,” Rick warned. He pulled out his phone and activated the flashlight app. He scanned the vast, empty space, finding nothing but pillars and cobwebs. Then he trained the flashlight on the floor. “Wood.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Sturdy.” He waited until Horst brought out his own flashlight before scanning the room again. They found four staircases, one in each corner of the warehouse’s third floor.

			Horst nodded to the one on their left. “Those guys were in and out. That’s the closest way down.”

			The men climbed down two flights. The first, connecting the third floor to the second, was wooden, rough on both steps and handrail. The next, leading down from the second floor to the first, was made of wider, iron-grid stairs. Once on the main floor, the men shined their lights around the area, illuminating dusty pieces of large machinery, wooden crates, and a multitude of hand tools, wheelbarrows, concrete mixers, and other tools of the building trade.

			Everything was covered with a heavy layer of dust.

			They walked toward the door the men had unlocked to enter. Here, the wooden floor gave way to concrete. Rick imagined this must have been where trucks pulled in with deliveries back in the day. He scanned his light across the hard surface, hoping to get lucky with a footprint. All he came up with was dust, dirt, and a large dark stain. At the end of the concrete pad were two duffel bags. He turned to nudge Horst, only to find him staring at the shadowy stain.

			
			“This is where it happened.” Horst’s voice was low and choked. “This is where Joe died.”

			Rick laid a hand on Horst’s shoulder. “Steady, man. Stay focused.”

			Horst nodded and pulled his gaze away. Rick trained his flashlight on the duffel bags and both men walked toward them.

			“Look familiar?” Horst asked.

			Rick nodded. It was the same shape and color as the bag Ossie MacDonald struggled to carry as he and Frank Vistole ran out of the convenience store. He bent down and examined it.

			“No tags. Looks new, though.”

			“Open it,” Horst said.

			Rick was surprised there was no lock on the zipper. Maybe whoever was making the delivery thought two men, probably both armed, a locked fence, and a fortresslike warehouse were enough to keep it secure. He pulled on the zipper and shook his head. He opened the second bag and found the contents to be identical.

			Stacks of cash. Lots of them.

			Horst knelt and rifled through several banded sacks. “All hundreds. Just like the ones Billy handed out.”

			“And just like the bag Ossie and Frank delivered.”

			Horst straightened. “You mean the one I’m accused of taking from the evidence room?”

			“The very one.” Rick bent down and zipped both bags closed. “This is what Billy saw. This is his payday.”

			
			“He probably figured no one would notice a stack or two missing. Not with a stash this size.”

			“He didn’t know that people who deal with this kind of money know where each and every bill is at all times,” Rick offered. “This is payment for something.”

			“Drugs?”

			Rick shook his head. “Somebody pays this much, they’re gonna want their candy in immediate trade.” He played the possibilities through his mind. “From what Billy told people about his paydays, the drops were made on a regular basis.”

			“Every week from the sound of it. An ongoing operation.”

			Rick nodded. “This warehouse is the main drop-off point. That’s why all the security is in place. Whoever’s making the drops found out about Billy skimming.”

			“And arranged to have him killed.” Horst seemed to be thinking the same way Rick was. “But the money needed to keep coming in while they were taking care of Billy.”

			“And that’s when whoever it was sent Frank and Ossie up to the convenience store. But why only one bag with them?”

			“Test run?” Horst asked. “ ’Til they could double down on security here?”

			“Makes sense. Could be they’d used Frank before. Maybe they’d just heard about him wanting to impress the boys in Chicago. You saw the Illinois plates?”

			“I did,” Horst answered. “The question is who. And why. And why get me involved with making it look like I stole the money?”

			
			“Is it time to bring in the boys in blue?”

			“Which ones?” Horst asked sourly. “You ready to take a gamble on finding a cop who wasn’t involved with setting me up?”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 30

			“Have you heard from Horst?” Nancy Richardson asked as she walked into her daughter’s condo. “He hasn’t returned any of my calls.”

			Sydney wasn’t ready for this. She opted for a diversion. “You looking for him to help you out tonight? I’ll be at the Arbeits. Do you need backup for Hush Money?”

			“The day I need help running a restaurant is the day you better check your boots because you-know-where has just frozen over. Besides, Horst Welke wouldn’t know a spatula from a soup spoon.” Nancy crossed to the kitchen, pulled out a jug of iced tea, and poured herself a glass. “You want some?”

			Sydney shook her head. She had hoped to avoid any conversation about Horst. He was right. If her mother caught wind that he’d been suspended under suspicion of stealing more than a million dollars, she’d go full-on indignant, raging to the department, the press, the customers at The Ten-Ten, and anyone else who crossed her path. If Rick and Horst were looking for a dirty cop, they didn’t need Nancy Richardson warning whoever it might be.

			“So?” Nancy asked again. “Do you know where Horst is?”

			“It’s not my job to babysit him.”

			“Jillian came into The Ten-Ten last night. You know her sister got married?” Nancy shook her head. “Out in the desert. In Arizona. In July, for God’s sake. Who does things like that?”

			“What’s your point, Mom?”

			“My point is, I haven’t heard from Horst. So, I ask Jillian if she’s seen him since she’s been back. She rambles on about the wedding like a magpie who’s just learned to talk. Next thing I know, she’s finishing her beer and heading out the door. That doesn’t sound a thing like her.”

			
			She must have heard about Horst’s suspension, Sydney thought. Would her supervisor only tell her because she is Horst’s partner? Or does everyone on the force know?

			“Weddings make people excited,” Sydney said. “Like all big parties. She was probably wanting to share the details with you.”

			Nancy gruffed out a harrumph.

			“What?” Sydney asked.

			“Something’s not passing the smell test.”

			“Meaning?”

			“Meaning, if she’s in Arizona in the middle of July, why no tan? Jillian had nothing. Not even those goofy lines on the side of her head from wearing sunglasses.”

			“I don’t know, Mom. Maybe she uses triple-digit sunscreen. I can’t believe you’d wonder about something like that.”

			“A mother notices everything. Remember that time you and Ronnie snuck out of the house? What were you, sixteen? Next morning it took me all of twenty seconds to bust you both.”

			“No pillowcase crease marks on our faces. I remember.”

			“You wait ’til you have a kid or two of your own, Sydney. It’s like a superpower comes over you.”

			Sydney shook her head. “I gotta go. I want to be at the Arbeits no later than four o’clock to check out all the details.”

			“You’ll be fine. I swung by Hush Money on my way here. Windy’s got it all handled. Anita’s got the wine boxed and ready for you. She says to pick it up on your way over. The servers will bring the food at five. There’ll be some assembly, but you said Leslie’s kitchen can handle it, right?”

			
			Sydney was grateful to have her mother’s attention shifted away from Horst. “It’s enormous. I think the important thing is to have all the doings for the Arbeit party out of Hush Money’s kitchen before Windy has to start cooking for the dinner guests.”

			“Don’t worry. We’ve got it covered. Can you imagine if Roland was here while this is going on?”

			The intercom buzzed before Sydney had the chance to answer. She crossed her living room and saw Rick Sheffield’s face on the screen.

			With Horst standing beside him.

			Sydney glanced back to the kitchen, where her mother sat at the island drinking her iced tea. She positioned herself to hide the security monitor’s screen and pressed the answering button.

			“Hi, Rick!” She hoped her mother heard her tone as relaxed. “I’m up here with Mom.” Sydney watched the look on Horst’s face change as he shook his head.

			“I was in the neighborhood,” Rick said, obviously catching her warning. “Thought I’d drop by and take a look at the brochures you had for those bikes you were bragging about.”

			“Ask Rick if he knows where Horst is,” Nancy called out.

			“My mother wants to know if you’ve heard from Horst,” Sydney relayed.

			“He’s been in Milwaukee,” Rick lied. “Something about something. I don’t have all the details.”

			
			“He’s out of town,” Sydney called out. “Rick says Milwaukee.”

			“Milwaukee!” Nancy cried. “Why didn’t he tell me?”

			“I don’t know, Mom. I’m a little busy here.” She turned back to the intercom. “I’m buzzing you in, Rick. My mom’s just leaving.”

			Sydney pressed the button that would open the door eight stories below and headed back to the kitchen.

			“Rick’s coming for a visit?” her mother asked. “Where’s Clay?”

			“Clay’s doing whatever it is he’s doing today. Rick and I are friends. You know that.”

			“I haven’t seen Clay in a while.” Nancy raised an eyebrow. “Is he in Milwaukee, too?”

			“Can we talk about this later, Mom? I’ll see what Rick wants. Then I’ve got to get going on the party.” She took the near-empty glass out of her mother’s hand and set it on the counter. Then she led her to the door.

			“I’m getting the bum’s rush,” Nancy observed. “Sydney Richardson, what’s going on here?”

			“I’m up to my eyes, that’s all.” Sydney opened her front door. “I’ll have my phone. Don’t hesitate to call me if something comes up tonight, okay?”

			“And what? You’ll give me the same attention I’m getting now? Are you ashamed of me, Sydney? You don’t want Rick to see me? Is that it?”

			“Mom, please.” Sydney kissed her mother’s cheek. “I love you. Now can I please get on with my chores?”

			Nancy shot her a we’ll-talk-about-this-later look, wished her good luck tonight, and left.

			
			Eleven minutes later there was a knock at her door. Sydney opened it to see Rick standing in the hall.

			“Coast clear?” he asked.

			“She’s gone. Where’s Horst?”

			“I’ll be right back.” Rick hobble-jogged the length of the hall to the exit stairway. He opened the door and Horst entered the hall.

			“You two climbed eight flights of stairs?” she asked as they entered her condo. “Is that on your authorized list of activities, Rick?”

			He patted his chest. “I seem to be holding my own.”

			Sydney turned to Horst. “Mom’s caught the scent.”

			“I know.” Horst took a seat on her sofa. “Jillian’s back in town. Told me she ran into Nancy.”

			“She knows about your suspension?”

			“Yeah. Said the chief told her himself when he explained she’d be working solo for a while. Told her to steer clear of me. It was nice of her to call.”

			Jillian and Horst had been partners for three years now, ever since she transferred up from the Chicago PD. Six years on Chicago’s gang-activity task force had her looking for calmer pastures. Sydney hoped those years working closely with Horst had allowed Jillian enough time to know the man was innocent of what he was being accused of.

			Sydney waved Rick into the room, urging him to sit next to Horst. She asked them if they wanted anything.

			“I’ll take some water, if it’s handy,” Rick said.

			“Make it two,” Horst added.

			
			Sydney got them their beverages and sat across from them.

			“How’d it go?”

			They brought her up to speed regarding the night at the abandoned warehouse.

			“Which one is it, exactly?” she asked.

			“Doesn’t matter,” Horst answered. “East side.”

			“Do you have enough to know for sure that this Billy guy’s murder is linked to the creep who shot Rick?”

			“I’d say we have enough to say the cases are linked,” Rick explained. “Same duffel bags. Same stash of money. Hundred-dollar bills in both cases. Timing’s right. The cases are tied, that’s for sure.”

			Horst explained his theory that Billy found out about the drops and dipped his hand in the cookie jar.

			“That was enough to get him killed,” he said.

			“You think the same guy who shot Rick killed Billy?” she asked.

			The two men exchanged looks.

			“No,” Rick said. “For one thing, Vistole—Frank Vistole, he’s the one who shot me—he’s strictly a bottom-feeder. Good for the occasional errand, but nowhere near high enough to be making the calls regarding this much money or putting out a hit on someone.”

			Sydney nodded. “What’s the other thing?”

			“What?” Rick asked.

			“You said you didn’t think it was Vistole for one thing…What’s the other?”

			Horst heaved a heavy sigh. “Jillian’s not the only call I got. Julia Reschke called me this morning.”

			
			“Who’s that?” Sydney asked.

			“Coroner.” Horst’s face softened. “She’s good people. Time’s like this, I guess you find out who’s really in your corner.”

			“Why was she calling you?” Sydney asked, frowning. “She wouldn’t be involved with an Internal Affairs investigation, would she?”

			“No. In fact, she didn’t have any idea I’d been suspended. She was calling to ask me why I wasn’t driving lead on this new body she had down at her shop.”

			“She thought you should be investigating a death? Are you saying there’s been another murder?”

			“Julia’s tied into the station pretty well. She knows what we’re working on. When this body shows up this morning, she wonders why I’m not on scene. Particularly given that he gets his the exact same way Billy Tremble did. Two shots in the back of the head. Same MO, same caliber bullets. I ask her if she’s got ID.” Horst turned toward Rick. “She tells me it’s Frank Vistole.”

			“The man who shot Rick?”

			“That’s the one,” Rick answered.

			“Leaving no doubt the two cases are connected.” Sydney was connecting the dots. “As well as framing Horst. Am I right?”

			“We think so,” Rick answered. “Question is, who’s behind it all?”

			“It must be the person who picked up the money,” Sydney offered. “Who was that?”

			Once again, Horst and Rick exchanged an uncertain look.

			“Don’t tell me you didn’t stick around to see who came by to pick up those sacks of cash,” Sydney demanded.

			
			“We did not.” Rick leaned forward and set his water glass on the coffee table. “Sydney, neither Horst nor I are authorized to be investigating anything. We’re both on official leave.”

			“So? Nab the people with the cash. Catch ’em red-handed. Make a citizen’s arrest or something.”

			“If we did that, we’d catch another errand-runner. Someone like Frank Vistole who’d know nothing more than pickup and drop-off points.” Rick’s eyes were locked on hers. “We can’t take what we know to the police until we figure out who on the force is involved with this.”

			“How about Jillian?” Horst offered. “A man has to trust his partner.”

			Rick shook his head. “But I’m not pointing fingers at anyone in particular.”

			“No,” Sydney challenged. “You’re pointing fingers at everyone.”

			“Until we resolve this, I think that’s the safest way.” Rick looked at both of them. “Right now, a little paranoia will serve us all well.”

			“He’s right,” Horst offered.

			“We can’t be satisfied with low levels. We need to figure out what the money’s buying and who’s paying for it.”

			“Then we’ll know if any cops are involved?” Sydney asked.

			“Then we’ll know which cops are involved,” Rick asserted. “No way Horst’s setup goes as smoothly as it did without inside help.”

			“They why didn’t you wait to see who picked up the money. You could have followed them.”

			“I never said we didn’t follow them,” Rick said. “We just couldn’t risk being up close and personal.”

			“Meaning?”

			
			“I put a tracker in one of the duffel bags.” Rick pulled out his phone. “Those bags sat in that warehouse until 6:43 this morning.”

			“Thank God for all these apps,” Horst grumbled. “I don’t know if my bones could have taken any more time hiding at that warehouse.”

			Sydney reached for Rick’s phone. She scrolled through the map showing the bag’s travels. “It looks like the bag isn’t moving anymore.”

			Rick pulled back his phone. “Correct. It stopped moving at seven minutes past seven this morning. It came to a dead stop at the corner of Washington and Baldwin.”

			Sydney called up a mental map of Madison. “East side. What’s there?”

			“A lot of small businesses. A few apartments.”

			“Can you be more specific?”

			Rick shook his head. “When the tracker stopped moving for a while, Horst and I took a drive by. We found it.”

			“In a lot,” Horst said. “Lucky for us it didn’t go down some gutter.”

			“So,” Sydney said. “We’ve got nothing.”

			Rick flashed the first smile she’d seen from him that day. “I didn’t say that. For the tracker to have fallen out of the bag, the bag needed to be opened. Since the tracker was in good shape, I’m betting it fell out of the bag during transfer. Bad guys didn’t know it was there.”

			“They were already at their destination!” Sydney exclaimed.

			“That’s our thinking. Maybe they were at their final destination; maybe the bags were transported somewhere else.”

			“Then what’s got you smiling?” Sydney puzzled. “It still sounds to me like we don’t know where those bags ended up.”

			
			“Right,” he agreed. “But we’ve got an amazing coincidence.”

			“What?”

			“After Rick and I left the stakeout last night,” Horst explained, “we did some looking into who owned that warehouse where the money was dropped off. Took a while. Some holding company owned by a leasing group nested within a limited partnership. Somebody was trying hard to mask the real owner.”

			“Which is?”

			“T. F. Properties. It’s owned by one Ted Fitzgerald.”

			Sydney thought. “That name’s familiar…”

			Rick nodded. “Should be. Ted Fitzgerald started Prairie Construction forty years ago.”

			Sydney gasped. “Leslie’s father? He owns the warehouse where the money was dropped?”

			“His company does,” Horst said. “And when we found the tracker? Sure, there’s lots of addresses around that corner, but one caught our eye.”

			“A new development. Takes up about a third of the block,” Rick told her.

			“Don’t tell me Leslie’s company is doing the building?”

			Rick smiled for the second time that day. “Big trucks everywhere.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 31

			“I can’t thank you enough for doing this.” Leslie Arbeit hugged Sydney as she entered the foyer of Leslie’s home. “I hate the thought of my new friend catering a dinner party. But my mother insisted on having Hush Money provide her dinner for Father Moran. I owe you big-time.”

			Sydney hoped her smile was casual when she assured Leslie it was a pleasure. Horst and Rick had impressed upon her that any involvement of Prairie Construction with either the mysterious bags filled with money or the murders of Billy Tremble and Frank Vistole was probably nonexistent.

			“Abandoned buildings are notorious for attracting people doing bad deeds,” Rick had reminded her. “And Prairie just happens to own a lot of them. They could be innocent victims of circumstance here.”

			“And Prairie’s the biggest construction firm around,” Horst added. “That tracker? Found near a Prairie Construction site? Could be those bags went to the copy center or the nail salon or any of those other businesses in the area. All it is so far is a coincidence.”

			She’d nodded her agreement. Still, she was a detective’s daughter. Coincidences were a hard sell.

			“Servers and food should be here in a few minutes. Let’s see how the terrace looks.”

			Leslie asked about Clay as they headed toward the back of the house.

			“Haven’t heard from him,” Sydney answered. “He’s leaving it up to me.”

			“Has it been difficult for you?”

			
			Sydney gave herself a moment to assess how she’d been feeling since Clay announced his desire to step back until she was able to fully commit to a relationship with him.

			“Sometimes,” she answered honestly. “I hear this warning calling out in my mind that I’m blowing the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

			“Clay’s great.”

			Sydney agreed. “But when I think about what he said about how I’m looking for—or chasing after—something, I have to admit he’s right. And until I figure out what that is, he’s right about another thing, too: He deserves better.”

			Leslie weaved an arm through Sydney’s as they stepped outside. “You’re going to have to work pretty hard to convince me there’s anybody better than you.” She gestured to indicate the terrace. “Et voilà! How’s this? It can’t compare to Hush Money’s elegance, but I tried.”

			Sydney surveyed the long wooden farm table Leslie had positioned in the center of her stone patio. Cream damask place mats and sparkling crystal stemware struck an elegant contrast to the pale gray pottery plates and rough-hewn pine tabletop. Low clusters of blue hydrangeas ran down the center of the table. “Excellent. Really, Leslie. It’s perfect.” She nodded across the sweeping lawn to where Lake Mendota sparkled with silver and blue. “And the background couldn’t be lovelier.”

			“I’m glad the weather’s cooperating. It’s always a big deal when Ian Moran comes by for a visit.”

			“He’s a close family friend,” Sydney observed.

			Leslie nodded. “None of this would have been possible without Ian.”

			
			“And from what I understand, your father’s success helped fuel Father Moran’s career as well.”

			Leslie gave her a sidelong look. “Did Barney tell you anything different?”

			“He filled me in with a bit more background when we were planning for tonight. By the way, you didn’t tell me your sister was a nun! Your family has closer ties to the church than mere brick and mortar.”

			Leslie focused on a sailboat gliding across the lake as she spoke. “Yeah, well. It’s kind of an awkward thing to lead with.”

			“Your sister the sister.” Sydney’s voice softened. “Must have been a tough act to follow. I mean, following in the shoes of someone who’s married to Jesus Christ. Yikes!”

			Leslie laughed. “Don’t think I didn’t hear about it whenever I snitched a cookie or got caught in a childhood fib.”

			“I can’t imagine you being anything but your parents’ favorite.”

			“That’s kind of you to say.” Leslie paused. “But Cecilia was always my mother’s ideal.”

			“That’s an easy task when the kid’s not around,” Sydney offered. “Didn’t you say she was young when she left for Ireland?”

			“Fourteen.”

			“Your mother may have fantasized that Cecilia would never have brought her the adolescent sass and challenge that we all brought our mothers.”

			“You ought to be a shrink, Syd.” Leslie paused. “Do you imagine your birth mother feels the same way about you? I mean, if she had another daughter. Do you think she privately imagined you as the perfect child every time her daughter broke curfew or got caught smoking under the bleachers?”

			
			A memory came to Sydney. A letter delivered by an attorney on her thirtieth birthday. Beautiful penmanship. Blue ink on creamy vellum. Handwritten assurance from her birth mother that she’d been conceived in love. That she’d been offered for adoption solely to avoid scandal.

			“I don’t know what my birth mother thinks of me.”

			Impulsively, Leslie reached for her hand. “Look at us, Syd. A couple of wounded puppies trying to pretend our childhood didn’t hurt.”

			Sydney nodded toward the house. “You seem to be doing all right.”

			“Don’t kid yourself. In my father’s mind, this was to be Barney’s house. Barney was meant to take over the company. I’m his reluctant second choice.”

			“He’s proud of you, I’m sure. Look at how you’ve expanded Prairie. Not to mention the house.”

			Leslie again turned her gaze to the lake. “My father likes winners, Sydney. And the way he keeps score is money. Possessions. Titles. He has no real feeling about the connection of family. When Barney announced he planned a career in medicine—something my father still refers to as the Great Betrayal—my father began working with the board of directors to search for a suitable successor. Even though I had an MBA and had worked at Prairie since I was fifteen years old. I had to beg him to give me a chance.” Her eyes squinted in a way that had nothing to do with the bright sunshine. “I showed him. I brought in quarter after quarter of increased earnings. Delivered profits even the great Ted Fitzgerald had been unable to achieve. In the end, it was the board who named me chief operations officer. Not my father.” She turned to Sydney with a weary smile. “And he’s always quick to remind me that he still owns the firm. And that he’s ready to step in if ever I disappoint.”

			
			The two women stared out at the lake in silence for several minutes. It wasn’t until two voices called out that they turned back toward the house.

			“Hey, Syd.” It was Gail, one of the hostesses from Hush Money. “Sabrina and I are here. Where do you want the food?”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 32

			“You’re sticking your neck out here, kiddo.” Horst took the thumb drive Jillian Kohler offered him. “As long as I’m on suspension, I’m persona non grata to anyone on the force.”

			Jillian ruffled the hair on Jocko’s neck. “As far as anyone knows, I’m here checking up on Rick.” She turned to where he sat on his sofa. “How you doing, by the way?”

			Rick shrugged. He didn’t want to reveal the irritation he’d had when Horst told him that, despite his warnings, Horst had made a request of Jillian. “The old saying works: Every day in every way, I’m getting better and better. That’s what I tell myself at least. What’s the word at the station about Horst?”

			Jillian gave Horst a don’t-shoot-the-messenger look. “Folks know about the missing cash. They know Horst is on leave.”

			“Paid leave,” Horst clarified.

			“They’re putting two and two together,” she said. “Most people aren’t talking about it. Those that are, know he wouldn’t do anything like that.”

			“You have any trouble getting this?” Horst held up the thumb drive.

			“Wasn’t that tough. I’m making it look like I got so much to do now that I’m flying solo. Nobody seemed to mind me huddled over the computer for most of the day.”

			Rick called out to where Horst sat in front of Rick’s laptop. “You know how to fire that up?”

			Horst slid the thumb drive into the side port. “Wasn’t born yesterday, Rick. Of course, if I was, I’d probably be faster with these things. Know what I mean? He looked toward Jillian as the files loaded. “What were you able to find?”

			
			“You tell me. I haven’t analyzed anything. I just went through the electronic case records and downloaded anything that had to do with the variables you gave me. Billy Tremble, Frank Vistole, Ossie MacDonald, Prairie Construction, every address within a four-block area of where you guys found the tracker, and Ted Fitzgerald. Oh, and I also included the license plate of that Illinois SUV you guys saw making the drop at the warehouse, as well as the address of the warehouse itself.”

			“You’ve been busy,” Rick observed.

			Horst stared at the screen. “What can I tell ya? The woman’s good.” He scrolled through the data for several seconds before looking back toward Jillian. “This is a lot. Gonna take us a while. There’s no need for you to be bored while we sift through this.”

			“I’ve got the time,” Jillian responded.

			Rick pulled himself off the sofa. He noted it was getting easier and easier to do so. “I appreciate that, Jillian. I’m sure Horst does, too. But the less time you spend around him, the better. Folks think you’re here checking on me. You stay too long, somebody might wonder what’s up.”

			“I can look out for myself,” Jillian replied. “Horst is my partner. Any hot water he’s in is my problem as much as his. If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to know what you guys find out sooner rather than later.”

			“Rick’s right, Jillian.” Horst stood and walked over to her. “You’ve done plenty already. There’s no sense raising curiosities. Not while we’ve got a dirty one on the inside. Get back to the station. Keep your eyes and ears open, okay?”

			
			Jillian shook her head. “I’m staying.”

			“You’re going.” Horst put his hands on her shoulders, gently turned her around, and marched her to Rick’s front door. “Don’t make me pull rank.”

			“You’re suspended. You technically have no rank.” She turned and gave him a brief hug. “Let me know what you find out. And not hours or days later, you hear me? The minute you suspect anything, you call. I need to know what you’re thinking.”

			Horst promised as he closed the door behind her. Then he headed back to the computer.

			“You got some coffee?” He sat back down in front of the keyboard. “This is going to take a while.”

			“Then screw coffee. It’s beer o’clock.”

			

			—

			Ninety minutes later Rick stretched and stood from the chair he’d positioned next to Horst’s. “It’s getting harder to convince myself we’re going to find anything. I mean, I appreciate the line item entries of both Vistole’s and MacDonald’s criminal records as much as the next guy. But we got nothing on the Illinois plate. Ted Fitzgerald’s had exactly three interactions with the cops. Seventeen years ago, when his mailbox out in Maple Bluff got knocked off its post on Halloween, and two years after that when one of his construction sites got burgled. And, of course, when Joe Richardson was killed in one of his warehouses eighteen years ago. We basically got nothing more than what we started with.”

			
			“That drop was made in one of his warehouses,” Horst said. “The same warehouse where Joe was killed.”

			“The guy’s got property in six states! Forty-three parcels here in Dane County alone. We’re stretching to think that points to anything.”

			Horst kept his eyes on the screen.

			“You want another beer?” Rick asked.

			“How about some ice water?”

			Rick went into the kitchen and pulled an ice tray out of the freezer.

			“What the hell?” Horst called out. “Rick, get in here.”

			Rick dropped the tray in the sink. “You find something?”

			Jocko was standing at alert next to Horst, who looked up at Rick with a stony glare. “Susalynne McFeeney.”

			“Yeah? So? Who’s Susalynne McFeeney?”

			Horst tapped the laptop’s screen. “She was a student at West High School. Thirteen years old. She and her mother lived in an apartment on Hollister Avenue.”

			“What’s that mean to us?”

			“That apartment—the one Susalynne shared with her mom—it’s a two-flat owned by T. F. Properties.”

			“Ted Fitzgerald,” Rick said. “Owner of Prairie Construction. Guy must own, what? Ten apartments? Twenty? What’s so special about this one?”

			“Susalynne McFeeney was murdered in Hoyt Park almost twenty years ago. Strangled. Beaten. Her killer was never found.” Horst wiped a hand across his face. “Joe Richardson was working that case when he was killed.”

			
			Heat surged through Rick’s body. “When he was killed in a warehouse owned by Ted Fitzgerald.”

			“What do you think?” Horst asked.

			“I think we might be done stretching things.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 33

			“We’re just doing wine tonight?” Barney Fitzgerald was the first dinner guest to arrive. “Might that scare off the good padre? I would think his time in New York would have him expecting cocktails before dinner.”

			Leslie handed her brother a glass of chilled champagne. “He’s a guest in Madison this evening. In my home, I might add. Sydney’s been more than generous in offering us two of her servers this evening. I dare not impose upon her to bring a bartender as well.”

			Barney walked over to greet Sydney. He shocked her by leaning in and kissing her cheek. “You look smashing, my dear.” He stepped back to examine her mauve cocktail dress. “But then again, that’s a habit of yours, isn’t it?” He turned his attention back to his sister. “We’re seven for dinner, Leslie.” He waved his hand toward a liquor cabinet on a side living room wall. “I’m sure Charles can drop ice cubes in a glass and splash a little scotch all on his own.” He glanced around the room. “Where is our chief of police, anyway? Don’t tell me he’s come up with an excuse to get out of this soiree altogether. If he tries, I’m calling foul and going on a one-man crusade to find him and bring him back.”

			Leslie glanced at the brass-and-crystal clock sitting on the mantel. “He called earlier. Said he had two stops to make before coming home. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

			“Let’s hope so.” Barney turned again to Sydney. “There’s only so much of the Ted Fitzgerald–Ian Moran sideshow one person can take. All that one-upmanship in the guise of fawning adoration between two alpha males requires as large a denominator as possible. I’m so glad you’re here to grow our numbers.”

			
			Sydney thought she’d appreciate having more people in the room to deflect the strain between Leslie and her brother. She couldn’t imagine adding more tension to the mix.

			“Anita’s put together a wonderful wine selection for this evening,” she offered. “I’m confident everyone will be satisfied.”

			Barney pivoted on one foot toward Leslie. “Whaddya say, sis? I got twenty bucks not three minutes pass before Father asks for a drink.”

			“I’ll take that bet. It’ll be Moran who asks for liquor first.”

			The two of them shared a conspiratorial grin.

			Maybe it’s an only-child thing, Sydney thought. Maybe I’m incapable of understanding sibling interaction.

			A wide picture window provided a clear view of the black Lincoln Continental pulling up to a stop in the circular drive in front of the Arbeit home.

			“It’s showtime, kids,” Barney announced. “Let’s all line up and pay court like good little underlings.” He headed toward the large slate entryway.

			Leslie gave Sydney a bear-with-us smile, linked her arm in hers, and led her in procession behind Barney. Once the three of them were lined up: Barney, Leslie, Sydney, Barney opened the hand-scraped oak door.

			Ted Fitzgerald was the first one in. He walked with an imperial slowness, using a carved walking stick that was even taller than the several inches above six feet that he himself stood. His thick, white hair was longer than Sydney would have assumed a man of his age would prefer and gave him a leonine appearance. She knew he must have been over seventy years old, yet his skin was nearly wrinkle-free and his bright blue eyes took in the scene with the intensity of a young sentinel, sizing up the territory. He wore a crisply tailored gray suit that seemed overly formal for a summer’s evening on his daughter’s patio.

			
			“Father!” Barney stepped forward and offered his hand. “How wonderful of you to drive all this way. You’re looking fit.”

			Ted ignored his son’s hand. “Are you running that hospital of yours yet?”

			Barney tilted his head and smirked. “Not yet, Father. Still a lowly orthopedic surgeon. Making the world a better place, one replaced hip at a time.”

			“You wouldn’t be tied to a salary if you’d come to work with me.” Ted Fitzgerald stepped toward his daughter before Barney had the opportunity to respond.

			“Hello, Father.” Leslie reached for her father’s free hand and brought it to her lips. Sydney blanched, wondering if it was his hand or his ring her friend was kissing. “Thank you for coming.”

			“Drove past the new headquarters on the way in.” Ted Fitzgerald nodded once. “That sculpture out front seemed a bit much. What did that cost me?”

			Leslie’s smile was tight. “We discussed this at the board meeting, Father. Remember? Our new program to support the arts? We’re spending one percent of our profits on public art. We’ve had a good year.”

			Fitzgerald grunted and stepped toward Sydney.

			“And who are you?” he asked.

			“Father, allow me to—”

			
			Fitzgerald interrupted his daughter. “I didn’t ask you. I asked her.”

			Sydney drew in a slow breath. “My name is Sydney Richardson. I’m a friend of your daughter’s. It so happens I own the restaurant your wife wished to use this evening. Your son was kind enough to ask me to join you for dinner.”

			Fitzgerald’s face froze for a fraction of a moment. Then he turned back toward Barney. “Couldn’t find a date on your own? You found it necessary to use the help?”

			“Father,” Leslie interposed. “Sydney is my friend. A welcome guest in my home. She’s not Barney’s date.”

			Fitzgerald looked Sydney up and down. A slow smile came to his lips as his eyes locked on to hers. “No. I wouldn’t imagine anyone this beautiful would be.”

			“Father Moran!” Barney’s exuberant greeting of the next guest entering the house pulled Sydney’s attention away from Fitzgerald’s stare. “How’s it feel to be back in Madison?”

			It was impossible for Sydney to ascertain the priest’s age. He was as tall as Fitzgerald and carried himself with an equally regal posture. But Moran was thinner. He wore a dark suit cut close enough to his body to suggest Italian tailoring. His clerical collar was nearly electric in its stark whiteness. His hair was as black, shot through with touches of gray so attractively accenting his face, Sydney wondered if they had been professionally placed. His eyes were blue, too. Darker than Fitzgerald’s but flamed by a similar intensity. He greeted Barney with a warm hug, playfully suggesting that he might have the surgeon take a look at his knee after dinner.

			
			“It’s all I can do to play eighteen anymore,” he said before stepping to Leslie.

			“Is it possible you’re growing lovelier with each year?” he added before enveloping her in a wholesome embrace. “Could this possibly be the same little girl who plagued the good sisters at Blessed Sacrament with her ingenious ability to smuggle gum into the classroom?”

			“Hello, Father Ian. Welcome home.” Leslie turned toward Sydney. “Father, please meet Sydney Richardson. A friend of mine.”

			Ian Moran cupped Sydney’s hands in his and smiled. Sydney felt a tug at her core. She held the man’s gaze: blue eyes staring into blue. An intriguing wash came over her, security mixed with anxiety. As though she should at once be pleased to have met this man while at the same time wary of him.

			Perhaps I need to get to church more often.

			“It’s nice to meet you,” she said. “I understand Madison is your hometown. Has it changed much since your last visit?”

			He held her gaze and kept his smile as he answered. “Everything changes, my dear. Such is the way of the universe.”

			“And finally, here’s Mother.” Barney stepped forward. “Did you need help getting out of the car, dear?”

			“Nonsense.” Sydney heard a woman’s voice but was blocked from seeing her by Barney’s back. “I stopped to check on my peony bushes. They’re lovelier than I ever imagined they could be.” Sydney saw pale arms reach up to enfold Barney. A large diamond ring glittered under the beams of the foyer chandelier. “It’s so good to see you, Barney.”

			“And you, too, Mother.” Barney stepped aside, preparing to hand his mother off to Leslie.

			
			Sydney’s breath caught in her throat. Her heart rate accelerated. She recognized the elegant way the woman held herself. Knew the gentle champagne color of her hair. The sophisticated ease with which she moved and spoke. Sydney kept her eyes locked on the scene of mother greeting daughter.

			She’d seen this woman several times at Hush Money. Always dining alone. Always kind enough to share a few words when Sydney came by her table. The woman who told her she had ties to the Madison area. The woman who commented on how proud Sydney’s parents would be to see the success she’d made of herself. Elaina.

			Sydney’s mouth was too dry to speak when Leslie turned to introduce them. Elaina stepped toward her and cupped a gentle hand to Sydney’s cheek.

			“No need, Leslie,” Elaina said as she smiled up at Sydney. “We know each other, don’t we, dear?”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 34

			Lilac opened the rear door of the SUV and climbed in. “There was no need for you to come to Madison. If you wanted to see me, I could have met you in Chicago.”

			Boss shrugged massive shoulders. His sport coat seemed a little heavy for the warm July weather, but Lilac figured the man seldom stepped out of anything that wasn’t fully air-conditioned.

			“I like gettin’ out from time to time,” Boss said. “Jimmy does, too.” He slapped the driver’s headrest. “Ain’t that right, Jimmy. It’s good to get out to the country, am I right?”

			Lilac locked eyes through the rearview mirror with the man known as Jimmy Wheels, one of the few people in Boss’s circle not named after a flower, and wondered how the men could consider a city as cosmopolitan as Madison to be out in the country.

			“Right, Boss,” Jimmy said. “Saw lots of green on the drive up. Saw those cows, too.”

			“What did you tell me they were called?” Boss asked.

			“Holsteins.”

			Boss laughed and hit the headrest again. “Jimmy’s a regular zoologist, this guy here. Next thing you know he’ll be calling out names of birds as they tweet by.”

			Lilac shifted against a block of anxiety weighing deep inside and smiled.

			“I like hearing things like that,” Boss said. “New things. Things I can learn from.” He leaned forward so close Lilac could smell the coffee on the big man’s breath. “Why is it I don’t hear new things from you?”

			
			“That doesn’t mean I’m not working on things.”

			Boss stared at Lilac for several tense seconds before leaning back against the car’s door. “How’s things going with that cop? The one working Billy’s case. Didn’t you say he was snooping around Vistole?”

			“I did.” Lilac recalled the pictures in the morning papers. A body bag being wheeled into an ambulance. “Who’d you get to do Vistole?”

			“Don’t worry about that. I told you I’d take care of it. You did a terrific job taking care of the cop. He’s off the case. No way he’ll connect Billy to Vistole. That leaves me to wonder, now that we’ve taken care of the distractions, why I still don’t have an answer as to how Billy got his hands on my money.”

			Lilac’s tongue managed to work despite a suddenly dry mouth. “Drops are back on schedule. That’s a good thing.”

			Boss slapped the driver’s headrest yet again. “Notice that, Jimmy? I ask Lilac one question and I get an answer to something entirely different.” He turned back to Lilac with cold eyes. “You thinkin’ about going into politics? Maybe figure you can use me as practice for them press conferences where it looks like you’re talking but nothin’ worth anything is comin’ from your mouth?” He paused. “How’d that Billy guy get my money? That’s all I want to hear from you.”

			Lilac tried not to react to the bead of sweat tracing a spinal path downward. “We may never know. Billy’s dead. I don’t think he talked to anybody. I think the best thing to do right now is focus on the good news that things are back to normal and safeguard against any future thefts.”

			
			Boss looked out the window. Lilac saw Jimmy’s eyes trained on the rearview mirror, watching Lilac. When Boss turned his attention back to the vehicle’s cabin, he looked straight ahead. But the threat in his voice left no doubt he was speaking directly to Lilac.

			“It’s my job to figure out what’s best to focus on. It’s your job to do what I tell you. Now get out of this car. Go find out how Billy got my money.”

			Lilac swallowed bile.

			“Yes, sir. I’m on it.”

			Boss reached over and opened the door on Lilac’s side of the car. “Next time I get my answers.” Boss leaned close again. “Either that, or I got no reason to see you again. Understand?”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 35

			“Well, look at who finally decides to show up.” Nancy Richardson held open the door to Hush Money and stood aside as Rick and Horst entered the restaurant.

			“I called them, Mom.” Sydney nodded at the two men and waved them back toward her office. “You guys want anything? Coffee? Maybe a sandwich?”

			“Horst isn’t going anywhere until he explains why he was—what’s the term the kids are using now—ghosting! That’s right. Why have you been ghosting me, Horst?”

			“I’m sorry, Nancy.” Horst gave her a kiss on the cheek. “No offense intended. Just been up to my ears getting ready for my vacation.”

			“Vacation? Since when did you start taking vacations?”

			“Since now.”

			“Rick told me you were in Milwaukee,” Nancy challenged.

			Horst shrugged, unperturbed. “Yeah. Well, now I’m back. Planning to take some time off.”

			Sydney assumed it was a lie Horst concocted to keep Nancy from prying as to why he wasn’t at work. She wished he’d come to her for advice. There was no way such an unlikely activity as a Horst Welke vacation wouldn’t rouse her mother’s suspicion.

			“It was me, Mom.” Sydney shot Horst a run-with-this look. “I made him promise me he’d take some time off. All he does is work, you know?”

			“Of course I know. He’s like your father in that.” Nancy shook her head at the memory. “Only way I’d get that man away from his caseload was to play the guilt card. Tell him he was depriving you of childhood memories if he didn’t take us away a couple of times a year.”

			
			“Well,” Horst told her. “You taught your daughter well. After Rick here gets himself shot she comes to me all tears and worry. Tells me how she’s afraid that if I don’t take time off next thing I’ll know is my time for fun will have passed me by. Made me swear right then and there that I’d call off a few weeks.”

			Nancy looked toward her daughter, frowning. “You did? When?”

			Sydney tugged on her ear. “A couple of days ago. I think it was after I visited Rick in the hospital. Seeing him there, knowing the worst could happen at any time for a cop. It…well…it made me think about Dad. Made me wish he had had more memories of pleasant times.” She hoped the invoking of her father’s memory would keep her mother from further investigation.

			“Oh, Syd.” Nancy walked over to wrap her daughter in a long embrace. “You’ve had too many losses in your life, haven’t you?” She kissed Sydney’s cheek before releasing her. “Of course you’re worried about Horst.” She turned toward Horst with a kinder expression. “And I thank you for doing what you could to keep our girl from fretting. Not to mention the reality that some time off might do you good. What’s your plan?”

			“So far, he’s been spending time at my place,” Rick offered. “Taking care of me. Making sure I don’t overdo.” He hesitated. “That is, when he got back from Milwaukee.”

			Nancy nodded. Then she turned toward Sydney. “What has you inviting them down here?”

			
			Sydney hesitated. She hadn’t thought through her deception that far. Luckily, Rick stepped in.

			“That was my idea,” he said. “A few days with this guy playing mother hen was about all I could take. I called Syd to see if she could get him off my back. She suggested we come down and plan some activities.”

			“Neither one of them knows anything outside being a cop,” Sydney added. “I’ll give them a to-do list for relaxation.”

			A crash came from the kitchen. Nancy turned instantly. “I leave you to it,” she told them as she headed toward the source of the clatter. “If anyone knows how to have fun in this town, it’s Sydney.”

			When Nancy was out of sight, Sydney gestured toward a corner table.

			“How’d things go last night?” Rick asked. “Was it difficult for you?”

			Sydney thought back to the dinner party. She had, indeed, been concerned that she might not be able to be in Leslie’s presence without letting it slip that her company’s properties had a way of showing up again and again during a murder investigation. But all that ended when Elaina walked through the door. Sydney had been able to do little other than stumble through the charade of making nice when all she wanted to do was hurry home, crawl under the covers, and chastise herself for her fantasies about Elaina being the link to her birth parents’ mystery.

			“It was fine,” she lied. “Listened to a few Fitzgerald family stories. Heard a lot about international finance.” She explained the party was held for the benefit of Father Ian Moran, a former Madison priest who was now in charge of the U.S. branch of the Vatican Bank.

			
			“Did they know who you are?” Horst asked.

			Sydney thought that was an odd question. “I was introduced as Leslie’s friend, which I am. And her mother knew me. She’s been to Hush Money several times and originally wanted the dinner held here.”

			“Who all was there?” Rick wanted to know.

			Sydney named the few people in attendance. “Charles came late. We were already well past the appetizers when he arrived. Something about a meeting with the mayor.”

			“Probably about the two killings in one week,” Horst offered.

			“And let’s not forget me getting shot,” Rick said. “I’m sure the mayor had a thing or three to bend the ear of her chief of police. Madison’s not used to this kind of violence.”

			“So, no one balked when you were introduced?” Horst asked.

			Sydney frowned. “What’s this about?”

			“Richardson’s a common name,” Rick offered. “Not to mention that it’s been almost twenty years.”

			“Since what?” Sydney demanded. “What have you guys uncovered?”

			Horst and Rick exchanged a look she couldn’t decipher.

			“It’s probably nothing,” Horst told her. “We’re pulling on every string we have to connect the dots here.”

			“You mean to connect Billy Tremble’s murder to the money found when Rick was shot? I thought we did that already.” Sydney clicked the facts off on her fingers. “Hundred-dollar bills. Same bags. Same day. Same caliber bullets. Same—what did you call it—double tap?”

			“That’s right,” Rick said.

			
			“Not to mention that the warehouse you guys staked out was owned by Prairie Construction, and the place where the tracker got dumped was next to a Prairie Construction site. No doubt in my mind the cases are connected.”

			“There’s more.” Horst explained how Jillian Kohler had downloaded everything she could on what variables the two men knew to be associated with the two murders. “It included a list of holdings owned by Ted Fitzgerald.”

			“You know that convenience store where the whole thing with Ossie and Frank went down?” Rick asked.

			“I’ll forever remember it as the place you got shot,” Sydney answered. “But, yeah. I know it.”

			“Turns out it, too, is owned by T. F. Properties,” Rick said.

			Sydney’s eyes widened. “So that does it, right? Somebody at Prairie Construction is the lynchpin tying these things together. You thinking some foreman or something? Bringing in drugs? Maybe selling it to the workers? Leslie should know about this.”

			Horst shook his head. “I don’t think we’re ready to let anybody know what we’ve found yet.”

			“Why not?”

			“For one thing, this probably isn’t about drugs,” Rick explained. “These guys, whoever they are, were bringing in a couple of million dollars a week. You have any idea how many drugs that kind of money buys? Madison’s got a population of three hundred thousand. No way there’d be that much stuff moving through town without either our Narcotics guys knowing about it or bodies stacking up in ERs from overdoses. And since neither of those is happening, I say this is about something else.”

			
			“What else could bring in that kind of a payment?” she asked.

			“Guns?” Horst offered. “We got an airport right here. I could make an argument that if I was some no-goodnik—either an organization or even a country—if I wanted to buy a lot of guns, I might be looking for a small regional airport to move my inventory through.”

			“Could be,” Rick ventured. “But I gotta believe there’s small airports closer to major gun manufacturers. A bad actor could make use of them and not worry about shipping the weapons into Madison from who-knows-where.”

			“Plus, wouldn’t you imagine the feds would be all over something like that?” Sydney said.

			The men shared another look. This one was easy for her to decipher. It clearly telegraphed their obvious lack of confidence in the abilities of federal agencies.

			“What else would someone be buying for a couple of million a week?” Sydney asked. “Stolen art, maybe?”

			“This is Madison, Syd,” Horst said. “Not Paris or Rome.” He paused. “I hate to say it, but maybe it’s people.”

			“People?” Syd asked. “You mean like refugees?”

			“Maybe.” Horst shrugged. “There’s big money in smuggling folks into the country.”

			“Not that much!” Sydney thought about it. “What about the sex trade? Men and women getting moved around the country for sexual purposes. You read about that. I could see that bringing in a couple of million dollars.”

			
			“I hear ya. But all we’re seeing is the money. There’s been nothing to suggest people—lots of people—are being sold.”

			Sydney looked through Hush Money’s wide windows and watched dozens of people hustling about, running whatever errands brought them down to the Capitol Square. She saw a tall, dark-haired man across the street. For a moment, she thought it was Clay. But then he looked up. She breathed away the disappointment she felt when she saw it wasn’t him and fell back into silent thought.

			“Wait a minute,” she said at last. “What if we need to flip this?”

			“What do you mean?” Rick leaned forward.

			As her idea took shape in her mind, Sydney’s excitement grew. “What if we’re thinking about this all wrong? We’re wondering what would two million dollars a week buy. What if it wasn’t buying anything?”

			“I’m not following.” Horst scowled.

			“What if the money was being sold?”

			“What?” Horst asked. “You mean like counterfeit?”

			“Maybe,” Sydney offered. “But that’s not what I was thinking. What if the money wasn’t being bought or sold? What if it was being serviced?”

			Rick leaned back. She saw an awareness dawning on him.

			“I like it,” he said. “That would explain the regular deliveries.”

			“Will one of you two please explain what it is you’re talking about?” Horst demanded. “What do you mean the money got serviced?”

			“Laundered, Horst,” Sydney offered. “What if the money is coming up from somewhere…you saw Illinois plates…to be cycled somehow and churned back cleanly scrubbed?”

			
			The three of them entered into an animated conversation, fleshing out their new theory. After a few minutes, Sydney was nearly exhausted by the excitement.

			“We’ve got to let Leslie know,” she said. “Maybe she can mount cameras or extra security. We can find out who’s behind this.”

			Rick laid a steadying hand on her arm. “Hold on there, partner. I think we’re onto something here. But like we said earlier, we got nothing concrete.”

			“Scrubbing that much money every week feels pretty concrete to me,” she insisted. “Enough to get somebody killed if they tried to interfere.”

			“And we don’t have clue one as to who might be involved,” Rick reminded her. “I’ll grant you, an organization as big as Prairie Construction would be capable of cleaning that much money. But until we know more, or even if this is what’s happening, let’s just keep this idea between us.”

			Sydney saw the logic in his argument. But she hated the lack of an action plan. Grudgingly, she told both men she understood.

			Yet again, Horst and Rick exchanged a glance. This one longer. And one she couldn’t translate.

			“You’re not telling me something,” she guessed. “Something that breaks apart my theory.”

			“No,” Horst said. “It’s not that. I think we’re onto something with the whole money laundering thing.” He paused and looked again toward Rick.

			
			“Go ahead,” he said. “She’s in this deep, she might as well know everything.”

			“What? What don’t I know?”

			Horst reached out and took one of her hands in his.

			“Oh, my God,” she whispered. “This is going to be bad.”

			“Not bad,” he assured her. “Difficult. And I want you to know I meant it when I said Rick and I were pulling on strings. Could be we got something. Could be nothing.”

			“For God’s sake, Horst. I’m not a child. What’s going on?”

			“Remember we told you Jillian brought us that thumb drive? The giant data dump?”

			“Yes. You were able to link the convenience store to Ted Fitzgerald.”

			“Not to him,” Rick reminded her. “To his holding company. We need to stick to what we truly know right now. This isn’t the time for speculation.”

			Sydney thought back to the imperious man she met the night before. The one who wore his hair like a lion and walked with a stick so large as to cast him in royal light. She remembered how dismissive he’d been to every member of his family, interested only in showing the powerful New York priest how successful he’d become.

			“If you met Ted Fitzgerald, you’d say I wasn’t speculating about anything. The guy’s a pompous jerk. And what about all those properties you said he owned? It would take a lot of money to accumulate that kind of portfolio, wouldn’t you say? Maybe the construction business could generate that much income. But maybe he had a little help with whatever commission he was earning on washing that money.”

			
			“Let’s leave the maybes for later,” Horst suggested. “We discovered another property Fitzgerald owns. An apartment on Hollister Avenue.”

			Sydney held his gaze. “What’s that got to do with this?”

			Horst drew in a breath. “Susalynne McFeeney lived there with her mother.”

			The air left Sydney’s chest. “Dad’s last case…” She braced herself against the table. “The world is small. Small enough to bring back old pains.”

			Horst patted her shoulder. “I’m sorry if it brought you a moment’s hurt, but I’ve got something else to tell you. Something that might bring even more heartache.”

			She tightened her jaw. “Go ahead.”

			“The warehouse? The one Rick and I staked out.” Horst’s eyes were soft and kind. “I’ve been less than forthright about that.”

			She glanced toward Rick. “You guys found something else? Something you didn’t tell me?”

			Horst shook his head. “No, Kitz. You know everything that happened. Everything we found. What you don’t know is which warehouse we were at.”

			A sudden well of tears blinded her eyes. She tightened her grip on Horst’s hand.

			“Where Dad died?” she whispered.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 36

			“You’re doing a wonderful job, Windy.” Sydney bumped shoulders with her stand-in head chef. “Roland’s been gone an entire week and Hush Money is running smoothly.”

			“Has it only been a week?” Windy kept her eyes moving as she oversaw the busy kitchen. “I would have sworn it’s been at least six months.”

			Sydney smiled, happy for the distraction of her busy restaurant. She had been plagued by intrusive memories of the worst day in her life since Horst told her the warehouse they’d been monitoring was the same one where her father had been killed.

			And hearing Susalynne McFeeney’s name again, she thought. It’s too much.

			She shook her head clear, and focused on Sands Cortell, the young man she’d hired to stand in for Windy as sous-chef. He was pouring a freshly made hollandaise over a plate of steamed asparagus. Sydney was impressed with how he cradled the ladle over a small bowl as he transferred the sunny sauce from pan to plate.

			He’ll not spoil the presentation with one spilled drop. He’s a pro.

			“Sydney!”

			She looked over to see Gail, her hostess for the evening, standing just inside the kitchen. “We’ve got a situation.”

			“What’s that?” Sydney dipped a spoon into the red wine reduction and tasted it. She nodded her approval to Sands.

			“Solo diner. No reservation,” Gail said.

			“Serve him at the bar,” Sydney suggested.

			
			“I offered that. He told me to check with you. Said you’d make sure he had a table.”

			“We don’t play favorites here.”

			“I know that. But he insisted I tell you he’s here. It’s that guy from last night.”

			An invisible fist squeezed at Sydney’s gut. “Ted Fitzgerald? Tall, older man? White shock of hair?”

			“Not that one.” Gail lowered her voice. “But what’s up with him and his giant walking stick? No, it’s the other one. The priest.”

			“Father Moran?”

			“If you say so. We were never formally introduced. What do you want me to tell him?”

			“I’ll handle it.” Sydney smoothed a hand over her pink silk sheath and left the kitchen.

			

			—

			He wasn’t wearing his priestly collar. Ian Moran was, instead, dressed like the high-powered New York financier he was. Dark gray suit, cut in the same European style as the one he’d worn to Leslie and Charles’s dinner party the evening before. White shirt, starched so heavily Sydney wondered if his neck got chafed each time he turned his head. Softening the look was a rose-colored tie and matching pocket square.

			“Father Moran.” She held out her hand. “Welcome to Hush Money.”

			The tall man tugged nervously at his earlobe and gave her an ingratiating smile. “I come unexpected, I know. I was wondering if we might have a bit of a visit.”

			Sydney felt her defenses lock into position. “About what?”

			
			Moran’s eyes were hypnotically blue. “You’ve become close to Leslie Fitzgerald.”

			“She’s Leslie Arbeit to me.” Sydney felt the need to protect her new friend.

			“Of course. Forgive my slight. It’s that I’ve known her since she was a child. Change comes slowly, I would imagine.”

			“And I don’t know how close you’d call us.”

			He glanced around the restaurant. “I’m sure there’s a place we can speak more privately. An owner’s table, perhaps?”

			You’re accustomed to having accommodations made for you, aren’t you?

			“I don’t keep one.” She straightened her shoulders. “We’re a bit more egalitarian here in the Midwest. I could seat you at the bar, if you’d like.”

			A flash of irritation crossed his face. She was impressed with how rapidly he could erase it and shift his tone to kindness.

			“I’m not here to eat, Sydney. I’m here to speak with you. We didn’t have much time to chat last night. Ted seems to always take the lion’s share of my attention whenever he’s about.”

			“What do we have to discuss, Father Moran?”

			“Please. Call me Ian.”

			“All right. What do we have to discuss, Ian?”

			He gave a soft chuckle. “You make it sound like an interrogation, my dear. I assure you it’s nothing more than wanting to know more about the people in the Fitzgeralds’ life.” He leaned in and spoke with a mock-conspiratorial tone. “To tell the truth, it’s Elaina who’s sent me.”

			
			A mixture of embarrassment and curiosity washed over her at the mention of Leslie’s mother’s name. She felt childish at the reminder of her own foolish fantasy that perhaps Elaina, with her mysterious solo appearances at Hush Money and her kindly curiosity about Sydney’s life, might be her long-lost birth mother.

			She could almost hear Clay’s voice pointing out yet another example of how she’s always looking for something more than what she has.

			“I have an office,” she offered.

			Ian’s smile broadened. “I’d love to see it.”

			She led him past the elegant tables of Hush Money’s dining room, into the short hall near the kitchen, then opened the door to her office. She offered him a chair before assuming her own seat behind her desk.

			“I’m impressed.” Ian crossed one long leg over the other before straightening the crease in his trousers. “Full on a Wednesday night. I assume chicken is the specialty this evening.”

			She ignored the condescension in his voice. “I forget you’re a Midwest native. You remember the traditions.”

			“Chicken on Wednesdays, fish fry on Fridays, prime rib on Saturdays,” he said promptly.

			“Hush Money doesn’t adhere to those old ways. Tonight’s special is pork belly with shaved fennel.”

			He raised an eyebrow and nodded his approval.

			“What fears do you have about my relationship with Leslie?” Sydney challenged.

			Ian crossed his hands over his knee. “You’re direct. I like that. I’ve been told I have little time for meaningless pleasantries myself.”

			
			“Then perhaps you should ask me whatever it is you came to learn.”

			He was silent for a few moments. Sydney wondered if he was choosing his words or prioritizing his questions.

			“As you know, the Fitzgeralds and I go way back.”

			“Leslie told me. So did Barney. He said all the girls at school had crushes on you.”

			“I don’t know about that.” The smile that fluttered on his lips suggested the opposite.

			“And then there’s the business connections.”

			Ian’s smile disappeared. “Leslie’s discussed that with you?”

			“She acknowledges the role you played in helping her father build the company she now runs.”

			“Ted had hoped to pass Prairie Construction along to Barney.”

			“So I’ve learned. Tell me, are you disappointed that job went to Leslie?”

			His smile returned. “Are you thinking I’m one of those dinosaurs? One who thinks there are certain jobs women shouldn’t be allowed to have?”

			“Can’t blame me in that, can you?” She tapped a finger to the soft spot of her throat. “You may not be wearing your collar tonight, but I know who you work for.”

			“The church has made great strides in allowing women to serve in more and more roles.”

			“Allowed. Hardly the language of equality, wouldn’t you agree?”

			He cleared his throat. “I’m not here to discuss church politics, Sydney. Tell me about you.”

			
			She looked at him for several moments. His eyes were genuinely striking. Wide-set and as deep blue as the farthest stretch of ocean. His jaw was squared and as solid as if carved from marble. He could have easily chosen a career as a model or movie star.

			Perhaps being a priest is the same, she thought. Costumed and performing before a rapt audience. Held in high regard for nothing more than the position you hold. Smiling kindly at the eager fans who want to get closer to you.

			“Leslie and Barney have brought me up to date as to where your career took you after you left Madison,” she said. “Chief U.S. Officer for the Vatican Bank. That’s some kind of hotshot banker.”

			“I serve where I can.”

			“The Catholic Church has survived for two thousand years, Ian. They haven’t done that by not choosing their leaders carefully. I’m sure you’re quite good at what you do.”

			He nodded his acceptance of her compliment.

			“Which means you already know everything about me. Well, perhaps not everything. But enough to know I pose no threat to your precious Fitzgeralds.”

			“Again, I appreciate your directness. I’ll honor it by being as candid as I can. You own two restaurants. Opened them on the same day, as I understand.”

			“That’s correct.”

			“One of them is a cop bar. The Ten-Ten, I believe.”

			You know full well what it’s called. You’ve done your homework on me.

			
			“Your father was a police officer.” He paused. “Your adoptive father, Joe Richardson. From what I hear, he was a hell of a cop.”

			“Then you can understand why I might want a place for people just like him to feel welcome.”

			“Restaurants are risky investments. Small profit margins. Short life spans.”

			“Shall I sign something promising never to ask a Fitzgerald for an investment?”

			Ian’s smile was warmer this time. “That’s not a concern, Sydney. I understand you have sufficient funds to support not only yourself but whatever employment whim in which you may choose to indulge.”

			An angry curiosity flared within her.

			“How do you know about my finances?”

			He turned his palms to the sky. “I’m a hotshot banker. What I’m more interested in is who you are. Beyond what financial statements or holdings might tell me. I want to know what kind of person you’ve turned out to be.”

			“Why?”

			He shrugged. “Ted and Elaina live an hour away. They worry about their children. They tell me both Leslie and Barney talk about you in the most glowing terms.”

			“I barely know Barney.”

			“Well, you’ve made quite an impression. And, sharing just these few minutes with you, I can see why.”

			“Again, I’m no threat to the Fitzgeralds.”

			“No one ever said you were, my dear.” He paused. “I adore chocolate. Do you?”

			
			“Would you like me to have our pastry chef bring you a dessert?”

			“Would you share it with me?”

			Sydney bristled. “As you’ve said, I have two businesses to run. And I consider them much more than a whim. So, now that you can take back to Elaina that I pose no danger to her adored children, unless you have any other questions, I’m going to get back to work.” She stood, and was grateful he took the cue and did likewise.

			“I’ve offended you,” he said. “Trust me, that was not my intent.” His voice took a vulnerable turn. “I’m afraid I’m not very good at this kind of thing.”

			“What kind of thing is that?”

			“Getting to know people. People who want nothing from me.”

			“Why would you want to know me? You’re not out to save my soul, are you, Father?”

			He studied her in silence. He raised his hand as if wanting to touch her cheek but withdrew it before his skin touched hers.

			“You truly are lovely,” he said softly. “I can see why Leslie and Barney are drawn to you.”

			Her defenses switched to a higher alert level. She stepped to her office door and opened it.

			“I’ll walk you out.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 37

			“Where’s Rick?” Sydney set the box of pastries on the square wooden table separating Rick’s kitchen from his living room.

			“Down at the station.” Horst left the sofa and crossed to the table. “Left about twenty minutes ago. These Greenbush?”

			“They are. Feel the bottom of the box. Still warm.”

			Horst lifted the lid and greedily breathed in the aroma of fresh baked goods. “Ah, Kitz! You’re a lifesaver. A guy can take only so much pizza and beer.”

			She gave him a quick assessment. He was wearing the same plaid shirt and khaki pants he wore when he and Rick came by Hush Money the day before. “Have you been here all night?”

			Horst took a bite of a cinnamon twist. “We’ve got a lot of stuff to look through.”

			“Where’s your car?”

			“At my place.”

			“Are you worried about people dropping by?”

			“I’ve been suspended, Kitz. Under investigation for stealing a load of cash. That brings a stench. A couple of people have called, but I doubt anyone’s going to come by in person.”

			Jocko lumbered over, his very black nose twitching as he approached the table. Sydney reached into the pocket of her windbreaker and pulled out a beef stick.

			“I wouldn’t forget you, buddy.” She accepted a grateful paw swipe and handed the dog his treat. “What about Jillian?” she asked Horst.

			
			“She’s turning into a mother hen. Calling. Wanting to know what we’re thinking, what’s the plan.”

			“She’s your partner. She cares about you.”

			“I know. I know. But the last thing I want is her getting nicked by whatever buzz saw is coming toward me. She’s mad as hell, but I told her the best place for her is back at the squad. Doing what she’s told. Keeping quiet about what Rick and I are up to.”

			“And me!”

			Horst shook his head. “I appreciate that, Kitz. But I’m going to tell you the same thing I told Jillian. Somebody’s aiming at me. I’m going to find out who it is, but until I do, it’s best for all concerned that innocent parties steer clear.”

			Sydney pulled out a chair. “Sit down, Horst.” When he did, she pulled her chair as close to his as possible.

			“Listen to me.” She dialed her tone to the same one she used when dealing with an errant employee. “There’s no living man I respect more than you. You know that.”

			He nodded but said nothing.

			“You’re into something. And with what you told me yesterday”—she fought against the choke in her throat—“about the warehouse where my dad was killed and Susalynne McFeeney, I’ve got the same feeling I believe you have. Whatever’s coming for you is tied into something old.”

			Horst held her gaze, still saying nothing.

			“Maybe it’s karma,” she persisted. “Maybe it’s justice. Maybe it’s just that old saying that the truth always comes out. But I think the murder of this Billy guy—”

			
			“Billy Tremble.”

			“Billy Tremble,” she echoed. “I think his murder put you on the road to something you’re not supposed to know.” She paused. “Something I’m not supposed to know. And until we find out what that is, I’m in this. As much as you. As much as Rick. No holding back. No protecting me. No hiding things from me. Joe Richardson was your partner. But he was my dad. If it turns out Billy Tremble’s death had no connection at all to Dad’s killer, I’ll accept that. But I’m tired of unanswered questions. For the first time since Dad was killed, something has come up. It may be a long shot, but I’m going to take it. Just like you are.”

			Horst’s eyes telegraphed his unspoken pride in her.

			Sydney leaned forward and held her forehead to his for several seconds. Then she pushed her chair back and took a cream-filled donut out of the box.

			“So…what did you and Rick find out in your data mining?”

			Horst reached for his notebook.

			

			—

			An hour later the front door opened. Jocko scrambled to greet his master.

			“Hey, ho!” Horst called out. “Sydney brought Greenbush and I made a fresh pot of coffee.”

			Rick came over to the table, Jocko following him every step.

			“What had you at the station?” Sydney asked.

			Rick glanced over to Horst.

			“She’s in. All the way. I’m okay with that. If you know what’s good for you, you will be, too. I been telling her the results of our all-nighter.”

			
			Rick crossed to the counter and poured himself a cup of coffee. “Then she knows that we’re not much further along than we were yesterday.”

			“Maybe,” Horst replied. “But at least we’re organized.”

			“Answer my question,” Sydney said. “Did you get called in?”

			“Yep. My review’s done. Me shooting Vistole has been ruled justified. I’m cleared to go back to work. At least as far as the department’s concerned.”

			“You’ll wait until your physicians give the all clear,” Sydney said.

			Rick took a long sip of coffee. “I’m going back today.”

			“You will not!” Sydney persisted. “It’s been less than two weeks since you were shot.”

			“Two weeks tomorrow,” Rick reminded. “Relax. I feel fine. And it’s desk duty until my docs clear anything more. I told the sergeant I’m good for half days.”

			Horst nodded. “Keep you open for what we got going on here.”

			“Exactly,” Rick said. “I’ll do my time at the station, accessing whatever we might need and keeping my ears open on both the Tremble investigation and what’s going on with the charges against you.”

			“My own little mole in the department,” Horst joked. “A fly on the wall.”

			“I wish I could find the humor in this,” Rick said. “We got a dirty cop. At least one. Maybe more. I can help the most by being inside.”

			Sydney understood the logic, but that didn’t mean she liked the idea.

			“Aren’t you worried you might get targeted the same way Horst is?” she asked.

			
			He shook his head. “Jillian Kohler is Horst’s partner, not me. As far as anyone knows, I know nothing about the Tremble case. As relates to the missing money, hell, I was the guy who got shot bringing it in in the first place.”

			“And Vistole’s dead,” Horst added. “Attention will get shifted to who killed him. Since Rick’s riding a chair, he won’t be assigned to the case.”

			“Which means,” Rick said, “as far as the station’s concerned, there’s no need for anyone to be thinking I’m looking into anything.”

			Sydney pushed her coffee mug aside. “I think maybe I have something.” She told them about the impromptu visit she had the night before. “Moran said he wanted to get to know me. I think he wanted to know what kind of a threat I might pose to the Fitzgeralds.”

			“Did he use that phrase?” Rick was scowling.

			“No, but I did. Told him they had nothing to worry about from me.” She paused. “He mentioned my dad.”

			Horst leaned forward. “Like, what? He knew him or something?”

			“More like he knew of him. Knew his name. Knew he was a cop. Knew he was my adoptive father.”

			“This guy’s run a check on you,” Rick offered.

			“At first I thought he knew what he did about me from talking to Leslie. But then he mentioned my finances.”

			“You in trouble that way?” Rick asked.

			This time it was Sydney and Horst who exchanged looks. Rick had no idea that the letter her birth mother sent her on her thirtieth birthday came with a check attached.

			
			A fifteen-million-dollar check.

			“I’m doing okay,” Sydney answered steadily. “Moran seemed to know that.”

			“What do you think he wanted?” Rick asked.

			She mentally reviewed the encounter. “He wanted to have dessert with me.”

			“What?” Horst and Rick asked in unison.

			“I had the impression he wanted to spend more time with me, maybe figuring I might reveal something that would endanger the Fitzgeralds or something. But I cut the meeting short. Showed him the door.”

			“Good girl, Kitz,” Horst said. “If somebody’s sniffing, best to steer clear so they don’t find something by accident.”

			“Maybe not,” Rick said.

			“What are you thinking?” Sydney asked him.

			“You said this Moran was a priest back in the day. Gave Prairie Construction a lot of business as he climbed the church’s ladder.”

			“Every Fitzgerald seems to think he’s a saint,” Sydney offered. “I guess he even arranged for their eldest daughter to study in Ireland. She’s a nun now.”

			“And Moran’s the head of the U.S. Vatican Bank,” Rick said.

			“Big job,” Horst offered.

			“Big money,” Rick added. “Think of how much money must flow into churches every day. Mass…prayer offerings…building funds…wedding fees…burial fees.”

			“What’s your point?” Sydney pressed.

			
			“I’m remembering the collection plates that used to pass my nose when my folks dragged me to church as a kid,” Rick answered. “The overwhelming majority of it was cash.”

			His thinking became clear to Sydney.

			“And that was only one church,” she mused. “Imagine all the cash in all the dioceses in all the country…”

			“That’s a lot,” Rick agreed.

			“And if somebody wanted to take just a slice of it…” Sydney suggested.

			Horst nodded. “It sure would be enough to fill a couple of duffel bags. Each and every week.”

			“Could be Moran’s more wanting to assess the threat you pose to him than to the Fitzgeralds,” Rick offered.

			“That’s a leap, don’t you think?” Sydney demanded. “Why would he think he’d have anything to worry about with me?”

			Rick tapped his fingers on the table. “I don’t know. But it seems too coincidental that we discover big money moving through Madison at the exact moment someone whose job it is to move big money comes for a visit. And if Moran is concerned that you might be a threat to the Fitzgeralds, why would he be doing the background check on you? A guy like that should have minions to do that kind of thing.”

			“Maybe he did it as a favor to Ted Fitzgerald,” Sydney suggested. “Or Elaina. Moran told me she sent him to see me.”

			Rick’s brow furrowed. “A guy that high up does personal favors only when there’s something in it for him.”

			“Have you always been such a cynic?”

			
			“Hey. I’ll be the first to admit I’m wrong if this comes to nothing,” Rick replied. “But we don’t have a whole lot of other leads to follow up on at the moment. I think it’s worth a second look. What do you think, Syd?”

			She thought about her father. He always warned her to look hard at coincidences. “I think I owe the good Father Moran an apology for rushing him out of my place. Maybe he’ll accept my dinner invitation tonight.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 38

			Sydney was surprised at how easy it was to reach Ian Moran. One call to Leslie, after she’d left Horst and Rick and driven back to her condo, and she had his personal cellphone number. Leslie hadn’t even seemed curious as to why Sydney would want it.

			“He makes quite the impression, doesn’t he?” Leslie asked when Sydney called. “If you talk to him, let him know I expect to see him again before he leaves Madison. And let’s you and I schedule a time together soon. How’s a spa day sound?”

			Sydney told her it sounded like heaven and promised they’d plan a time soon. Then she hung up and immediately called Father Moran.

			“How did you get my number?” he asked.

			She explained that Leslie had given it to her.

			“I didn’t have the heart to tell her how rude I was to you when you came by Hush Money,” Sydney told him. “I hope it’s all right that I’m calling. I want to apologize for my behavior.”

			“I took no offense last night.” Moran’s voice had been as smooth and warm as a fifty-dollar glass of brandy. “It was I who barged in on you. Unannounced.”

			“Still, I could have behaved more courteously. May I ask if you’re free for dinner this evening? I’d love the opportunity to show you that I’m not always that ill-mannered.”

			She felt a wave of disappointment when Moran told her he already had plans for the evening. But it dissipated when he asked if she was currently free.

			
			“You mean now?”

			“Yes, my dear. I’m staying at St. Paul’s Center. On campus at the university. Do you know it?”

			She pictured the looming stone church at the heart of campus, made even more imposing by the recent unveiling of a massive and stunningly beautiful mosaic wall.

			“I know exactly where that is,” she said.

			“I was thinking about walking over to the student union building. It’s such a lovely day. And every memory I have of Madison is always accented by recalling long summer days on the terrace. Perhaps you’d like to join me.”

			Sydney glanced at the clock on her kitchen wall. “It’s just past eleven now. Shall we say noon? I could meet you in front of the ice cream counter.”

			“I’ll see you then.”

			

			—

			Sydney took her bowl of cookies-n-cream ice cream, thanked the young man behind the freezer, and turned toward Ian Moran. He’d arrived promptly at noon, looking neither like a priest nor the immensely powerful financier he was. He’d entered the massive doors of the union wearing cargo shorts, sandals, and a polo shirt. When he took off his sunglasses to greet her, she wondered if he realized his shirt was the exact color of his eyes.

			“What will you have?” the kid with a scoop asked.

			Ian scanned the posted list of flavors. “I think I have no choice but to try the Berry Alvarez. Two scoops, waffle cone, please.” He turned toward Sydney while the server prepared his treat. “This place has changed since my time here.”

			
			“Total remodel,” Sydney remarked.

			Disappointment clouded Moran’s handsome face. “Tell me they’ve not changed the Rathskeller.” He took his cone and paid for their ice creams.

			“Come see for yourself.” Sydney led him down the hall. They turned right and entered a massive room. With several shoulder-high fireplaces, heavy plaster moldings, and hand-carved friezes on the walls, the space looked more suited to an ancient castle on the Rhine than to a bustling major university.

			“God is merciful!” Moran teased as they walked past oak tables populated by students and tourists. He nodded to the bar running along the side wall. “Those beer taps have, I’m sure, been a major recruiting tool for this school.”

			Sydney agreed as she led him through the room and out onto the enormous terrace that made this student union the loveliest in the nation. Flagstones and bricks paved the ground between fully mature oak and maple trees. Orange, green, and yellow chairs, all designed with the identical sunburst pattern, were clustered around scores of tables. Two long piers jutted out into the lake. Hundreds of people, from toddlers to gray-haired, sat in the dappled sunlight. Some read. Most chatted. All seemed to revel in the unique spot where top-tiered academics met waterside relaxation.

			“Madison’s front porch,” Moran commented as he looked out onto the lake. “No memory could do justice to how lovely this place really is.”

			
			“There’s a table over there.” Sydney pointed. He followed her, then pulled out a chair for her to sit before settling in across from her. Neither said anything as they ate their ice cream and took in the bustling scene around them.

			“You went to school here,” he said.

			“I did.” Sydney wondered if his statement was born of assumption or research. “Majored in English.”

			“Ah! Plans to write the great American novel?”

			“I’m afraid it was nothing as grand as that.” Sydney took one last spoonful of ice cream, then set her empty bowl on the table. “I’ve always been a reader. I didn’t have a lot of focus at that time. One class led to another, and before I knew it I had enough for a major.”

			Moran kept his smile steady. “Did that prepare you for the restaurant business?”

			She shook her head. “My mom ran a diner for years. She and Dad opened it before I was born. I worked there a few years after college. Then I bummed around a bit.”

			“Traveling?”

			“Yes. But then it was time to come home. I needed a job. Opening a restaurant seemed like the thing to do.”

			“You opened two,” he observed. “That tells me you somehow managed to find your focus.”

			“Perhaps. Maybe it’s not so much focus as busyness. There’s little rest in my line of work.” Sydney shifted gears. “How about you? Are you from Madison?”

			
			Moran shook his head and gave her a thumbnail sketch of his history. He said he was born in Maine. His parents owned a dairy farm.

			“Pretty hardscrabble life. I was the youngest of nine children. Always too many mouths to feed.”

			Sydney thought that was an odd comment from a Catholic priest, but she said nothing. Rick and Horst had encouraged her to let Moran talk. It was her job to listen, remember, and bring it back to them.

			“We were scholarship kids,” he continued. “My brothers, my sisters, and finally me. All the way through private school.”

			Sydney wondered if a childhood scarred with such poverty fueled Moran’s current taste for European clothing.

			“When it came time for college, there was really only one option for me. I joined the seminary. It was decided I’d be a teacher.”

			“You didn’t want to be?”

			“It didn’t matter what I wanted. The church needed teachers and I was there to serve the church.” He looked again to the lake. “Fortunately for me, I was assigned to Madison.”

			“Blessed Sacrament.”

			“I did my best. But it wasn’t for me. Oh, I loved the children. But the tedium of lesson plans and parent-teacher conferences.” He scowled. “When the opportunity came along to oversee the school’s expansion, I volunteered.”

			“Is that when you met Ted Fitzgerald?”

			He nodded. “It was a simple addition. Six classrooms and a few offices. But I loved overseeing its construction. Ted made it easy, I must say.”

			
			“Did that lead to more buildings?”

			“It did. Turned out I was pretty good at contract negotiations and project management. It wasn’t long before I was on the bishop’s staff.”

			“Did you keep using Prairie?”

			“I did. Ted’s company did—does—good work. He made me look good.”

			“And you made him lots of money.”

			The look on Moran’s face shifted, nearly imperceptibly, but enough to make Sydney wonder if she’d set off an alarm.

			“Prairie does excellent work. It should be compensated.” He blinked and the pleasant openness he’d presented earlier was back.

			“You became friends with the entire family.”

			“They’re a fun bunch.” He chuckled. “Even Barney. He can be a bit of a pompous ass, but scratch the surface and he’s a decent enough fellow. And hasn’t Leslie done a terrific job running the company? I think it’s time for old Ted to back away entirely and let her run loose.”

			“Do you still have dealings with Prairie?” she asked. “I mean, Leslie told me you’re in New York now, doing big things. Do you still use them?”

			Again, a hint of a cloud shaded Moran’s eyes. And again, it was gone in a blink.

			“My job is quite different these days. Mostly meetings, phone calls, and dull interactions with people who expect too much while offering too little.” He placed his half-finished cone in Sydney’s empty bowl. “I often long for the simpler time of dealing with contractors and unions.”

			“But you stay close…still, I mean…to the Fitzgerald family. Leslie tells me you were instrumental in her sister’s decision to become a nun.”

			
			This time the cloud lingered long enough for Sydney to get a feel for its content. “Cecilia is a bride of Christ, Sydney. There’s nothing any human can do to influence that. One either receives the call or one doesn’t.”

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply…”

			The smile returned to Moran’s lips. “No need to be sorry, my dear. Perhaps I’m too sensitive to people’s imaginings of what power I may or may not have. Cecilia is happy in her work. As am I.” He leaned back, studying her face. “What I want to hear about is you. Are you happy in your work?”

			

			—

			Sydney parked her car in front of Rick’s apartment a few minutes past four. Jocko greeted her with a raised paw as soon as Rick opened his front door.

			“Is Horst here?” she asked as she walked past him to enter the living room.

			“No.” Rick came in behind her. “I left for the station at noon. Horst said he was going home.”

			“Did you learn anything down at the station?”

			He put his hands on his hips. “I just got back. Today was just settling in and letting everyone razz me about the easy time I’m going to have riding a desk for a while. Too many people crowding me to get anything done. It’ll come. Don’t worry. How about you? How’d your meeting with Moran go?”

			
			She told him about their conversation. She tried to relate as many details as possible, right down to their choices of ice cream.

			“Sounds like he was too interested in you to let his guard down,” Rick observed after she’d finished describing the encounter she’d had with Moran.

			“I agree. But there was something. I saw it a couple of times.”

			“What do you mean, something?”

			“A look. Fleeting. But it came over him when I talked about his relationship with the Fitzgeralds.”

			“What kind of look?”

			She winced. “Like I said, they were fleeting. I can’t say for sure.”

			“But…” he encouraged.

			“But if I had to guess, I’d say it was fear.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 39

			It was nine-thirty by the time Sydney freed herself long enough to go see what was happening at The Ten-Ten. Windy was still maintaining excellent control over the kitchen. It had been the customers who had kept the fires burning at, and therefore her attention focused on, Hush Money. At 5:22, a man she’d never seen at the restaurant before insisted the gin in his martini wasn’t top-shelf. She’d intervened when he demanded to speak to the owner. When Sydney suggested her bartender make him another, this time with the gin bottle in full view, the man was still not convinced.

			“I know what you’re doing,” he growled. “You’re saving the top-shelf bottles and refilling them with swill.”

			Sydney suggested he leave immediately.

			At 6:00 a party of four, who had reservations for 8:00, requested they be seated early. When the hostess told them the dining room was full, one of the women demanded Sydney be called over. Sydney recognized her as a frequent diner.

			“There’s been a little misunderstanding,” the matronly woman told her. “Doris here”—the woman indicated another standing next to her—“specifically told me to make reservations for eight.”

			“I said the play started at eight,” the woman identified as Doris protested. “Any half-wit would know dinner would have to come before. Why do you think we said we’d pick you up at 5:30?”

			The woman turned to face Doris while two men, who Sydney could only assume were the husbands, stood idly by, obviously accustomed to the bickering between their wives. “You said 8:00!”

			
			“For the show!” Doris insisted. “I get Clive here to agree to three plays a year. Three! That’s it. Now you’ve ruined this one. What are we supposed to do? Listen to our stomachs growl all through the first act?”

			“There’ll be no growling stomachs,” Sydney assured them smoothly. She asked the hostess to bring linens and cutlery to a corner table in the bar. “We’ll call it an adventure,” she said to the two women. Then she turned to the man standing behind Doris. “Clive, you strike me as a scotch man. Am I right?”

			“You are.”

			“First round on me,” Sydney announced. “How about it, Clive? Are you up for a picnic-in-the-bar type of adventure?”

			“Make it last past intermission and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

			And so the evening went. Between being called to various tables to accept the good wishes of diners who wanted to express appreciation for their meals, two underage young men at the bar who thought dressing up in Daddy’s suits would make them less likely to be carded, and a table of six who lingered so long over coffee and dessert that it threatened to back up the next seating, Sydney was kept on her toes. When a diner, again, unknown to Sydney, waved her over to his table to ask for ketchup for his filet, Nancy had glided in beside her before Sydney had a chance to tell him what he could do with his condiment.

			“Why don’t you go see how Roscoe and the crew are doing?” Nancy suggested in her sweetest tone. “I’ve got this.”

			When she opened the hallway door and stepped into her first-responders joint, Sydney took a deep breath and felt relaxed for the first time that evening. She leaned against the wall and allowed herself a few moments to take in the scene.

			
			Roscoe was behind the bar, filling orders. Gitch and Ramona roamed the restaurant, taking orders and delivering meals. Nearly every table was filled.

			Doesn’t matter that it’s a Thursday, she thought. These folks need to blow off steam hot enough to scald the devil.

			But something was different. Despite nearly every table being filled with people whose faces were well familiar to her, there was an unfamiliar aura to the room. It seemed quieter somehow. She trained her eyes on table after table, seeing people smile, nod, chat, and eat. But somehow the overall conviviality she was so accustomed to greeting her whenever she walked into The Ten-Ten wasn’t there. When her gaze went to a table in the corner, back against the far wall, she understood instantly the source of the room’s sobriety.

			She walked over to where Horst Welke sat alone.

			“What’s this?” she said as she pulled out a chair and joined him. “Since when did you stop holding court?”

			Horst looked up from his glass of doppelbock, his eyes signaling a resignation. “Since I developed a bad case of the Internal Affairs cooties.”

			She looked back over her shoulder and saw several heads snap their attention away.

			“Horst, I’m so sorry.”

			“I’m not.” His tone was harsh. “I got nothing to be afraid of. I’m happy to be here to see who’s in when the going gets tough.”

			
			“Have you eaten?”

			“Just ordered a burger.”

			She reached out to lay her hand over his. “You want me to make that to go? Maybe bring it to my office? I’ll sit with you while you eat.”

			His eyes flared. “I’m not being driven away from anyplace, Kitz. This is where I come for burgers.”

			She nodded her understanding, then leaned in. “Have you spoken to him?” She didn’t need to be specific. She knew he would understand she meant Rick. There was no need for anyone who may be eavesdropping to hear his name tied to a conversation Horst was having.

			“He went to work today. I called him. Nothing new. I told him to get some rest.”

			“Good. I might suggest the same thing for you.” She looked up as Gitch brought Horst his burger with fries.

			“What else can I get you, big guy?” Gitch asked with that sass that made her a favorite among The Ten-Ten’s regulars. “You’re nursing that beer pretty slow.”

			“I’m good,” Horst said without looking up. “Thank you.”

			Gitch looked at Sydney with caring, wondering eyes. Sydney, too, thanked her.

			“You have the stomach to eat that?” she asked once Gitch walked away.

			“Gotta fuel the tank.” He grabbed a fry and jammed it in his mouth. “Busy, busy, busy.”

			“Don’t do this, Horst,” she whispered. “Don’t let bitterness get you. These people are being cautious, that’s all. You said it yourself, when Jillian wanted to come by. You said the best thing for everyone is to steer clear of you until this gets sorted out.”

			
			Horst looked around the restaurant. “It’s hard,” he finally said.

			“I know it is. But this is going to get resolved. You’ve got my word.”

			He looked at her long and hard. “You really believe that? You think anyone desperate enough to frame me for a million-dollar grab isn’t going to do everything necessary to make sure it sticks?”

			“Hang in there, Horst. Hang in there.” She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt.

			His face softened. He sighed. “For the love of Pete, will you look at me. Having a pity party for all the world to see. And you…my girl, the one I’m supposed to see through the tough times…here you are holding me up. This has got to be even harder on you.”

			She felt the heat of tears sting her eyes. “I’m okay.”

			“How could you be?” Horst leaned forward, his full attention on her. “It’s gotta grab you right in the gut. All those memories of your dad getting churned up and stuff.”

			“It doesn’t eat at you? I mean, you solve crimes for a living. Doesn’t it gnaw at your gut that my father’s death was never solved?”

			“Yet.” Horst poked a finger on the table. “Hasn’t been solved yet.”

			She nodded and swiped away a tear. “That was the worst day.”

			“Does that help at all? Knowing you’ve already done the hardest thing you’ll ever do in life?”

			She thought for a moment. “Is it supposed to? It’s all so real. I mean, I go about my day. I live my life. But it’s like, if I’m not constantly busy…not forever diverting my attention…my mind goes right back to that day. Walking into that ER with Mom. Seeing you standing there, covered in my dad’s blood.”

			
			His sigh was long and low. “For me it’s the moment I saw him.”

			“I’ll always be grateful you were there.”

			“But I wasn’t. Not when it counted. I keep thinking if only I’d have gone in with him. If only I was there when it went down. At least your dad would have had backup.”

			Sydney blinked twice. “What are you talking about? You were there. Dad didn’t die alone. You held him.”

			“I mean before.” His look was quizzical. “You don’t know this?”

			“Know what?” Sydney was bewildered.

			Horst pushed his plate of uneaten food to the side. “You were just a kid, Kitz. A teenager. My God! I’ve never talked to you about this.”

			“Tell me now.”

			“I was a wet-behind-the-ears smart-ass. Your dad was a legend. How I was lucky enough to get assigned as his partner, I’ll never know. Guess the captain thought your dad could teach me a thing or two. Anyway, he was working this case before I got hooked up with him.”

			“Susalynne McFeeney.”

			“That’s right. But it had gone colder than a February morning. Powers that be assigned him—us—new cases. We were good together, your old man and me. I learned. He was making me a better cop. That day we were at the station. We get this call that some yahoo wants to give up the name of the guy who broke into the Taco Loco stand and took all the hot sauce and meat.”

			“You and Dad were working a fast-food robbery?”

			
			“It was a different time. Murders were few and far between back then. Manpower got assigned where needed. Your dad asks me to take the call on my own. Says he’s got somewhere he needs to be. I tell him I’m happy to hear he thinks I can handle things on my own, but my car’s in the shop. He tells me take a squad. That tells me then and there he’s got something big going down. I told him no way in hell am I taking a squad.” Horst huffed out an empty laugh. “We actually got into a bit of a lover’s spat over that. Finally, Joe says okay. We’ll go together. But he’s got to make one stop first.”

			“The warehouse.”

			Horst nodded, all humor gone from him. “We pull up. Joe tells me to stay in the car. He’ll be right back, he says. But he wants me in the car, watching the door in case anything goes bad.”

			“What was he thinking?”

			“I don’t know. But he told me if anything seemed fishy while he was inside, I should call for backup. I pressed him for details, but he shook me off. You remember how Joe could be. He was a guy who when he said no, buddy, that was it.”

			Sydney could have named thirty examples of how she knew that was true.

			“So,” Horst continued. “I cool my jets in the car. I got my window rolled down. My eyes trained on the door.” He hesitated. “That’s when I heard the shots.” He shook his head against the memory. “I didn’t call for backup. I ran into that warehouse with everything I had. My gun was out. I was ready.”

			“What happened?” Sydney forced herself to breathe. She had never heard these details before.

			
			“Your dad was down. Bleeding something crazy. I look up, down, over…nothing. Nobody. I scramble to your dad. Lift him up. I call officer down into my shoulder radio.”

			“Did he say anything? Maybe tell you who shot him?”

			Horst shook his head. “I think he knew it was bad. First thing he said was Susalynne McFeeney. That was my first clue that his secret mission that day had to do with that case. Your dad was a pit bull. Nothing was going to stop him working that case until it was closed.” His eyes took on a faraway look, as though reseeing the entire event.

			“What else did he say?”

			Horst blinked his attention back. “What?”

			“You said the first thing he said was Susalynne’s name. What else did my father say?”

			His chest heaved. He wiped a hand over his mouth. When he spoke, his voice was choked.

			“He said Tend Sydney. He pointed a finger toward me and said it again. Then he closed his eyes and said it one last time. Tend Sydney.” Horst bowed his head.

			She reached out and laid her hand on his shoulder.

			“And you’ve been doing that ever since, haven’t you?”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 40

			Rick knew better than to believe coming in a couple hours early would give him some alone time. The police station was always busy. Even at 5:00 on a Friday morning. Still, he hoped that by arriving before the folks who shared his shift, he might have a bit more flexibility in his movements. He waved as he passed the desk sergeant, who seemed too engrossed in the stack of reports in front of her to make any comment about his arriving with the dawn’s early light. He made his way through the corridors, nodding to the occasional officer he passed. He went to his desk, started a pot of coffee, and fired up his computer.

			Jillian had already given them all the data she could find on Prairie Construction and T. F. Properties, as well as the arrest records for Ossie MacDonald and Frank Vistole. There had been a couple of overlaps, but no smoking gun pointing them toward who might be behind the money drops. But both drop sites were owned by T. F. Properties: the convenience store where Rick was shot and the warehouse where Billy Tremble had his hiding place. Which, in a haunting coincidence, was the same warehouse where Joe Richardson had been killed nearly two decades earlier.

			He looked over his shoulder. The bull pen surrounding his desk was empty. With no better direction in mind, Rick entered a search for Billy Tremble. He surveyed the area again while the computer whirled its indication that it was searching. Less than a minute later, Rick had his results.

			Tremble’s murder case led the list. Rick saw the last two reports had been filed by Jillian Kohler, who was now working the case solo. Four earlier reports were filed by Horst. Both the coroner’s preliminary and final reports were there, too. Beyond that, the only entries for Billy Tremble, aka Billy Shakes, were two citations for public loitering. Both still outstanding. Rick shook his head at the ridiculousness of handing out a citation for being homeless. Did anyone think that if Billy had an extra thirty bucks he would clear the citation as opposed to renting a motel room for a night? But he understood. When the politicians got enough complaints from their constituents, they pressured the cops to “do something.” The police responded by handing out citations that everyone knew would change nothing.

			
			Good for you, Billy, Rick thought. You came across some money and handed it out to your friends. Let these citations ride.

			He wondered what became of Billy. Did he have family who claimed his body? Did he have anyone who knew he was homeless here in Madison?

			Rest easy, buddy. We’re going to find who did this to you.

			Rick entered Theodore Fitzgerald into the computer. To his surprise, a long list of case numbers popped up, the most recent dated six years earlier. Rick called them up, scrolling through the details of each record, one by one. Most were complaints Fitzgerald himself filed regarding break-ins and thefts at his various construction sites. One, dating back nine years, involved a dispute between Fitzgerald and his neighbor in Maple Bluff. Apparently, the neighbor’s dog, identified in the report as “a fuzzy white poodle kind of thing,” had developed a habit of using Fitzgerald’s yard as his personal toilet. The report stated officers were called to intervene in “a heated argument” between the dog owner and Fitzgerald. No citations were issued. No arrests were made. Rick damned his luck at hitting another dead end and poured himself a second cup of coffee.

			
			He glanced at the clock. 5:58. The room would begin to fill in another hour. He poised his fingers over the keyboard. With no other direction in which to step, he entered Ian Moran.

			Only four reports came up. The most recent, dated eleven years earlier, had Moran as a witness to a high-injury motor vehicle accident on the beltline. Moran’s name and New York address, as well as a recap of his observations were noted. The second, two years older than the first and obviously made while Moran still lived in town, listed the priest as filing a report of stolen office supplies and equipment from the offices of Madison’s bishop. That report was closed out four days after it was made, stating Moran had decided to not pursue any charges against the thief.

			Good man of the cloth, Father? Caught the guy yourself, did you? Decided confession and a few Hail Marys were enough?

			Rick set his coffee cup aside when he reviewed the third report. It was filed by Detective Joe Richardson and dated eighteen years earlier. It detailed an interview Joe had with Moran concerning the death of Susalynne McFeeney. Joe’s report stated it was a follow-up interview. The detective wrote that Moran had been cooperative and forthcoming, stating he was “devastated” at the loss of one of Blessed Sacrament’s students. Moran said he knew both Susalynne and her mother and asked Richardson to contact him directly should he require further assistance from the diocese. Rick clicked out of that report and read the oldest report in Moran’s file. It was dated three days earlier than the follow-up interview and was the first encounter Joe Richardson had with the man who, at the time, was the right hand of the bishop. Rick thought it seemed straightforward and routine. A girl had been beaten and strangled. Joe, being the thorough detective he was, was interviewing any and all who knew her. His report was nearly clinical in its sparseness.

			
			Then why did you interview Moran three days later? What itch were you scratching?

			Rick clicked out of Moran’s file. He thought about entering Leslie Arbeit. She was, after all, the current honcho-in-charge of Prairie Construction. But he pulled his fingers away from the keyboard.

			She’s also the wife of the chief of police. No need to risk sending up any red flags.

			Instead, he entered Bernard Fitzgerald. The computer whirled again, this time disappointing him by showing no records on file. He entered Barney Fitzgerald. Fifteen seconds later the computer gave him the same disappointing message.

			How’s that work? he wondered. Guy’s got to be closing in on fifty years old. How does someone live that long and not have so much as a speeding ticket?

			“Well, will you look who’s bright and at ’em already?” a male voice called out from behind him. Rick shut down his computer and turned. It was Wally Draftmeister, a nearly thirty-year veteran of the force. Rick knew him to be a career-long patrol officer, never wanting any position other than neighborhood cop. “Don’t tell me you’re falling in love with that desk.”

			
			Rick hoisted his mug in greeting. “Beats lying around the apartment. Even Jocko’s getting a little tired of my sorry ass taking his spot on the sofa.”

			Draftmeister dropped his lunch cooler on the counter holding the coffeepot and poured himself a cup. “Hey! Be thankful he’s a dog. You can walk away from that. Me? I got a wife who nags me if I so much as watch two straight innings of the Brewers. Get up, she says. Start moving.”

			The room started filling. By 7:15 every desk was occupied. Detectives wrote their reports. Officers filtered through, sometimes stopping to talk, sometimes hurrying by on their way to a call. Administrative personnel came in later: secretaries, records clerks, and budget folks. By 9:30 any early-morning quiet Rick had enjoyed was gone. Another day at the headquarters of the Madison Police Department was in full swing.

			Rick planned to keep to his half-day schedule. He’d texted Horst earlier and the two of them agreed to meet back at his apartment at 1:00. He went about his routine duties while a constant ache pulled on him whenever a member of Madison’s finest entered his view.

			Is it you? Are you the one behind Horst’s setup? Are you the one tied to duffel bags filled with money?

			At 11:15 Rick stood and stretched, making a show of arching his back, even groaning a bit. He wanted to make it clear to any who might be interested that his day was coming to an end. He was, after all, still the guy on light duty. He took his mug to the sink, rinsed it, and returned it to his desk. Then, without announcement, he walked down the hall, up two flights of stairs, and back down a long hall to the room where records of inactive cases were stored.

			
			“Hey, Auggie,” he greeted the woman seated at the desk in the anteroom.

			The woman, whose sixty-fifth birthday party had been properly celebrated at The Ten-Ten six months earlier, rose from her chair. Augusta Sven was a treasured fixture in the department. While never officially a part of the force, she had seemingly held every administrative position open to civilians. She wore her thick, steel-gray hair short, and always came to work wearing black slacks and a white blouse. Rick assumed it was her way of inventing her own uniform. He’d asked her about it once. Auggie told him she remembered a time when office protocol dictated she wear skirts or dresses. “I still have two skirts. Both black. Haven’t worn ’em in years. This black-white gig I got going makes it easier in the morning.”

			“Rick! I heard you were back. How ya feelin’ there?”

			“Glad to be seeing you. How’s that?”

			Auggie smiled and the room brightened. Augusta Sven was born to work with cops. And no one in the department seemed eager to ask her to retire.

			“Sounds like you have more to live for,” she answered. “What brings you my way?”

			Rick hesitated, but after another glance toward the matronly woman who’d made a career protecting and serving those who were sworn to do the same, he decided to take a calculated risk.

			
			“You know they got me riding pine. At least until the docs clear me.”

			The smile on Auggie’s face morphed into concern. “Can’t be too careful.” She clicked her tongue. “A bullet in the breadbasket ain’t an ankle that got twisted climbing stairs. Know what I mean?”

			“I do. They got me clearing out cobwebs, I guess. Looking into cold cases. Reviewing things. Seeing if anything jumps out at fresh eyes.”

			“We got too many of them. Which ones in particular?”

			“Just one to start with.” Rick hoped he sounded casual. “Old murder case. McFeeney.”

			Auggie nodded. “Susalynne. You know she was only thirteen years old when she was beaten bloody and tossed away like that. Whole town was frozen in fear. Of course, Madison was different back then. More small town than big city. Folks don’t get so worked up when a kid dies anymore.” She shrugged sturdy shoulders. “If that’s what they call progress, you can stick it in your keister for all I have to say.”

			Auggie pulled on the key chain attached to her waist by an expandable cord. She unlocked the storage room and led him in. “Let me show you. I got my own system here. Some folks call it haphazard.” She looked over her shoulder at him as she marched down one particular aisle in an oversized room arranged with tall shelves and banks of filing cabinets. “I call it job security.” She laughed at her own joke and came to a stop about ten feet down the aisle. “There it is.” Auggie pointed to an array of five shelves. “Not the top one, the shelf below. I got a step stool around somewhere if you need it.”

			Rick looked up and saw the heavy cardboard records box. McFeeney, followed by the case number, was marked on the side in heavy black ink. He reached up and pulled it down. A soft layer of dust coated the lid.

			
			“There’s a table in the front, another in the back.” Auggie looked at her watch. “I gotta lock up. Lunch with my sister. She’s from Belleville. Loves our big-city food trucks. Comes up every now and then to soak up stand-and-eat stuff. So, you want me to lock you in here for an hour or so? Might be longer. Sylvion has a way of making the most of her trips to Madison. You might be better off taking this box down to your desk. Bring it back when you’re done.”

			“I’ll do that.” He hoisted the box on one hip and let her lead him out of the room. “Enjoy your lunch. And your sister.”

			“Will do.”

			Rick left the storage room and walked to the end of the hall. He opened the door to the stairwell, wanting to avoid elevators and anyone who might be on them. He rounded one flight and began another descent when he saw the top of someone’s head on the flight below, climbing his way. Brown hair with a few gray strands starting to lay claim. Ponytail.

			She stuttered a step when she rounded the flight and saw him standing on the stairs above her.

			“Rick!” Jillian Kohler’s smile was wide and welcoming. “Great to see you back.” She looked back down the empty stairwell before lowering her voice. “How’s Horst?”

			Rick debated how to handle Horst’s partner. He opted for vagueness. “He’s doing what he’s been told. Laying low. Hoping this whole thing shakes out sooner rather than later.”

			
			“Don’t we all? You guys still thinking there’s someone inside? Bad cop?”

			“I can’t tell you exactly what he’s thinking. I’m back at work. Trying to get strong again. I’ve come to the conclusion that this investigation is best handled with me out of it.”

			Jillian held his gaze for a tense moment. “You mean you think Horst did this? Took that money?”

			Rick shrugged as much as the heavy box he was carrying would let him. “I don’t know what to think. That’s why I’m steering clear.”

			She was quiet for another few seconds. Staring at Rick as though she was debating whether or not to say something she very much wanted to. “Tell him to call me, okay?”

			“If I see him, I sure will.”

			Jillian nodded toward the box. “What do you have there?”

			Rick hoisted the box into a more comfortable position. “Desk work. Checking up on outdated paperwork. You know the drill.” He looked past her. “I gotta go. Only working half days now. Gotta make the most of it.” He stepped down past her. “Good to see you.”

			“Yeah,” she said. “Same here.”

			Rick finished his descent and left through the headquarters’ side door. He walked toward his car at an easy pace, hoping not to gain the attention of any number of the officers and civilians he passed. He opened his trunk and deposited the box containing the total sum of information gathered on Susalynne McFeeney’s murder case. Then he closed it and double-checked the lock.

			
			He went back into the station, walked straight to his desk, and logged off his computer.

			“I’m out of here,” he called out to whoever in the busy bull pen might want to listen. “See you wage slaves on Monday morning. Remember to be careful out there.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 41

			Lilac walked to a bench overlooking Olbrich Gardens’ great lawn. The gardens were in full summertime show-off mode and the early evening air was heavy on the skin. A few visitors walked past, but Lilac knew the gardens would be slow this time of day. Tourists would be out on the lakes, avoiding the humidity. Locals would be at work, planning an early escape in order to stand in line at their favorite fish-fry place.

			It is Friday, after all. Traditions must be upheld.

			Lilac pulled out a cellphone dedicated for use when calling just one person and pressed the only number in the contact list.

			Boss answered on the second ring.

			“What tales do you bring me?”

			Lilac pictured him: jowly and coated with the perpetual sheen of a man who eats way too much pork, smirking as if he’s in on a joke known only to him and God.

			“Could be nothing. Could be something.”

			“I don’t need riddles, Lilac.”

			“That cop…the one poking around Billy’s killing.”

			“That cop’s frozen stiff. Can’t make a move. You focus on plugging up the hole that let my money fall out.”

			Lilac didn’t want to be the one not telling Boss something he should have been made aware of and pressed on.

			“He’s close to another cop.”

			“So, what’s that to me? I read books. I go to the movies. Cops hang together. Probably the only ones who can stand the stench.”

			
			Lilac’s gut tightened at the insult. Boss’s soft chuckle over the phone evoked a wish for hands squeezing the neck until the pompous man’s eyes bulged.

			“This cop. Rick Sheffield. He’s the one Vistole shot.”

			Lilac could almost see Boss’s attention shifting. “And he’s working with the cop chasing Billy Shakes? What about him?”

			“It could be nothing. He’s looking into an old case. A cold case.”

			“Again, what’s that to me?”

			“He could be digging.”

			“For what?”

			Lilac wanted to shout How the hell should I know? but thought better of it. “I thought you should know.”

			The other end of the line was quiet for several long seconds.

			“You know what,” Boss finally said. “I’m getting tired of this shit. Enough with the pussyfooting around. Time to end this. Once and for good.”

			Lilac inhaled against the meaning of Boss’s directive. “Which?”

			“Which?” Boss mimicked. “Who the fuck cares? One. Both. You’re on the ground. Find the one giving the biggest trouble and take him out. Do both for all the shits I give. Player’s choice.”

			“Dead cops. I don’t know about that.”

			Boss huffed out his disgust. “Since when did something like that start bothering you?”

			“It’s going to bring a lot of heat, that’s all I’m saying.”

			“Heat is what I pay you to handle.” Boss took a moment. When he spoke again his voice was calmer. “You ready for the next shipment?”

			
			“Yes. Monday. Everything’s fine.”

			“Now, see? That’s the kind of answer I like from the people I pay. Question gets asked. Question gets answered.”

			Lilac’s jaw tightened against the humiliation.

			“And the other thing,” Boss added. “Or things. You gonna take care of it?”

			Lilac looked away. Four seagulls rode an air current overhead.

			“Yes,” Lilac said. “I’ll take care of it.”

			“Good. Player’s choice.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 42

			“Damn it!” Sydney stared into her phone’s screen. “I missed her!”

			“Who?” her mother asked. They were walking out of Marigold Kitchen, having just finished lunch.

			“Ronnie.” Sydney flipped her phone around for her mother to see the screen. “She called like, fifteen minutes ago. Where was I?”

			“Halfway through a smoked salmon omelet. Is your ringer off?”

			Sydney checked. “Ugh! Yes.”

			Nancy turned to her left and headed toward the Capitol Square. “Here’s an idea. Call her back.”

			“She’s in the middle of a Caribbean jungle, Mom. I can’t just call her back.”

			“She called you, didn’t she? Which means she got a signal.”

			Sydney realized the flaw in her thinking. “Can we hang on a minute? I want to catch her while the catching’s good.”

			They walked over to a bench across from the capitol building and sat. Nancy took in the tableau of workers scurrying about while Sydney dialed.

			“Damn it,” Sydney whispered.

			“Language, missy.”

			“I’m getting her voice mail.” Sydney paused. “Hey, Ronnie. Sorry I missed your call. Mom and I were at lunch. Are you okay? I miss you, girl.” Her voice quivered. “Like crazy I miss you. I got so much going on and no Ronnie to share it with. Try me again, okay? I promise to have my ringer on this time. Love you.”

			
			Nancy formed her hands into a heart, then pointed to the phone.

			“Mom sends her love, too. Call me, girl. And don’t get bitten by anything that could do lasting harm.” Sydney ended the call. “She didn’t answer.”

			Nancy raised an eyebrow. “Really? Never would have guessed.” She stood, then pulled her daughter up. They walked toward Hush Money. “You miss her, huh?”

			“Like nobody’s business.”

			“Sounds like you’ve got a lot to talk about.” Nancy butted shoulders with her daughter. “Like maybe why we haven’t seen Clay in more than a week?”

			“Don’t start, Mom.” Sydney knew her request would never slow Nancy Richardson down.

			“How about your new friend? The police chief’s wife.”

			“What about her?”

			“Can she fill in while Ronnie’s away? I remember when I was young. There were some things I could share only with a girlfriend.”

			Sydney knew she couldn’t explain to her mother the reasons why she needed to hold Leslie at arm’s length. “I like Leslie a lot. Something tells me we’re going to be very close. But not yet.”

			“Too personal?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Ah ha!” Nancy stopped midstep. “This is about Clay! Sydney, have you two broken up? You can tell me.”

			“We’re taking a breather.”

			“A breather?” Nancy resumed walking. “What’s a breather? You’re with him or you’re not. Which is it?”

			
			Sydney thought about her parents’ love story. An instant attraction followed by a dance followed by more than a quarter century of loving each other.

			Until someone shot him. Left him to die on a cold warehouse floor.

			“I don’t know what we are. Can you let that be enough right now?”

			They’d reached their destination. Nancy put her key in Hush Money’s door and swung it open. “For now. But you know I’m here whenever you want to talk.”

			“I know.” She looked at her watch. “I gotta run.”

			“You’re not coming in? Sydney, we have an interview. We have to fill that server’s position.”

			Sydney leaned in and kissed her mother’s cheek. “Got a one o’clock appointment, Mom. You take the interview on your own. You know I’m going to hire the person you want, anyway, so why bother having me there? See you around 4:30.”

			She turned and walked toward her car before her mother could offer a protest.

			

			—

			Sydney knocked on the door of Rick’s apartment at 12:58. He answered. Jocko and Horst were already seated around the wooden table in his kitchen.

			“Come on in, Syd. Things are getting interesting.”

			She crossed the room to give Horst a hug. “What’s this?” she asked as she pulled up a chair.

			“This,” Rick explained, “is the sum total of all we know about the Susalynne McFeeney murder.”

			
			“I thought Jillian had already brought you the records.”

			“She was nice enough to bring us everything she could download off the computer,” Horst said. “Reports get distilled. What’s here is the raw material.” He nodded toward Rick. “Dick Tracy here pulled it out of the evidence room.”

			“That’s allowed?” Sydney asked.

			“Not exactly,” Rick offered.

			“Which means it’s not,” Sydney said. “Why risk a rules violation? What’s this case have to do with what’s going on now?”

			“I got into the station early today,” Rick said. “I started trawling through the records based on what we’ve learned from the stuff Jillian gave us.”

			“And?”

			“And I came up with plenty of nothing. Until I started a search on your new friend Father Ian Moran.”

			“He’s hardly a friend. As a matter of fact, I find him kind of…I don’t know…off-putting. Doesn’t matter how handsome he is.”

			“You find him attractive?” Rick asked. “A bit long in the tooth for you, don’t you think?”

			Sydney gave him a dismissive glance. “What did you find?”

			“Your dad interviewed him during the McFeeney investigation. His name came up in two separate reports.”

			A chill swept down Sydney’s spine. “My dad knew Ian Moran?”

			Horst shrugged. “McFeeney was a student at Blessed Sacrament. He talked to your dad on behalf of the diocese.”

			
			Sydney’s brow wrinkled. “The Fitzgerald kids went to Blessed Sacrament. Moran got his start teaching there. Leslie told me how all the girls had crushes on him.” She paused. “The coincidences keep piling up, don’t they?”

			“I wouldn’t make too much of that,” Horst answered. “Catholic kids go to Catholic schools. Susalynne would have been too young to have overlapped with any of the Fitzgeralds.”

			“That’s not why I pulled the case,” Rick added.

			“Why did you, then?”

			Horst and Rick exchanged a questioning look.

			“Will you two stop that?” Sydney snapped. “Either I’m in this or I’m not. And I think Moran’s interest in me more than qualifies me to be in. So, no more looks. No secrets.”

			“I didn’t know your dad,” Rick told her. “But from the size of the shadow he left, he was one hell of a cop.”

			“That he was,” Horst added. “I wish I’d had more time with him.”

			Me, too, Horst. Sydney thought. Me, too.

			“I’m still not following,” she said.

			“It makes sense your dad would talk to the people at Susalynne’s school. Her church. Also, any friends she might have had. I get why Moran’s name came up.”

			A realization dawned on her. “But Dad interviewed him twice.”

			Horst slapped a hand across his knee. “You’ve got your father’s instincts, Kitz! Even without the DNA between you.”

			“And you’re thinking something in this case box is going to tell you why Dad saw fit to reinterview Ian Moran.”

			
			“That’s my hope.” Rick pulled off the dusty top. “Shall we start?”

			

			—

			Each of them took a piece. Rick started with a file filled with crime scene photographs. Horst culled through interview lists. Sydney reached first for one of three spiral-bound, palm-sized notepads.

			A wave of memories washed over her. She knew these notebooks. Her mother would buy them by the dozen, always keeping a few stacked on her father’s bureau. Joe Richardson always carried one in his pocket, even when he was off duty. She smiled as his voice came back to her.

			Always write it down, Syd. If it’s an errand, you won’t forget it. If it’s a memory, you’ll cherish it each time you read it. And if it’s a puzzle, it gives you a new way of looking at it.

			He always wrote two dates on the notebook cover. The first would be when he made his initial entry in the fresh pad. It would be followed by the date when there was no more room and another pad needed to be started.

			“They had to be black,” she said as she set the earliest notebook in front of her. “I remember Mom teasing about what difference did it make. But if the notepads weren’t black, he wouldn’t use them.”

			“Your father could be a stubborn old mule when he wanted to be,” Horst noted with kindness.

			She thought about how she’d begged to have her ears pierced when she was nine years old. Her father had insisted she wait until she was sixteen. You’ve got enough holes in your head, he’d say. No need to rush into poking a couple more in. He’d held his ground, no matter how she pleaded, pouted, or threatened.

			
			Her hand reflexively went to her left ear. She touched one of the half-carat diamond studs she wore every day. I waited, Dad. Mom took me to the jewelry store on my sixteenth birthday. Wish you could have been there.

			Sydney opened the notebook while the men set to their own assignments. She hoped they didn’t notice the double take when she saw her father’s handwriting. She allowed herself a few moments to linger in his presence before settling into her task.

			“What’s TOD?” she asked. When they called out in unison time of death, the numbers next to her father’s notation made sense.

			Bludgeoned…strangled…raped?…Sydney’s throat tightened as she read her father’s scribbles. Torn…mud…tracks.

			“You getting anything, Syd?” Rick asked.

			“I think Dad was jotting notes of what he observed when he arrived on scene. Evidently her body was found in an alley?”

			“Yes,” Horst answered. “Between Blessed Sacrament and her home. Susalynne was a latchkey kid. Her mom worked days over at Oscar Mayer. According to her mother’s report, Susalynne came home from school that day. She was always supposed to check in with the downstairs neighbor.” Horst sifted through his file. “One Jenny O’Reilly. Your dad writes that Mrs. O’Reilly gave her a bowl of potato salad, then sent Susalynne upstairs to do her homework.”

			“Then how’d she get in the alley?” Sydney asked.

			“That’s what your dad was trying to find out.”

			Sydney continued her page-by-page, line-by-line perusal of that first notebook. Each time she came across a name her father had written, she’d call it out. Horst cross-checked the name on his lists and announced who that person was, when Joe Richardson had interviewed them, and what the outcome was. By the time she finished with the first notebook, she felt she had a good handle on how her father conducted a murder investigation but was no closer to anything that could have led to the next step than when she started. Frustrated, she set the notebook aside and reached for the second. Ian Moran’s name was on page seven.

			
			“Here he is,” she called out. “Dad wrote called 9:43 next to his name.”

			“That means Moran reached out to him,” Horst said. “Probably wanting to shut down any negative publicity the church might be catching. I remember the headlines. No reporter ever failed to mention Catholic grade school student whenever they identified her.”

			“Your cynicism is showing, Horst,” Rick teased. “Could be he was reaching out as the family’s pastor.”

			“If I’m recalling correctly, Moran was the bishop’s right-hand toady by that time.” Horst huffed out his disgust. “You get that high up, all you care about is keeping your footing.”

			Sydney was taken aback by Horst’s contempt. He’d always demanded Sydney keep an open mind about people.

			Twenty-five minutes later she was through with her father’s second notepad, none the wiser for having spent the time. She reached for the last one. She didn’t run across Moran’s name again until she was halfway through the pages.

			“Here’s Moran again,” she said. “United Way. That’s what Dad’s got next to his name.”

			“Maybe that’s where Moran agreed to meet him,” Rick offered.

			
			“Or maybe it’s a place Moran wanted Joe to check out,” Horst suggested. “Mark that page, Kitz. We’ll come back to that.”

			There was something about her father’s handwriting on the rest of the pages in that notebook. It was as difficult to decipher as it had been all his life, and it was written in the same black Bic rollerball ink that came from the only pens he ever used, but it was different. Perhaps unnoticeable to the casual eye, but Sydney had spent her life reading notes and letters and to-do lists put together by him. She ran her fingers over the last few pages. Her father had pressed so hard that his writing left rutted traces on the paper. There were dozens of black ink dots, too. Like her father had sat, peering over the pages, tapping them with his pen.

			You were angry when you wrote this.

			On the penultimate written page, Joe Richardson had drawn a diagram marked by various points. Each dot had one, two, or three letters above it. Some dots were connected by a single line. Others were connected by two or three. A few dots floated alone, linked to no other.

			Joe Richardson’s last entry in that particular notebook was about two-thirds of the way through the pages. There was only one word. RED.

			Sydney had no idea what it meant, but she knew it meant something.

			Her father had underlined it nineteen times.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 43

			“You have no idea how thrilled I am to see a pleasant face.” Leslie Arbeit reached from her chair and wrapped an arm around Sydney’s waist.

			“Hey!” Charles Arbeit made a show of looking offended. “I know I married out of my league, but I’m not exactly last week’s garbage.”

			Sydney smiled at the easy goodwill the two of them had for each other. A small voice inside her asked if she’d ever have that for herself. But Sydney pushed it aside with little effort.

			“What brings you two in tonight?” she asked.

			Leslie pulled out a chair and urged Sydney to join them. “It’s Friday. Mother and Father have gone to the Avenue for fish fry, thank God.”

			Sydney glanced around the room. Things were running smoothly enough that she could take a few minutes. “They’re still here?”

			Leslie took a sip of her dirty martini. “Can you believe it? And they’re showing no signs of packing up and moving on.”

			“It’s not so bad,” Charles cajoled. “Your father’s busy with Moran all day. Barney’s been good about stopping by to visit your mother.”

			“That’s easy for you to say,” Leslie countered. “You with the shiny uniform announcing to all that you’re far too busy to be bothered by family pulls on your time. Me, however?” She shook her head. “Do you know, Sydney, she’s actually come to work with me? Twice! I tell her I have a business to run, but she insists she’ll be no bother. Ha! Every person in that building stops what they’re doing when Elaina Fitzgerald, wife of the grand pooh-bah who started it all, comes into view. They’re all too busy fawning over her, no work’s getting done. And of course, there’s Mother, lapping up every drop of adoration.”

			
			Sydney recalled Ted Fitzgerald, the imperious creature with the giant walking staff she’d met on Tuesday, and imagined Elaina might be quite thirsty for a bit of adoration.

			“I’m glad you’re here,” Sydney said. “How can we make your few precious moments alone with each other all the more special?”

			Charles’s phone rang before Leslie could answer. He checked his screen and turned a plaintive face toward his wife. “Sorry. Gotta take this.” He turned to Sydney. “Keep my girl company for a few minutes?”

			“Of course. Would you like to use my office? You’d have more privacy.”

			“I’m good. The night’s too lovely to miss a chance to sit on a bench outside.” He stood and rested a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “Be right back.”

			Both women watched the imposing figure of Charles Arbeit leave the restaurant.

			“He’s so busy,” Leslie murmured. “I worry about him.”

			“He’s doing what he loves. And from all I hear and read, he’s pretty good at it, too.”

			Leslie’s smile was wistful. “It’s all he’s ever wanted.” She paused. When she spoke again there was a vulnerability in her voice. “I’d hate to think what would happen if he was forced to choose between his work and me. I’d be out on the street, I’m certain.”

			Sydney reached out to touch her hand. “Well, Miss Prairie Construction…Miss Huge House in Maple Bluff…Miss Chamber of Commerce Board Member…what am I missing?” She was glad to see Leslie’s smile widen. “Something tells me the street is the last place you’d end up.”

			
			“I am lucky. I know that.” She laid her own hand over Sydney’s. “Lucky to have met you.”

			In that moment, Sydney knew she felt the same. She hoisted an imaginary glass. “To new friends.”

			Leslie lifted her own martini glass. “Here’s to them becoming old ones.”

			They chatted about trivial matters. Leslie was going to Atlanta at the end of August to present at a national conference of mayors. Sydney was getting closer to hiring a new server.

			“Your hair looks spectacular tonight, Syd.”

			Sydney brought a hand up to pat the back of the updo she’d spent a total of three minutes creating after she’d left Horst and Rick. “Thank you.”

			“What I wouldn’t give to have hair as dark and thick as yours.”

			Sydney sighed. “And here I was thinking how lovely it would be to have hair as golden and delicate as yours. It’s like the ethereal frosting on a fairy cake.”

			At that absurd comment, both women burst out in full laughter. It was loud and long enough to gather questioning stares from neighboring tables, which only served to fuel their hilarity. When it finally subsided, both women wiped tears from their eyes.

			“God, that felt good,” Leslie observed.

			“Agreed. Just what I needed after the day I had.”

			“Oh?” Leslie asked. “What’s making it tough?”

			
			Sydney hesitated. “Probably nothing in each piece.”

			Leslie nodded. “But there’s just so many pieces, aren’t there?”

			“Sometimes.” Sydney changed the subject. “What keeps your folks in Madison?”

			Leslie’s face clouded over. “You tell me. Dad’s holed up with Father Moran every day.”

			“He’s still here, too?”

			Leslie nodded. “Gave me some jive that he’d forgotten how lovely Madison is in the summer. God, you don’t think they’ll all stay ’til the first snow, do you?”

			Charles Arbeit returned, his face a picture of grim determination.

			“Everything okay?” Leslie asked.

			He gave a terse nod and resumed his seat.

			“I was just telling Sydney how I hoped Mother and Father weren’t planning on extending their stay much longer,” Leslie told him.

			Charles took a long pull from his glass of scotch. “You know your father, Leslie.” His voice had lost all of its earlier bonhomie. “He’s going to do what he’s going to do. Nobody can stop him.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 44

			Sydney stopped running, bent over, put her hands on her knees, and waited for her breath to settle. She checked her watch. 8:43. She calculated how long her usual Saturday morning five-mile run had taken her.

			Just under fifty minutes. Not bad.

			She vowed to make it better by the end of the month, stood, and wiped the sweat off her upper lip. Then she leaned her right arm against her condo building, bent her left leg up, grabbed it with her left hand, and counted slowly to twenty as she stretched out the muscle. Then she turned to repeat the procedure on her right leg. She was mentally on eighteen when her eye caught sight of him. He was across the street, walking in her direction.

			Clay must have seen her at the same time. He lifted his hand in greeting. She did the same. For several long moments they stood there. Each looking across Wilson Street. She wondered if she ought to wave him over.

			It’s Saturday morning, she remembered. He’s headed toward his accountant with the Low Down’s weekly report.

			Then Clay lowered his hand. He was close enough for her to read his regret. He turned away and resumed his walk down Wilson. Her eyes followed him until he turned the corner.

			He never looked back.

			She slumped against the building.

			“Tough run?”

			Immediately on high alert, she turned to face the male voice behind her. She stuttered back two steps when she recognized Ian Moran, dressed, as she was, in running gear.

			
			“I’m sorry.” His eyes filled with concern. “I hope I didn’t startle you. I came around the corner and saw you looking across the way. And when you fell against the building, I—”

			“I didn’t fall.”

			He nodded. “Very well. I was just concerned.” He looked up the street. “Is this your usual route? Running, that is.”

			She wasn’t sure how much to share with him. She certainly didn’t want to tell him that she lived in the very building he saw her leaning against.

			I’ll bet he already knows.

			“Yes,” she said. “My usual.”

			“Are you finished? I mean with your workout.”

			Why was a man with his power so guarded when speaking to her? She chalked it up to a celibate life, imagining he had little interaction with women in running clothes.

			“Yes.”

			“Me, too.” He pointed to the west. “I’m still down at St. Paul’s. I ran from there to Willy Street. Thought I’d take in the farmers’ market.” He hesitated. “Would you join me?”

			“At the market?”

			“Yes.” He smiled, and she was forced to reassess her theory that he didn’t know how to deal with women. “Tell me, does Stella still sell that delicious spicy bread?”

			“ ’Til it runs out. If you want some, it’s best to get there early.”

			
			He tilted his head toward the square, where a bustling farmers’ market was held every Saturday in summer. “Whaddya say? My treat.”

			If forced to describe what was going on with her at that moment, Sydney would have described it as a sort of humming inside her. A vibration. She had the image of one of those science exhibits, the ones where an arc of electricity is bouncing between two poles. That’s how she felt in response to Ian Moran’s invitation to spicy bread at the farmers’ market. One pole crackled with the energy of being in the company of such a powerful, and powerfully handsome, man. She imagined the tales he could tell about global travels and international finance. She wanted to know him, to learn about his life and his experiences, what he thought and what he believed. Equally as potent was the opposite pole. This one sizzled with a warning that time spent with Moran would be wrapped in the very drama Clay had accused her of chasing. It told her to steer clear…no, more than that…It told her to run for shelter.

			“I have plans,” she said. “Do you remember how to get there?”

			She watched his countenance change. But to what, she wondered. Is that rejection I see? Disappointment?

			Or anger?

			Moran cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders.

			“It would be difficult to miss the capitol building, Sydney.”

			She nodded. Then she stood there as he turned and jogged away. She waited until he was out of sight. Then she keyed in her entry code and went up to her unit to shower.

			

			—

			“I think our next step is to reinterview everyone Joe did,” Horst announced.

			
			It was 3:00. He and Sydney had been with Rick at his apartment since noon. They’d been through the evidence box and had brought one another up to date on what they’d found.

			“What now? We’re taking on the McFeeney case?” Rick frowned. “What happened to duffel bags of money? What happened to finding our dirty cop, or cops?”

			Horst shook his head while he tilted back on Rick’s kitchen chair. “Don’t know what to tell ya, kiddo. My spidey sense is telling me they’re connected.”

			“Let’s stay focused on the money,” Rick insisted. “The sooner we get your name cleared, the sooner we’ll know who the bad guys are. McFeeney’s case has been cold for eighteen years.”

			“Maybe it’s heating up again,” Horst offered.

			“Maybe your vision is clouded,” Rick countered.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Rick raised his hands. In confusion or frustration, Sydney couldn’t tell. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re feeling a little guilty about Joe’s death. You said yourself you wish you’d gone in with him that day.”

			Sydney shot Horst a look. He must have told Rick about the day her father died.

			“Could be you’re trying to right the score,” Rick continued. “Maybe you think if you crack the case that got Joe killed, there’d be some kind of reckoning.”

			Horst settled his chair and stood. “I don’t need any accounts settled between me and Joe Richardson. I was a good partner to him. And I don’t need you sitting there trying to get inside my head, either.”

			
			“Gentlemen!” Sydney stood and went to Horst. “What do you say we all take a step back? Huh? Everybody take a deep breath, maybe? We’re all tired. Maybe a little punch-drunk with all that’s going on.”

			“These cases are connected, Sydney,” Horst insisted. “I can feel it.”

			“You’re grasping, Horst,” Rick countered. “We don’t have time to waste.”

			“What do you say we practice our walking and chewing gum at the same time?” Sydney suggested.

			Both men looked at her, waiting for an explanation.

			“Can we agree we’re basically dead in the water on the missing money?” she asked. “At least until Monday?”

			“We’ll be in place,” Rick said. “We know where the initial drop gets made and we know the general transfer point. This time we’ll follow it through to its endpoint.”

			“A brilliant plan,” Sydney agreed. “But not one we can implement until Monday. That leaves us with the balance of today, all of tomorrow, and most of Monday with nothing to do. Why not use that time to test Horst’s theory that these cases are connected?”

			“I like it,” Horst said.

			Rick glowered.

			“You must think something’s there,” Sydney told him. “Why else would you have risked liberating my father’s old case box from storage?”

			Rick was quiet for a moment. “We put this on the back burner as soon as it’s time to follow the money?”

			
			“Of course,” Horst said. “We’ll strike when that iron’s hot, you can count on that.”

			“So, it’s a plan?” Sydney asked both men.

			“I’m in,” Horst said.

			Rick nodded.

			Horst offered him a weary chuckle. “You want to make a side bet? Twenty bucks says I’m right.”

			Rick thought for a moment. Then he smiled and shook his head.

			“No, you German hound dog. I know better than to bet against your spidey sense.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 45

			Rick pulled his SUV into the driveway at 6:33.

			Horst looked toward the small yellow house. “Four-one-eight Stevens. This is the place.”

			“We’re a couple minutes late.”

			Horst opened the car door. “This lady’s been sitting for eighteen years thinking the cops have given up on finding who killed her daughter. From the sound of her voice when I called to see if we could swing by, I don’t think she’s gonna mind a couple extra minutes.”

			They followed a short, recently trimmed grass walkway to the front porch. Rick gave the house’s exterior a quick perusal. Tidy. Clean. Purple and pink flowers blooming in pots on a small concrete porch.

			A tall, thin woman wearing jeans and a green T-shirt opened the wooden front door before they knocked.

			“Are you the detectives?” she asked from behind a screen door.

			“Yes, ma’am.” Horst pulled out his shield. “I’m Horst Welke. We spoke earlier this afternoon. This is Rick Sheffield. Thanks for taking the time to talk to us. Saturday night and all.”

			The woman opened the screen door and stood back as the two men entered directly into a living room. Rick estimated it to be about the size of his own apartment’s main space. Like the home’s exterior, this room was well kept. Pale blue walls. White trim. Clean windows. One overstuffed brown chair, which Rick assumed was a recliner, sat opposite a modest flat-screen television. A two-seater couch, brown like the chair but with a striped pattern, was centered against one wall.

			
			“Please.” The woman gestured to the couch. “Sit. If the love seat’s too tight we can move into the kitchen.”

			“This is fine, ma’am.” Horst crossed to the small sofa and sat. Rick opted to remain standing.

			“I’m Bridget, by the way.” She held out her hand to them both. When Rick shook it, he was reminded of the delicate bones of a small bird. “Can I get you something? I have some iced tea.”

			“No, ma’am,” Horst answered. “We don’t want to bother.”

			Bridget McFeeney sat in the brown chair. Her smile was faint but genuine. Her gray hair was so thin Rick could see her scalp. He knew from the reports that the woman would now be forty-seven years old.

			Losing a child will age you, he thought. If it doesn’t drive you mad. His eyes focused on a bamboo-and-glass shelving unit next to the television. Floor to ceiling. Each shelf filled with photos, trinkets, and drawings. Two framed certificates backed one shelf. One for perfect attendance during fifth grade, the other for second place in a citywide spelling bee. He didn’t need to read the name written on the awards. A funeral card was tucked into the frame of a photo of a young girl, dressed in white and wearing a veil.

			“Do you have any news?” Bridget asked them. Rick thought the shakiness in her voice indicated she was unsure of what she hoped the answer would be.

			“We don’t let murder get away,” Horst replied. “Detective Sheffield and I are taking a fresh look at Susalynne’s case.”

			Bridget drew in a quick breath. She brought her hand to her lips. Her fingers trembled. “I’m sorry.” Her voice was choked. “You said her name. I haven’t heard it spoken out loud in years. Nobody likes to talk about murdered children.”

			
			“I understand, ma’am,” Horst started slowly. “Could you tell us about your daughter?”

			Bridget was hesitant at first, but in less than a minute her words tumbled out with greater speed and force. She reminded Rick of a starving dog suddenly presented with a feast. She explained how Susalynne’s father had left her before Susalynne was born. “We were both just teenagers, you see. He thought it would be too hard.” A small smile came to her. “It probably was. But he missed so very much.” She went on to describe her daughter as shy. Quiet. “Sometimes, even when she was a baby, I’d get so busy with housework or something that I’d forget it had been more than an hour since I played with her. But there she’d be. In her bouncy swing or playpen. Just looking around. Sometimes I’d get it in my mind that she could see things other people couldn’t. Know what I mean?”

			“The shrink down at the department would call that an easy temperament,” Rick offered.

			Bridget nodded, pleased. “Yes. That’s a good description for Susalynne. She was easy. Even when I had to work overtime, she never whined. Never complained.”

			“What is it you do for a living?” Horst asked.

			“I work data entry for the state. Department of Transportation. But when Susalynne was growing up, I was just a file clerk. I took all the overtime hours I could get. Even cleaned houses on the side for a few years.” She turned weary brown eyes to Rick. “It was tough, you know?”

			
			“Yes, ma’am.” But you did it, Rick thought. I’d like to know what the boy who impregnated you was doing while you were juggling two jobs and a child.

			“You wanted the best for your daughter,” Horst added.

			“Hey, I got myself into that pickle. Wasn’t anything she did.” Bridget’s eyes shined as she talked about Susalynne’s love of music. How it started with a toy piano she’d picked up at a garage sale for fifty cents when her daughter was only two years old. A year later, Bridget had Susalynne enrolled in piano lessons.

			“That teacher didn’t know about taking on a three-year-old.” Pride lit up Bridget’s face. “She showed him, though. Never missed a lesson. I’d pick her up from day care and off we’d go to the piano store. That little thing would sit at whatever grand piano caught her eye and she’d practice. Every day!”

			“The owners were okay with that?”

			“They loved it! Said they got more kids to sign up for lessons every time they saw that little tyke playing away. Sold more pianos, too. I’d dust the offices and polish the pianos while Susalynne had her lessons. Swapped out my services for their time. You’ve got to get creative when you’ve got more kid than money.”

			She went on to describe Susalynne as a student who gave as much attention to her studies as she did her piano once she was in school.

			“Blessed Sacrament,” Horst said. “If you don’t mind my saying, it would take a lot of dusting and sweeping to pay that kind of tuition.”

			“You don’t have to tell me! Every year that girl got two uniforms. And they were resale at that. Wear one, wash one.” Bridget’s eyes grew misty. “Not one complaint from her. Not even when she got old enough to see that the other girls weren’t inviting her to parties at their big houses or swim time at Shorewood Hills Pool.” She paused. Rick wondered if she was wishing ill on whatever preteens might have shunned her little girl. “Scholarship students never seem to make it into the popular circles.”

			
			“Did she have friends?” Horst asked.

			“In the beginning. You know, first grade…through to fourth maybe. She’d come home and tell me who she sat with at lunch. Who she played with on the swing set.” Bridget’s lips tightened. “But no one ever accepted Susalynne’s offer to come spend the night at our house. And she wasn’t invited to any slumber parties, either. I knew it was the parents. Not wanting their precious ones spending too much time with a fatherless child and a mother who worked all the time. By the time fifth grade came around, it wasn’t the parents anymore. It was the girls themselves.” Bridget hung her head for a moment. When she lifted it, there was a brightness Rick wasn’t sure was all forced. “Thank God for Father Moran.”

			Horst leaned forward. Rick took a step toward him. Both focused their full attention on Bridget.

			“Tell us more about that,” Rick suggested.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 46

			“Well, look at that.” Nancy Richardson nudged her daughter’s attention away from the list of wine pairings Anita Saxon had given her for the next day’s specials. “I’ve seen people use walking sticks before. Probably too vain to use a cane. But that? Looks more like all he needs is a pope’s miter to go with that staff.”

			Sydney looked up to see Ted Fitzgerald at the hostess stand, his wife and son a step behind him. She thought about Leslie’s description of the man’s long and enmeshed relationship with Ian Moran and wondered if her mother might be onto something.

			Is that why you carry that big stick? To subtly hold rank over a man who’s become the guardian of the riches of the Vatican?

			“That’s Leslie’s family,” she said. “Her father, mother, and brother.”

			Nancy gave the tall man with air-blown white hair and Savile Row suit another long look. “Leslie Arbeit? Fun, smart, laughing Leslie?”

			“The very one.”

			“Came from that?”

			Sydney gave her mother a sidelong glance. “Books and covers, Mother. What is it you always taught me about judging?”

			“Books and covers are different from radar, kiddo. And that guy’s tripping my pomposity meter like no one has in a long time.”

			Sydney nodded before crossing to meet the new arrivals.

			“Mr. and Mrs. Fitzgerald.” She turned to the man behind them. “Barney. I didn’t know you’d be joining us this evening.”

			“Blame it all on me.” Barney stepped toward her. Sydney wasn’t fast enough to avoid his kiss on her cheek. “You’ll see a reservation for four under the name Wheeland. He’s the head of anesthesiology. He’s recruiting and wanted to bring his latest prospect to the best joint in town. Asked me to join them as an outside-of-the-department set of eyes. The whole thing fell apart when, just this morning, Dr. Sought-After called to announce she’d accepted a position at Dana-Farber. Wheeland called me, crying over his spilt milk, to tell me the dinner was off. I insisted on keeping the reservation.” He turned toward his parents. “I grabbed Mama and Papa bear, and here we are.” He spun back to her. “That leaves one seat vacant. Will you join us?”

			
			Sydney looked at the reservation list. Sure enough, there was a Wheeland. She smiled toward the hostess. “I’ll seat them, Sabrina.” Then she turned to the family of three. “If you’ll follow me.”

			Barney and Elaina came with her. Both were already seated before Sydney noticed Ted Fitzgerald was still at the hostess stand. She looked to him, lifting her arm to encourage his advance.

			“Does he need assistance?” she asked Barney.

			“Oh, good lord, no. Man’s healthy as an ox. What he needs is an audience.”

			And he got it. Every eye in the place was riveted on the majestic, well-tailored man marching his stick across Hush Money. Sydney wondered if it was her own spite that had her seating him with his back to the room. When all three were settled, she asked if she could send over a bottle of champagne.

			“On me, of course.”

			“That would be lovely, dear.” Elaina Fitzgerald looked particularly genteel this night. Her dress featured a bodice of cut lace that accented the patrician slope of her neck. Sydney imagined that a woman of her wealth had her choice of gems to complement the pale blue of her garment, but Elaina wore no necklace at all. Simple pearl studs graced her ears.

			
			“So long as it’s on our bill.” Her husband made his announcement without offering Sydney as much as a glance.

			Barney reached a hand to her wrist. He gave her a this-isn’t-worth-the-argument look and smiled.

			Sydney glanced across the room toward where Anita Saxon stood. Instantly, the sommelier came to her.

			“A bottle of champagne for the table, please,” Sydney requested. “They’ve not ordered, so perhaps you could recommend something that prepares them for anything.”

			“Ace of Spades.” Ted Fitzgerald folded his hands on the table and looked into middle space.

			Sydney gave Barney a confused look.

			“Armand de Brignac Brut,” Anita said without batting an eye.

			The sommelier’s awareness of the wine’s nickname earned her an appreciative nod from the patriarch. Ted looked up at her. “Where are you from?”

			“Kenya is my home, sir.” Anita’s accent always made Sydney think she should be backed by a full orchestra.

			“Sounds like it.” He paused. “Looks like it, too.”

			“Dad!” Barney hissed.

			“What?” Fitzgerald looked again at the tall woman with ebony skin and jaw-dropping beauty. “You do know you’re black, right?”

			
			“I have heard rumors, sir.” Anita was too well mannered to offer any questions about what Fitzgerald might know about himself. She turned to Sydney. “Will there be three glasses or four?”

			“Four,” Elaina answered serenely. “Please, Sydney. Join us for at least a glass of champagne, will you?” She patted the arm of the empty chair next to hers. “Come sit here.”

			Sydney nodded to Anita who left to see about the champagne and four glasses. Then she sat next to Elaina in a chair that put her directly across from Ted Fitzgerald. An awkward silence hung over the table.

			“It was a lovely party, Sydney.” Elaina was the first to speak. “Thank you again for your kindness. I know it was a special favor to Leslie that you brought Hush Money to us.”

			“I’m sure the girl was well compensated, Elaina.” Fitzgerald focused on his hand as he smoothed the damask tablecloth.

			“I was happy to do it, Mrs. Fitzgerald. And now that I know who you are, perhaps we can arrange for you not to dine alone those times you come in.”

			“I’d like that, dear. Truly, I would.”

			“You know, I always thought of you as a bit of a mystery woman.”

			“That’s my mother, all right,” Barney offered. “Filled with suburban intrigue.”

			Elaina gave her son a good-natured shake of her head. “I’ve been here a few times,” she explained. “When I’m in town to see you or Leslie. Check on how my peonies are doing.”

			“Fox Point isn’t that far,” Fitzgerald said. “There’s no need for you to be eating alone in Madison.”

			
			“But I enjoy it.” Elaina reached out to touch Sydney’s arm. “And I came to enjoy you stopping by the table to check on me.”

			“But you never told me who you were.”

			Elaina paused. “If the Fitzgerald name was familiar to you, you would have treated me differently. If the name meant nothing, then there was no need to offer it.”

			Sydney recalled the way Leslie and Barney were different around their parents. She imagined Elaina was right. People reacted to the name and the power behind it rather than meeting her as a person.

			“You can’t imagine the fantasies I built around the enigmatic woman who dropped by for no known reason. Always dining alone, yet always with a kind and patient word for me.”

			Elaina’s chuckle was soft and conspiratorial. “Perhaps I came to enjoy that, too.”

			Anita appeared with four crystal flutes. A steward accompanied her, carrying a wine bucket and a bottle. He handed the bottle to Anita. She, in turn, displayed it for Fitzgerald’s inspection. She announced the champagne’s year and when he nodded his approval, she handed the bottle back to the steward, who opened it with as much effort as someone sliding soft butter over a slice of fresh bread. He poured four glasses.

			“Enjoy,” Anita said as she nestled the bottle into the wine bucket. “I hope your evening is a pleasant one.”

			Barney raised his glass. “What shall we drink to?”

			Again, it was Elaina who broke the awkward silence that met his question.

			
			“How about to family?” she suggested. “I’m here with my son and my husband.” She turned to Sydney. “And with my daughter’s friend. What is it the sports players call it? Pinch-hit?”

			“Bravo, Mommy.” Barney smiled. “Well said.”

			Elaina raised her glass. “With Sydney pinch-hitting for Leslie tonight, let us all drink to family.”

			Three of them clinked glasses. Ted Fitzgerald took his sip without any salutation.

			Having made a commitment to stay for one drink, Sydney probably drank her champagne a bit more rapidly than might be considered socially acceptable. Elaina did her best to keep the conversation flowing, and Barney entertained them with a tale of two residents, each pulling a thirty-hour shift, getting called to the floor at the same time from their small sleeping quarters.

			“Who knows why, whether it was they had just woken up or were so dead on their feet they couldn’t see straight, but it seems they each grabbed the other’s ID lanyard.” Barney pressed a napkin to his mouth to stifle his laughter. “So, Dr. A goes to one floor, and keeps getting called Dr. B. Dr. B. goes to another floor, and he’s wondering why everyone is calling him Dr. A. To top it off, both of them are so exhausted they don’t even realize they’re performing interventions they haven’t been trained in!”

			“That could have been tragic,” Sydney observed.

			Barney waved away her concerns. “Relax, Syd. Humans are tough. You gotta try really hard to kill ’em.”

			
			“Barney!” his mother admonished.

			“Anyway. No harm was done. A couple cups of coffee later they were each clearheaded enough to see what was going on. It all got straightened out.”

			“Thirty-hour shifts,” Elaina sighed. “I’m glad those days are behind you, Barney.”

			Sydney took that as her cue. “Alas, some of us still must work long hours.” She rose. “Thank you all for coming. Please tell Leslie I’m sorry she didn’t make it. I’ll make it a point to swing by when you’re having dessert.”

			As she walked away, back to the small hallway leading to Hush Money’s kitchen, a realization came to her.

			Despite sitting directly across from her for nearly thirty minutes, Ted Fitzgerald hadn’t looked at her once.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 47

			“Sorry I’m late.” Horst closed Rick’s front door and joined him and Sydney at the kitchen table. “Jillian came to my house.”

			“You want some coffee?” Rick got up to pour him a cup when Horst said he did.

			“She’s worried about you,” Sydney said. “Probably feels helpless about what she can do to clear your name.”

			“I agree with you there.” Horst thanked Rick for the mug he handed him. “She seemed…I don’t know. Itchy. Antsy. Kept asking what we’d come up with.”

			“You didn’t tell her anything.” Rick scowled.

			“She’s my partner.” Horst took a long pull on his coffee. “I don’t like keeping things from her. But until we know what’s what and who’s who…let’s just say I told her we’re barking up trees, but no squirrels are coming out.”

			“It’ll be over soon,” Sydney reassured. “She’ll understand why you did what you had to.”

			Horst’s eyebrows raised to alpine heights. “Spoken like a woman who’s never experienced the wrath of Jillian Kohler! She’ll have me buying her beer for a year. Reminding me with each mug that it was not trusting my partner that’s costing me all the money.”

			“Then let’s wrap this up as quickly as possible,” Sydney said. “The sooner your penance starts, the sooner it’s over. Were you guys able to talk to Mrs. McFeeney yesterday?”

			“It’s Ms. McFeeney,” Rick corrected her. “Bridget never married Susalynne’s father. From what she says, he was out of the picture since before Susalynne was born.”

			
			“Takes a special kind of scum,” Horst commented.

			“What did you learn?” Sydney asked.

			“Well, for one thing, I think we have the answer as to why your dad had that second interview with Ian Moran,” Rick said. “According to Bridget, Moran was close to the family. Arranged Susalynne’s scholarship to Blessed Sacrament through a mentorship program. Went to her recitals. Birthday parties. Stuff like that.”

			“Did that show up in Dad’s report?”

			“It did not. In his first report, Moran is identified as speaking for the diocese, sharing his condolences and offering the investigation any assistance he could.” He pointed to the three black notebooks Sydney had reviewed. “Did you see anything in there?”

			“Just those two brief entries. One where Moran had called Dad, the other with United Way noted next to it.”

			“Joe wasn’t one to write his theories down,” Horst explained. “He never wanted to show his cards ’til he knew he had the winning hand. If he suspected anything about Moran, in all likelihood he wouldn’t have made note of it.”

			“You know he’s still here,” Sydney offered. “Moran.”

			“He’s not back in New York?” Horst asked.

			Sydney shook her head. “I saw him yesterday.”

			“Where?” Rick’s voice was more urgent than Sydney thought appropriate. “When?”

			“Yesterday morning. After my run. I was outside my condo and there he was.”

			
			“Stalking you?”

			She grimaced at his assumption. “He was on his own run. Our paths crossed is all.”

			“What did he have to say?”

			“Wanted to know if I’d be interested in joining him at the farmers’ market. I begged off. Then I came and met with you guys.”

			“And didn’t tell us about Moran?”

			“It was an innocent encounter, Rick. The guy jogged off and that was that.”

			“Maybe he’s left by now,” Horst offered.

			“No,” Sydney said. “The Fitzgeralds were at Hush Money last night. Barney and his parents. They alluded to continued business that kept Moran and Ted Fitzgerald in town. Maybe we could ask Moran about his relationship with Susalynne.”

			“If you’re thinking anything predatory, you can rule that out,” Horst said. “When Bridget was telling us how close Moran was to the family, don’t think that wasn’t the first place Rick’s and my minds went to.”

			“We went there pretty deep,” Rick added. “But according to Bridget, Moran was nothing more than a strong support for the family whenever they needed him. She even went so far as to tell us she asked Susalynne directly about what went on when she was alone with Moran.”

			“Bridget told us Susalynne loved him like a father. Swore that nothing ugly ever went on.”

			“And she believed her?”

			“Enough to be grateful for Moran’s offer to lead the funeral mass for Susalynne.” Horst got up and poured himself a second cup of coffee. “Enough that she’s still got pictures of the guy scattered around her house.”

			
			“Basically, we got nothing?” Sydney asked.

			Rick shrugged. “We know why Joe reinterviewed Moran. Having something crossed off your list is a good thing.”

			“Then again,” Sydney offered, “Ms. McFeeney wouldn’t be the first woman fooled by a predator.”

			“I hear you,” Rick said. He rifled through the evidence box. “But we’ve been through all of Joe’s stuff. I’m afraid the case is as cold today as it was back then.” He lifted up a small red notebook. “And this thing. I don’t even know why it’s here. There’s only three pages filled. Nothing about Susalynne.”

			“Let me see that.” Sydney held out her hand. “You went through this yesterday?”

			Rick handed it to her. “Like I said, nothing in it to help us.”

			The first thing she noticed was that the cover bore no dates. That wasn’t like her father. She flipped to the first page. A column of letters was listed. Some entries were two letters, some were three. One letter was listed alone. She looked at the entries again.

			These mean something, she realized. Something I know.

			She flipped to the second page and gasped. Two dates were written. October 5 and October 27. Below them were two letters: FM. She flipped back to the first page. The same two letters were listed there.

			“What, Kitz? What are you seeing?”

			“These dates. October fifth is my birthday. October twenty-seventh is my Gotcha Day.”

			
			“Your what?” Rick asked.

			“The day my adoption became final,” Sydney explained. “It was a private arrangement. I came to live with Joe and Nancy when I was two days old, but the twenty-seventh was when it became official with the court. Every year my parents would celebrate two dates: the day I was born and the day I was officially theirs.” An awareness dawned on her. She stood and rifled through the evidence box, pulling out the third of the three black notebooks she’d reviewed the day before. She went straight to the last page and found the diagram her father had written with an angry, heavy hand. Her eyes darted from the diagram to the list of letters in the red notebook.

			“What are you doing, Kitz?”

			She shushed them both and double-checked. Then she turned both books toward the men.

			“Some of them are the same.” Her heart was beating faster. “The letters in the diagram and the list. And look here.” She pointed to the last entry. The one her father had underlined so many times. “He’s telling himself to go to a red notebook. This is something different. My father used black—trust me, only black—notebooks for his cases. He’s starting a red notebook because this is a whole other thing. Something that has to do with me.” She flipped to the third page of the red notebook. She read the last entry her father made.

			Then she stumbled down into her chair before her legs gave out.

			“Horst?” Her voice was a whisper. “Dad was killed July seventeenth.”

			“You don’t have to remind me, Kitz. It’s a date seared into my soul.”

			
			“You said he had an appointment. He told you to stay in the car.”

			“That’s right.”

			“What time did the two of you leave the station that morning?”

			“Again, like it was yesterday. We left about a quarter to ten. Drove straight to the warehouse.”

			She turned the notebook around once more so Rick and Horst could see what her father had written.

			“For the love of God,” Horst whispered.

			“I’m sorry,” Rick said. “I didn’t know. The birthdays, the date and time. When I looked at the notebook yesterday it meant nothing.”

			Sydney looked again at her father’s final notation.

			
				7/17…10:00

			

			She turned to Rick. “Do you have a marker? The kind that washes off?”

			He disappeared down the hall and came back with three markers. “I use ’em when I teach down at the academy.”

			Sydney chose the blue one and went to Rick’s refrigerator. “You two sit down. Watch me.” She uncapped the marker, flipped to the last page of the notebook Joe Richardson kept on his investigation of Susalynne’s murder, and began to re-create the diagram he’d drawn there on the side of Rick’s refrigerator.

			“Hey!” he protested.

			“It’ll wipe off. We need to look at this.” Each set of letters was arranged in a circle, like numbers around a clock. In the center of the circle was one letter: F. Encircling that were: PC, FM, SMF, BMF, RCJ, US, and DG. Her father had drawn a line connecting PC to DG. Another line connected FM to both SMF and BMF. RCJ and US were linked with their own line, while another connected RCJ to DG. Radiating out of the center, the letter F was connected to each and every other set of letters. She drew a circle around RCJ and US.

			
			“So.” Rick leaned back when Sydney was finished. “Code?”

			“I’m leaning toward initials,” she answered. “My dad was pretty direct.”

			“Okay,” he said. “Since we find these letters in the notebook dealing with Susalynne’s murder, let’s say SMF and BMF are Susalynne McFeeney and her mother, Bridget. Why the circles around RCJ and US?”

			“Those letters aren’t in the McFeeney notebook diagram, but they are in the red notebook,” she explained. “The one he started after he made the diagram. He saw something. He was making connections. Not only in the Susalynne case, but something that had to do with me. Why else would he start a separate book, yet bring the same initials forward? Why would he start that book with my birth and gotcha dates?”

			“I’m stickin’ with ya,” Horst said. “But that doesn’t get us any closer to figuring out those other initials.”

			Sydney stared at the refrigerator for several long seconds. Then she let out a whoop. “RCJ! Richards, Clumber, and Jackson!”

			“Who are they?”

			“My parents’ attorneys. Every year, on my Gotcha Day, Dad would raise a toast. First to my birth mother who cared enough to let me come live with them, then to my birth father who he said was strong enough to let me go, then—and always with a grin—he’d salute the attorneys. I can hear him now.” She raised an imaginary glass. “Here’s to RCJ for the paperwork!”

			
			“I don’t know,” Rick said.

			“It’s gotta be them,” Sydney insisted.

			“Then why aren’t your initials up there?” he challenged. “The only thing I see RCJ connected to is DG and US.”

			Horst had his laptop open. “I’ve cross-referenced every set of initials to Joe’s entire interview list. The only matches we get are BMF and SMF. No hits on the others.”

			“Maybe they’re not people. Like RCJ isn’t. Could be a firm or a business.”

			“US could be the entire United States.” Rick’s doubt of Sydney’s theories came through loud and clear.

			Sydney stared at the marked-up refrigerator, running through possibilities. “What if it’s a word?” she offered. “It is circled, like RCJ. What if US aren’t initials? Maybe Dad wrote us. As in the three of us? Him, my mom, and me. That would explain why we were on the second list and not the first.”

			Rick shook his head. “If ever there was an example of twisted reasoning, this is it.”

			“Can you come up with anything better?” she snapped. “Look at the entries. My father was angry when he wrote these. Horst, did you ever see my father angry about a murder case?”

			“No. He used to tell me to check my emotions at the door when working an investigation. Said they blind you to what’s right in front of your eyes.”

			
			Rick sighed. “What have you come up with for F, PC, FM, and DG?”

			Sydney was forced to admit that even she couldn’t stretch her imagination that far.

			“Give me time. It’ll come to me,” she vowed.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 48

			While Rick snapped photos from his elevated spot behind the ivy, Billy’s spot, Horst kept his eyes on the late-model SUV that had just driven up. “Illinois plates?”

			“You bet.”

			The passenger door opened and, same as last time, a man got out, scanned the deserted parking lot, and ambled to the vehicle’s back door. He pounded three times on the car and the driver got out, headed to the warehouse, and unlocked the back door. The passenger grabbed two bags, struggled to hoist them over each shoulder, and entered the building. Rick captured every moment with his camera. The pair emerged less than a minute later, relocked the warehouse, climbed back into their SUV, and drove away.

			Rick stood and stretched. They’d been in position nearly two hours. He swung a leg over the railing and began his descent. “Ready for the long haul?”

			Horst followed him down the ladder. “In for a penny, in for a pound.”

			Rick and Horst had met just past sunset on that Monday. They’d scrutinized the McFeeney evidence box so many times Rick, Horst, and Sydney each had the contents memorized. When they parted around noon, each agreed that the best thing to do would be to focus on something else. Sydney said she planned on spending the day at her condo before heading to Hush Money. Horst promised to continue playing the role of innocent man living under a cloud of suspicion.

			“Shouldn’t be hard,” he’d said. “Seeing as how that’s exactly what I am.”

			
			Rick spent the day at the gym, frustrated with how out of shape his surgery had left him.

			Both men had thought it would be difficult to dissuade Sydney from accompanying them on their mission to follow the delivered money. But she assured them she’d heard enough stories of the backbreaking boredom of stakeouts. She planned to sit this one out. “Text me when you know where the money goes. We’ll meet up after that.”

			It was 2:58 on Tuesday morning when Rick parked his CR-V outside a donut shop directly across the street from the location where the locator device had been dropped from the last set of duffel bags. From this vantage point they had an unobstructed view of the entire block.

			“Why don’t you catch some sleep?” Rick asked Horst. “I’ll take the first two hours.”

			“I’ll let you know when I’m tired,” Horst answered.

			The two of them didn’t speak much as the night wore on. Horst asked who was taking care of Jocko. Rick told him he had a high school kid who lived down the block.

			“Jocko loves him. And the kid knows there’s not a woman on the planet, I don’t care if she’s sixteen or ninety-six, who won’t stop to scratch that flirtatious hound behind the ears.”

			Rick asked Horst if the pressure of the suspension was taking its toll.

			“What are you? My shrink now?”

			A few words were exchanged about how this part of town was changing. Horst lamented the loss of a favorite music store that used to be a few blocks away. But for the most part, the evening clicked away in silence.

			
			At 5:42, a blue sedan pulled into the parking lot they were watching. Rick and Horst pulled themselves higher in their seats. Rick grabbed his camera and aimed it at the car. A young woman wearing cutoffs and a T-shirt walked up to the front door of a coffee shop, inserted her key, opened the door, and flicked on an OPEN sign.

			“Bupkes,” Horst grumbled as he slouched back down.

			Traffic started picking up. Several men, carrying large lunch boxes and hard hats, left their cars and headed toward the site where heavy equipment marked Prairie Construction sat. Horst and Rick thought they had something for a moment when an older sedan pulled in and a man with sleeve tattoos running down both arms walked around his car to open his trunk. But he pulled out an empty crate and headed toward the pet store at the corner of the strip mall.

			By 10:22, Horst was wondering aloud if the bad guys might have arranged an alternate drop-off site. Rick had to admit he was thinking the same thing. Then a late-model Ford Escape, with a color that reminded Rick of root beer, pulled into the lot across the street. Neither man moved as they watched a woman, casually dressed in floral jeans and a pink tank top, walk to the back of her vehicle and pop the latch. When she pulled out first one duffel bag, and then another, both men bolted upright in their seats.

			Rick reached for his camera and began snapping photos.

			“I can’t read the license plate from here,” Horst said.

			“I’ll get it with the zoom,” Rick assured him.

			“She’s walking past the stores,” Horst announced while Rick followed her through his lens.

			
			The woman walked back past the developed space, glancing at her sandals as she entered the muddy construction area. She walked over to a silver pickup truck emblazoned with Prairie Construction’s logo in deep blue. The woman set both duffel bags down and rolled her shoulders as if she was glad to be rid of the weight. Then she reached into her pocket, pulled out a key ring, and unlocked the Prairie Construction truck. One at a time, she hoisted the bags inside the cabin. Then she locked the door, double-checked to assure its hold, and minced her way back over the muddy ground to the parking lot. She stopped to examine the damage to her sandals before heading back to her vehicle and driving off.

			“Should we follow her?” Horst asked.

			“We’ve got her plates.” Rick leaned back against the seat. “Let’s stay with the money.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 49

			“And that’s it?” Sydney stood in the middle of Rick’s living room. She was dressed in a one-shouldered white satin dress. Rick had whistled when she entered his apartment. Jocko had offered his paw, as though the dog knew better than to jump up on such fine fabric. “You don’t know who put their hands on it?”

			Horst had called her once they were confident they had all they were going to get that day. She was already at Hush Money. Horst tried to assure her they could wait until morning to discuss what they’d learned, but Sydney insisted on coming right over.

			“The money sat there, locked in a Prairie Construction truck until two-thirty,” Rick told her. “No one came near that vehicle.”

			“You’re certain?”

			“We are,” Rick replied. “At 2:32 a man, dutifully caught on camera by yours truly, got in the truck and drove off the site.”

			“Straight to Packers Avenue,” Horst continued. “To a holding lot for Prairie. Backhoes, tractors, land movers, all kinds of trucks and diggers. Guy pulls his truck into a warehouse-sized garage.”

			“The money’s still there?” she asked.

			“Couldn’t tell ya.” Rick let his eye linger on her bare shoulder just long enough for her to feel the heat. “I got plenty of superpowers, but x-ray vision isn’t one of them.”

			“So now what?”

			“Now we figure out who that woman was who made the drop-off. We assume she’s the same person who picked up the duffels from the warehouse.” Rick walked to his refrigerator and pulled out a beer. He tossed it to Horst. “Want one?” When Sydney shook her head, he pulled out one for himself and twisted off the cap. “Then we have to figure out who drove the truck back to Prairie Construction.”

			
			“How are we going to do that?”

			Rick took a long pull off his bottle. “License plates would be a good place to start.”

			“And when the woman’s plates come back stolen and the Prairie plates come back registered to Prairie, then what, Sherlock?”

			Horst chuckled. “She’s got you there, Rick.”

			“Do you have a better idea?”

			Sydney thought. Horst and Rick said nothing.

			“We’ve got to risk it,” she decided.

			“Risk what?” Rick asked.

			“We’ve got to trust somebody. Look, every day that goes by is a day longer for whoever’s framing Horst to come up with ways to bury him deeper. We’ve got to end this fast. And the fastest way to anything is a direct line.” She looked them in the eye, one after the other. “I say we call Leslie Arbeit.”

			“The woman who owns the very company that just accepted two duffel bags of money?” Rick set his bottle on the counter, frowning. “Are you insane?”

			“I know her. No way in hell would she be mixed up in something like this. She’s all about pleasing her father. Making him see how well she’s running the company. She wouldn’t risk everything the family’s built by doing something this crazy. I say bring her in, tell her what we know, and let her see the photos you took. She’ll be able to tell us who the guy driving one of her trucks is. Once we know who he is, we can lean on him to tell us the rest of the story.”

			
			“Lean on him?” Rick scoffed. “You gotta stop watching so much late-night television.”

			“I trust her,” she insisted.

			“You know,” Horst commented, “when I was at Prairie investigating Billy Tremble’s murder, she struck me as a straight arrow. There was a time when a couple of her lawyer-types made noises like she shouldn’t answer some of my questions. Let me tell you, she shut ’em right down. Told me, right there in front of them, that if anyone on her payroll tried to be less than cooperative, I was to contact her directly.”

			“She’s married to the police chief, for God’s sake,” Sydney added.

			“The same police chief who suspended Horst!” Rick noted hotly.

			“Well, now, let’s not blame it on him,” Horst said. “He’s following the letter of the law. Doing what he’s got to do. I’ve known the man twenty years. Since he was a patrolman. I got no worries about him.”

			Rick shook his head stubbornly.

			“Unless you can come up with another idea,” Horst said, “I agree with Sydney.”

			Rick looked down and watched Jocko looking up at him. After several seconds, he huffed out his resistance. “So, which of us is going to give her a call?”

			

			—

			“Why am I here?” Leslie Arbeit began her questions the moment Rick opened his front door. “Where am I, by the way? Who are you?”

			
			“I’m Rick Sheffield, Mrs. Arbeit. I’m a detective with the MPD. This is my apartment.”

			Leslie’s voice softened. “You’re the officer who was shot.”

			Rick nodded.

			“Are you all right?”

			“Better every day,” Rick assured her. He nodded toward Jocko, who sat at attention two steps behind him. “This is Jocko. Recently retired from the K-9 unit.”

			Leslie held out her hand for Jocko to sniff before crossing to give Sydney a hug. “What’s going on? I finally had an evening all to myself. Barney’s got the parents out to Overture. Charles is tied up with budget meetings. I was looking forward to a long bubble bath. Then you call. Something that you can only tell me face-to-face? Come right away? Tell no one where I’ll be? I never figured you for that kind of drama.” She turned to Horst before Sydney could respond. “I know you. You’re that detective.”

			“Horst Welke, ma’am. Known your husband a long time.”

			She nodded, then turned back to Sydney. “Why are there two policemen here?”

			Sydney put a gentle hand on her friend’s arm and led her to a chair at Rick’s kitchen table. Then she leaned over and maneuvered a mouse until a photograph appeared on Rick’s laptop.

			“Who’s he, Leslie?”

			Leslie glanced at the screen. “I don’t know. Should I?”

			“Look closely, Mrs. Arbeit,” Rick instructed. “Does he look familiar to you?”

			
			Leslie spent a few seconds with the picture. “Maybe a little.” She frowned. “What’s this about?”

			Sydney manipulated the mouse again. Another photo appeared. “And this woman? Do you know her?”

			This time Leslie took her time. “No,” she finally said. “I’ve never seen her before.” She twisted around to face the three of them. “Tell me what’s going on. Right now.” Her tone had sharpened.

			Sydney took a deep breath and charged in. “Leslie, we have reason to believe Prairie Construction is being used to perpetrate a very significant crime.”

			Leslie stared at her for a moment, then looked toward Horst. “Does this have to do with the body that was found on one of our building sites?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Horst answered.

			“What makes you think Prairie is involved?” she demanded. “Besides being the place where his body was dumped?”

			Sydney decided the best way to tell her friend was to tell it all. She started with Horst’s discovery of Billy Tremble, the body found on her property, flashing around hundred-dollar bills, as well as Billy’s hidden aerie. She told her about the stakeouts. How, on at least two occasions, bags of cash were left at an empty warehouse owned either by Prairie or one of her father’s holding companies.

			“And don’t forget the sack of cash at that convenience store where Rick here got shot,” Horst added. “That’s the money I’m getting framed with.”

			Leslie’s brow furrowed. “I’m sorry, you’re getting framed for what?”

			
			“That’s not important right now,” Sydney continued. “Except to note that the convenience store is also on property owned by T. F. Properties.”

			“We own a lot of property, Sydney. Crimes happen. It’s unfortunate, but it’s a fact.”

			Sydney countered with what Rick and Horst discovered that day. “Those duffel bags were delivered to a truck belonging to Prairie Construction. Then that truck drove to one of your garages.”

			Leslie’s face hardened. “Then arrest the man who drove it in.”

			“I think that’s one way,” Rick offered. “But then, at best, all we have is a low-level delivery guy. Perhaps a more effective way is to find out who’s behind it all.”

			“And who do you think that is?” Leslie demanded.

			Sydney took a long inhale. “Our working theory right now is that it’s Ian Moran.”

			The stony corporate determination disappeared off Leslie’s face. To Sydney’s astonishment, Leslie began laughing. “Ian Moran? Father Moran? The same man who controls enough currency to buy and sell any ten countries you’d care to name. That’s the man you think is schlepping bags of cash through my warehouses? Why on earth would he do that?”

			“The money he controls isn’t his,” Sydney said. “We think that somehow, and that’s where you’d come in, he’s laundering it. Maybe even through Prairie’s books.”

			“This is my company, Sydney. If that much unauthorized money was moving through it, I’d know.”

			
			“Would you?” Rick challenged. “I mean no offense, but my guess is you have an entire floor of accountants and bookkeepers. I believe you can recite every annual report, but do you know how those numbers came to be on the pages?”

			Leslie was silent while she considered his observation. Then she turned to Sydney.

			“Why Ian Moran?” she demanded.

			“He’s used to having nice things. Lots of money. He’s on your board of directors.”

			Leslie shook her head. “I’m not buying it. Not him.”

			“Well, someone’s doing something with that money,” Horst said. “The deliveries are coming in every week.”

			Leslie looked back at the computer screen. Then she took a long appraisal of the three of them. “You really believe this?”

			“We saw the money, ma’am,” Horst answered.

			Leslie reached into her purse and pulled out her phone. “I’m calling Charles. If someone—and I don’t care even if it’s the sainted Father Moran—is using Prairie for a cover for criminal activity, it ends tonight.”

			Sydney reached forward and gently pulled the phone out of Leslie’s hands.

			“Sydney!”

			“I’m sorry, Leslie, but we can’t let anyone at the police station know what’s going on right now.” She explained how Horst had been set up. Only someone inside police headquarters could have sent the text, blocked the camera, then made certain it recorded Horst leaving that evidence locker.

			
			“And you have no idea whatsoever which cop is behind this?” Leslie asked.

			“We do not,” Rick answered. “And I can tell you that if we were to involve your husband, he’d tell you the same thing. The closer you hold the information, the better.”

			Leslie nodded. Then she stood. “Can I have a copy of that photograph, please?”

			Rick handed her several.

			“Thank you. Tomorrow I’ll check our employee files. Every Prairie employee has a photo ID badge. I’ll call you as soon as I know this man’s name.”

			She hugged Sydney before shaking hands with Rick and Horst. Sydney escorted her to the door. The moment Sydney opened it, wood exploded inches from her face. A second eruption blasted the glass out of Rick’s picture window.

			“Everybody down! Down!” Rick yelled.

			Jocko leaped and threw his body over Sydney and Leslie. Three more shots fired in rapid succession. Drywall exploded and fell on top of them.

			They heard the slam of a car door followed by the squeal of wheels.

			“Stay down!” Rick commanded as he and Horst stepped over the prone women and out onto his porch.

			Sydney tried to lift herself off the floor, but the weight of the golden retriever combined with Leslie’s shove to keep her on the floor.

			“I’ve got to get out there,” Sydney yelled. “Horst…Rick—”

			
			“Are policemen who know what they’re doing,” Leslie interrupted. “And they have guns. We don’t.”

			Sydney struggled to overcome her urge to act until Rick reentered the apartment.

			“We’re clear,” Rick said. “Whoever it was is gone.” His attention shifted to his dog. “Good boy, Jocko. Good boy.”

			Jocko climbed off the women. Sydney jumped up and reached a hand to Leslie.

			“Everybody all right?” Horst asked.

			Leslie checked herself for blood. “I’m fine.” She turned to Sydney. “You okay?”

			When Sydney said she was, Leslie grabbed her in a long embrace. Sydney felt the woman shivering against her.

			Leslie released her and stepped away, wiping pellets of glass off her shoulders. “Good luck keeping Charles out of the loop now.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 50

			Charles Arbeit thanked the officers as they left Rick’s apartment. They’d been there more than six hours, scouring for casings, taking photos of the scene, and interviewing neighbors.

			They’d come up with nothing.

			When the last officer left, Charles turned toward the four people remaining in Rick’s apartment. He spoke first to his wife.

			“You could have been killed.”

			“I wasn’t. And before you start preaching, I’ll remind you I was invited over.” Leslie’s gaze seemed to dare her husband to criticize her. “I didn’t know why. As it turns out, I’m glad I came.”

			“You believe this?” Charles’s struggle to keep his voice calm was obvious. Rick, Horst, and Sydney had told Charles the background of why they’d asked Leslie to join them. Rick had insisted that no other officers be in the room when they did, a suggestion that clearly irritated the chief of police. “Ian Moran is stealing a fortune from the Vatican, laundering it through Prairie Construction, and is behind the murders of Billy Tremble and Frank Vistole. And, by the way, he’s got inside help courtesy of the Madison Police Department.” He raised his hands in frustration. “Can you hear the absurdity of it when I say it out loud?”

			“Perhaps,” Leslie agreed. “But something’s going on. And it involves Prairie. You saw Rick’s photographs.”

			“There’s nothing to indicate those bags had cash in them,” Charles countered. “For all I know, the guy’s wife was dropping off his laundry.”

			
			“At work? Who’s being absurd now?”

			Horst rose from his chair. “You’ve known me a couple of decades, Chief. You were a class behind me at the academy. I ever give you one indication—one scintilla of a hint—that I could be a cop on the take?”

			“Of course not. This investigation is going to clear you. But you’ve got to let it run its course. Damn it, Horst! I ordered you not to have any contact with anyone on the force.”

			“Because you suspected what we’d do?” Rick asked. “Somebody blocked that camera. Somebody texted Horst to come to that evidence room.”

			“You’re supposed to be on desk duty!” Charles roared. “Working half time and spending the rest of your day healing. Not snooping around cold cases!”

			Rick, Sydney, and Horst exchanged glances. They hadn’t told Charles about their delving back into the Susalynne McFeeney case.

			Charles responded to their nonverbal wonderment. “I’m the chief of police! I get dozens of reports every day. One of them is an access list to the file room. Name, time, and what’s requested. What the hell are you doing poking around in the McFeeney case?”

			Sydney stood, squared her shoulders, and stared Charles in the eye. “My father died working that case. There’s a connection between Susalynne’s murder and what’s happening here.”

			“And you think this based on…?” Charles asked.

			Sydney listed every coincidence and link she, Horst, and Rick had uncovered. Charles listened, expressionless. He was silent for several heartbeats after Sydney concluded her explanation.

			
			“Where’s the box now?” Charles asked.

			Rick pointed toward the back bedroom. “I’m going to take it into the station tomorrow.”

			“Go get it.” Charles’s voice was low.

			No one moved.

			“Now!” Charles bellowed.

			Horst went to the bedroom and returned with the evidence box.

			“This is everything?” the chief demanded.

			“Yes,” Sydney said.

			Charles turned to his wife. “Did these three tell you about this case, too?”

			“My interest is in what they had to say about Prairie,” Leslie retorted. “I’ll leave the rest of it to you.”

			Scowling, Charles took the evidence box and hoisted it on his hip. He gave each of them a look of disappointment. He inhaled long and deep. When he spoke, his voice was calmer. “I’ll return this box to Cold Case. Rick, prepare a report of any new findings you think you’ve come up with. Bring it directly to me. Understand?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Directly to me.” Charles shook his head. Then he looked at Horst. “Somebody’s inside. I know that. But you can’t go off looking for him or her alone. You got that?”

			“My reputation is at stake here, Chief. My life.”

			“I understand. And I’m asking you to trust me. Can you do that?”

			Charles and Horst shared a gaze for several seconds.

			“Don’t have much of a choice, now, do I?”

			
			Charles gave a tired smile. “No, Horst. I guess you don’t.” He turned to Sydney. “Your father was a good man. A great cop.” Charles’s voice was soft and filled with sympathy. “But he’d be the first to tell you that coincidences don’t make a case.”

			Sydney nodded, chafing against feeling like a little girl who’d just been chastised.

			“Leslie, I think it’s a good idea for you to go through the photo IDs of Prairie employees. See if you come up with a match for the guy moving the duffel bags.”

			“Then you believe them.” Leslie’s tone revealed her continued skepticism. “You believe Moran’s laundering money through my company.”

			“I believe we have a lead on the duffel bags stuffed with money,” Charles replied. “I believe in taking things one step at a time. Bring what you learn to me. To me, Leslie. No one else.”

			“I understand, Charles. There’s no need to scold.”

			Charles grimaced as though he didn’t believe that. “And as for the three of you”—he looked toward Horst, Rick, and Sydney—“not a word of this to anyone. No friends, no family, no reporter, and definitely no one on the force. Until we find out who’s dirty, as far as you’re concerned, this was a random drive-by. You got that?”

			The three of them mumbled their agreement.

			“And I’m ordering you to stand down from any further involvement in this issue.” Charles hefted the evidence box on his hip, stepped over to his wife, and kissed her cheek. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

			Leslie reached up to hug her husband. “Me, too. And I’m glad you’re here.”

			
			“Go home, okay?” Charles kissed her again. “I’ll go down to the station, see what the guys got from around here. Then I’ll be home.”

			Horst waited until Charles had left before speaking. “C’mon, Rick.” He took a slow look around at the shards of glass, splinters of wood, broken furniture that now littered the apartment. “I’ll help you clean up the place.”

			“Leave it,” Rick said. “It’s after two. Jocko and I will grab a room somewhere. There’s plenty of time to tidy up tomorrow.”

			“There’ll be no hotel room for this guy.” Leslie bent to hug Jocko. “Thanks for saving my life, you fuzzy Galahad.” She looked up at Rick. “Come stay at my place. The two of you. We have more rooms than we can use. Who knows? Maybe you and Charles can make nice over a glass of scotch.”

			“Thanks, but no thanks. I think the chief and I need a few days apart from each other.” Rick’s smile was genuine.

			“Then you’ll stay at my place,” Sydney decided. “Leslie’s right. It’s late. Jocko’s gotta be keyed-up. I know I am. The two of you can sack out in my guest room.”

			Rick gave her a long look before nodding. “I’ll throw some stuff in a bag. Jocko doesn’t go anywhere without his beauty treatment.” He disappeared into the bedroom, his golden retriever following right behind.

			Leslie stepped through the mess of shattered wood, glass, and plaster. She stopped to right a toppled side table and put a couch cushion back where it belonged. “I’ll send a cleaning crew over first thing tomorrow morning. Wait…it is tomorrow morning. I’ll have them here at nine.” She set two books that had been slammed to the floor during the melee on the breakfast nook table. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the refrigerator.

			
			Sydney didn’t know why, but she was embarrassed to answer. “That’s some doodling we did.”

			“What’s it mean?” Leslie asked.

			“It’s a reproduction of something my dad had scribbled in one of his notebooks. We think they’re initials of people my dad had an interest in.”

			“And these lines? I assume they represent some sort of connection?” She stepped closer to study the diagram. “SMF and BMF.”

			“We think they represent Susalynne and Bridget McFeeney.”

			Leslie nodded. “There’s a line between FM and both of them. Do you know who FM is?”

			“Not yet,” Sydney answered. “We don’t even know if they’re initials. But it makes sense.”

			Leslie kept looking at the diagram.

			Horst stepped closer. “Any of these initials look familiar to you?”

			“Why would they? I didn’t know the McFeeneys. You could ask any ten people and they’d come up with ten different interpretations of the initials. For example”—Leslie pointed to PC—“for me that would mean Prairie Construction.” She shifted her hand to indicate DG. “And that would mean Draggond Group.”

			“Draggond Group?” Sydney asked.

			“My family’s attorneys. The Draggond Group has taken care of our affairs since Mother and Father were married,” Leslie said. “See what I mean? These initials are going to chime differently in the minds of people who read them. In my case, PC and DG weren’t even people.” She chuckled when she pointed to the F in the middle of the diagram. It stood alone in the center of the circle and was the only letter that Joe Richardson had drawn connecting lines to every other letter. “And in my world, that F could only mean one thing.”

			
			“What’s that?” Sydney wanted to know.

			“Fitzgerald, of course. In my world all roads lead to Father.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 51

			Sydney brought a roasting pan filled with water and set it on the floor next to the bed in her guest room. “You think that’s enough? How much does Jocko drink in a night?”

			“It’s good.” Rick gave a hand signal and the dog came over to lie by his feet. “And don’t worry. I won’t let him up on the bed.”

			“That there pooch can sleep wherever he’d like.”

			“Careful, Syd. You start feeding strays and the next thing you know, you can’t get rid of them.”

			Her eyes caught his. She held his gaze and watched his playful teasing morph into something deeper.

			“I’m glad you’re okay.” His voice was low and thick.

			“Someone tried to kill you tonight.”

			“Looks like. Almost got a roomful of good people for their effort.”

			“But they came to your apartment,” she insisted. “Whoever it was wanted you dead.”

			“Looks like.”

			“You think it’s tied to this money stuff?”

			“Looks like.”

			“This isn’t a joke, Rick.”

			“I’ve had too many bullets coming my way these past couple of weeks. Whaddya say you, me, and Jocko grab the next flight to Playa del Carmen? Nothing but sand, surf, and tequila.”

			“That’s not funny, either. There’s one blanket on the bed. More in the closet if you need them. Air conditioner control is in the hallway.”

			
			“It’s fine.”

			“I’ve pulled the drapes. Blackout shades. You can sleep as late as you want.”

			Rick took two steps toward her.

			Sydney felt a heat rumbling deep inside. “If you’re awake before me, knock on my door. I’ll fix you breakfast.”

			“Is this going to cause any trouble? Me being here?”

			“With who? My dorm mother?”

			“I was thinking more about Clay. Is my staying here going to ruffle Clay’s feathers?”

			“This is my home.” Sydney hoped she sounded less shaky than she felt. “I decide who comes and who goes.”

			“And Clay’s not coming tonight?” He took another step closer.

			“No. Clay won’t be here.”

			Rick tilted his head, like a dog trying to figure out the meaning behind the sounds he just heard. “Is there trouble between you two?”

			“No trouble. In fact, there’s nothing at all. He’s cast me loose, as Elizabethan writers used to say.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that.”

			She looked up at him. “No. You’re not.”

			He hesitated, holding her gaze. Then he reached for her. She allowed herself to be pulled into the warm strength of his arms. “I’m glad you’re okay,” he whispered into her hair. Rick tightened his embrace and she felt the primal fear that had been simmering inside her since she heard the night’s first gunshot melt away. “I’m glad you’re okay,” he said again.

			Neither of them moved. She wanted nothing beyond the fortress of protection his arms offered. He made no move to suggest more.

			
			In time she felt her own strength return to her. She stepped away from him and smiled.

			“Good night.” She looked down to Jocko. “Same to you, you brave, brave soldier.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 52

			Sydney glanced at her bedside clock. 8:47. She threw off the covers and went to the bathroom to brush her teeth. Then she fluffed her hair, grabbed a robe from the hook, and went into her living room.

			No one was there.

			She went to the guest room and quietly opened the door. The bed was made as crisply as though no one had occupied it. She glanced to where she’d left Jocko’s pan of water. It was gone. She pushed away her disappointment and headed to the kitchen, where she found the roasting pan in the sink. A fresh pot of coffee awaited her. So did a note.

			
				Thanks for the bed. These bones appreciate it. Jocko says your place smells much better than mine. Have a good one.

			

			She read the note again before tossing it in the recycle bin. Then she poured herself a cup of coffee and plopped into a breakfast-nook chair.

			

			—

			Four hours later she was at Hush Money, having run three miles, showered, and checked her phone for messages at least six times. Windy Fields and Sands Cortell were in the kitchen, hunched over a large notebook. She assumed they were putting the final touches on the evening’s offerings and she didn’t want to disturb them. She tossed her purse on a chair in her office and continued down the corridor until she reached the door that opened into The Ten-Ten. Half the tables were already filled with a clamoring lunch crowd. She nodded to Roscoe and went straight to the end of the bar where her mother sat with a cup of coffee and the morning paper.

			
			“There was a shooting last night,” Nancy Richardson said when her daughter leaned in to kiss her cheek. “What’s happening to my Madison?”

			“What? Where?” Sydney hoped Charles was as good as he promised in keeping names out of any reporting. While the chief of police might have been worried about tipping his hand to whatever dirty cops littered his department, at the moment Sydney was more concerned about having to explain why she and Horst found themselves the target of a late-night shooter.

			“Off Willy Street.” Nancy looked up. “Paper says details were few. What the hell does that mean?”

			Sydney shrugged and pulled a French fry off her mother’s plate. “Is he back yet?”

			“Plane landed forty minutes ago. Why do you think I’m in here?”

			“It’s not like you to eat lunch,” Sydney observed. “Girding your loins, are you?”

			Nancy swallowed the last bite of her hamburger. “Something like that. It’s going to be bad, isn’t it?”

			Before she could answer, the door to the hallway connecting her two restaurants swung open and there stood Roland Delmardo, six-foot-three, two hundred thirty pounds, and head freshly shaved. He scanned the crowd with both hands on his hips and a grimace of determination. When he saw Sydney and Nancy, he marched over.

			
			“I’m back.”

			Sydney opened her arms wide, hoping he’d step into them. When he didn’t, she took a seat next to her mother.

			“How was New York?” she asked. “Are they still applauding?”

			“What have you heard?” he demanded. “And why is it after noon and I caught not one aroma coming from my kitchen?”

			“Windy and Sands start a little later than you did,” Nancy offered serenely. “It all seems to get done by the time we open the doors, though.”

			Sydney was grateful Nancy hadn’t added any commentary about the kitchen staff not needing to allow time for the exercises in dramatic attention seeking that Roland seemed to have penciled into his daily calendar.

			“Than I did?” He took a step back. “It’s like that? I’ve been replaced?”

			“What?” Sydney asked. “No! Windy did an excellent job in your absence. You’ve trained her superbly. But you have to know no one could ever replace you, Roland. That kitchen is yours. As long as you want it.”

			The defiance slipped from her chef’s face as he pulled out a barstool and slumped into it. He heaved out a mournful sigh. Then he reached for the glass of water in front of Nancy and took a long sip.

			Nancy and Sydney exchanged you-go-first looks. Nancy’s shake of the head was nearly imperceptible. Sydney turned toward the plaintive blob of chocolate need beside her.

			“Things didn’t go well, I take it.”

			Roland leaned an elbow on the bar and covered his face with one hand. “I was brilliant, of course.”

			
			“Of course,” Nancy echoed.

			“I was witty, urbane. Spot-on-the-money with my critique of each competing chef’s offering.” He sat up straight and glared at the two women. “The production assistants embarrassed themselves with the praise they heaped upon me at every break in filming.”

			“Well deserved, I’m sure,” Sydney said. “So why so glum?”

			Roland stared off into the distance, as though he was looking for a way to describe the most devastating tragedy of the twenty-first century to innocent ears.

			“I lost it,” he said. “I blame that arrogant Umberto Flatuso.”

			“I love him!” Nancy leaned forward. “I watch his show all the time. Oh! He’s the sexiest chef on TV. What’s he like? I’ll bet he’s a hoot.”

			Roland glowered at her.

			“What happened?” Sydney intervened.

			“It was our last day of shooting,” Roland explained. “Perhaps I was exhausted from the grueling pace of filming show after show.” He stared off again. Sydney realized that if she waited for Roland to spin the entire tale, they’d be there all week.

			“I’d love to hear what happened,” she prompted.

			Roland shrugged in submission. “I lost it, that’s all I can say. Dropped my basket. Went off the deep end.” He squeezed his eyes shut and thrust out a hand. When Sydney clasped it in hers, he opened his eyes and choked out an explanation. “It was the dessert round of the last show we were shooting. The mystery ingredients were cream soda, cinnamon Gummi bears, and an ostrich egg.”

			
			“Ew!” Nancy groaned.

			Roland ignored her. “The contestants did their best, I suppose. Though to me, the basket cried out for a cinnamon flan. Don’t you agree?”

			Sydney looked at her mother. They both nodded at the obvious nature of their chef’s assessment.

			“Well, no one made a custard at all,” Roland mourned. “I mean, the world’s biggest egg is sitting in front of you and you don’t think flan? Come on!”

			“Indeed,” Nancy murmured.

			“Get to the losing-it part,” Sydney urged.

			Roland’s eyes narrowed. “It was Umberto’s turn to comment on one particular contestant’s offering. She had made an inventive sponge cake with sweet hollandaise. She accented it with fresh berries and lime.”

			“Never pegged hollandaise as a dessert sauce,” Nancy offered. “But I don’t see why not.”

			“I know, right? But Umberto said he felt she hadn’t utilized the cinnamon Gummi bears to full advantage. That’s when I lost it.”

			Nancy and Sydney sat in mesmerized silence.

			“Utilized, Sydney!” Roland stood and pulled himself to his full imposing height. “You know I can’t stand that. The word is used, Umberto Flatuso. Used. Used. Used. Don’t try to make yourself into some sort of intellectual.”

			“You said that to him?” Sydney gasped.

			“Not exactly. I told him his stupid was showing. He said something about me trying to rattle him ever since he’d gotten on the set. That led to me saying I’d never stoop so low as to rattle a Botoxed, girdle-wearing, combed-over used-to-be like Umberto Flatuso.”

			
			“Oh my,” Nancy whispered.

			“And this was all caught on tape?” Sydney inquired.

			“It was. As was my yanking the dish away from him and dumping it over his head.”

			The three of them were silent for several long moments.

			“So, no offers for your own show, huh?” Nancy asked.

			Roland hung his head in response.

			“What great news!” Sydney stood from her stool and embraced her chef. “I’ve been worried sick about what would happen to Hush Money once New York glimpsed your talent. It’s all I could talk about while you were gone. Isn’t that right, Mom?”

			Nancy nodded. “Nonstop moaning from this one,” she improvised.

			Roland lifted his head and looked at Sydney. “Really?”

			“Damn straight. Why do you think Mom and I are in The Ten-Ten right now? We couldn’t bear the thought of hearing that phone ring. You on the other end of the line telling us you weren’t coming home.”

			“I’d never do that! Roland Delmardo never forgets the little people.”

			Sydney made an exaggerated show of her relief. “You’re back. That’s all that counts. Now, how about you get back to work?”

			“Windy needs me, doesn’t she?”

			“Like a flower needs sunshine.” Sydney stood on her toes to give him another, longer hug.

			Roland rose and practically floated out of the room.

			Sydney turned to her mother, happy with the way she’d handled things. She was surprised to see the questioning look on Nancy’s face.

			
			“Poor Windy,” she said. “What have you done to her?”

			

			—

			It was almost ten o’clock when Gail waved Sydney over to the hostess stand to take a phone call. The evening had progressed without major incident, despite Roland’s return. Sydney was impressed with the grace both Windy and Sands had shown when Roland announced he was reclaiming his role as lord and master of the Hush Money kitchen. She’d made a note to sit with Nancy and come up with ways to give Windy more responsibility, as well as to let Sands know he had a permanent job at Hush Money, should he want it. Now she took the phone from Gail’s hand and smiled her thanks.

			“This is Sydney Richardson.”

			“Sydney, this is Charles Arbeit.” His words were clipped. “Can you move to a place where you won’t be overheard?”

			Sydney glanced around Hush Money. Most of the night’s remaining diners were lingering over desserts. “Of course,” she said as she walked back to her office. She closed the door behind her. “I’m alone, Charles. What’s happening?” An icy ribbon of urgency curled up her spine.

			“Have you spoken to anyone about what happened last night?”

			“Of course not. I was glad to see there were no names mentioned in the article covering the shooting.” She paused. “Have you learned something?”

			“I may have. I’m not sure. Are you available?”

			“Now?”

			“Rick and Horst are on their way. Can you join us?”

			
			“Of course. Are you at the police station?”

			“No. Until we figure out who’s dirty, I’d like to keep this away from potentially damaging eyes.”

			You mean the person who nearly killed your wife…and me.

			“I understand. Where are you?”

			“Garner Park. Do you know it?”

			“I do.”

			“Good. The main shelter. Just off Mineral Point Road. I told Horst and Rick to meet me at 10:30. Does that work for you?”

			“I’ll be there.”

			“Sydney…” Charles was silent for a moment. “Be careful, okay?”

			Sydney hung up the phone and walked it back to the hostess stand. She was in the midst of telling Gail that she’d be leaving for the night when a familiar voice called out from behind her.

			“Leaving?” Leslie Arbeit asked. “And here I thought I could coax you into a nightcap before I headed home.”

			Sydney reached out to lay a hand on her friend’s shoulder. She looked to her right, then her left. Then she pulled Leslie a few steps away from where anyone stood.

			“Charles just called,” she whispered.

			“Called you?” Leslie teased. “Oh, good lord. Sydney, if you’re going to tell me you’re having an affair with my husband, don’t make any rash decisions before I tell you how rabid he gets when watching football.”

			“It’s about last night.”

			All good nature drained from her friend’s face. “Charles was mad as a hornet when he got home from the station today. He’s not going to stop until he gets to the bottom of this.”

			
			“I think he may have. He wants me to meet him at Garner Park.”

			“Not at the station?”

			Sydney shook her head. “Rick and Horst are on their way.”

			“Then we should go.”

			“Did he call you, too?”

			“Sydney, someone’s using my company as a front for money laundering and murder. I don’t have to wait for my husband to call me.” Her voice left no room for argument. “We can either drive over together or I can follow you. But either way, I need to know what Charles has found out.”

			Sydney nodded. “My car. Let’s go.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 53

			Sydney pulled her Mustang into the darkened parking lot.

			“That’s Rick’s CR-V,” she told Leslie. “Horst must have ridden with him. Do you see Charles’s car?”

			“No. But he may have driven the departmental vehicle assigned to him.” She leaned forward, staring out into the starless night. “I don’t see any other cars here. What time did he say to meet him?”

			“Ten-thirty.” Sydney engaged her parking brake and looked at her dashboard before turning off the engine. “We’re a couple of minutes early. Should we wait here?”

			Leslie opened the passenger-side door. “In a dark and empty parking lot? When there’s at least two cops waiting in that shelter over there?” She pointed to a limestone structure designed in the style of Frank Lloyd Wright. In the winter, an ice rink the size of a football field just below the structure would be lit with giant lights on high poles. But deep into a summer’s night, the only light in the entire forty-two-acre park was suspended over the entrance to the large stone structure.

			Sydney got out of the car and clicked it locked. The two women began their approach toward the meeting spot.

			“Wait,” Leslie whispered. She reached into her pocket, pulled out her phone, and called up her flashlight app.

			“Good thinking, but why are we whispering?”

			Leslie chuckled and returned to normal speaking volume. “Perhaps it’s the cloak-and-dagger nature of it all.”

			“Shine your light on the ground, okay?” Sydney asked as they walked on. “I don’t want to accidently trip over some raccoon.”

			
			“Sydney?” Rick’s voice called out from the darkness. “Is that you?”

			“It is.” She and Leslie picked up their pace when Rick and Horst emerged from the shadows of the building. “Is Charles here?”

			“He called you?” Rick asked.

			“Yes. Said I was to meet him and you two here. This one’s tagging along.”

			“It’s my company, Sydney.” Leslie nodded a greeting to the two men. “Not to mention my husband.”

			“He’s onto something,” Horst said. “Maybe I can get back to my job.”

			The four of them walked back into the shadowy interior of the park’s pavilion. Despite the warm night, they clustered together as closely as they would if they were dependent on one another’s body heat for survival. They waited in silence.

			It wasn’t long before the footsteps came.

			Leslie trained her flashlight on them. “Charles. There you are.”

			The chief of police hesitated. “Leslie. Why are you here?”

			“Do I have to get a sign made up?” she asked. “Something to wear around my neck? It could say, It’s My Company and I’ll Go Where I Need To.”

			“This has nothing to do with you,” Charles said sternly. “Go home.”

			“I’m here, Charles. I want to know what you’ve learned.”

			“Go home, Leslie.” Charles’s voice now had a pleading ring.

			“Why should I?”

			“Yes, Charles.” Another set of footsteps echoed across the limestone floor. “Why should she?”

			
			All of them shifted toward the sound of the new voice.

			“Barney?” Leslie’s flashlight bathed her brother in a ghostly light. She turned toward her husband, confused. “What’s going on here?”

			“I’m starting to feel a bit underappreciated,” Barney said to his sister “Or perhaps it’s paranoia. You and Charles keep having these get-togethers without inviting me.”

			“You shouldn’t have come, Leslie,” Charles said.

			“Honestly, Charles.” Barney came closer. “Leslie’s spent your entire marriage showing you she doesn’t listen to your advice. Why should she start now?”

			“Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” Leslie took one step toward her husband before Barney’s shouted command froze her in place.

			“Everybody just stay where they are!” Leslie’s flashlight illuminated the semiautomatic handgun in Barney’s right hand. “Charles, I’m going to need you to back away from Leslie.”

			Charles didn’t move.

			“Now!” Barney snarled.

			Charles stepped back, away from his wife. Into the shadows.

			“Sis,” Barney said, “go stand next to your new friends.” He waved his gun as Leslie moved closer to Sydney. “This is so like you, Leslie. Always the precocious little show-off. Forever needing to stick that turned-up nose of yours into other people’s business. Hubby’s right. You shouldn’t have come.”

			“It’s you?” Leslie asked. “You’re behind the money sacks being brought to Prairie?”

			
			“Chugga-chugga-chugga,” Barney sniped. “Dirty goes in. Clean comes out.”

			“You and Father Moran?” she asked.

			Barney stomped one foot. “You know, when hubby here told me you and your merry little band of sleuths thought Moran was running the money, at first I was thrilled. Wouldn’t it be rich to see that self-important hypocrite doing a perp walk in his priestly collar? Then I was insulted that your first assumption wasn’t me. I know Father thinks I’m totally inept as a businessman, but surely I would have thought you had a higher opinion of me. But in the end, I settled on being only mildly irritated. Now that you were onto the whole suds-’n’-rinse scheme, it was only a matter of time before you had to be eliminated lest you stumble upon the truth.”

			Sydney threw a quick glance toward Horst and Rick. She had sensed them inching apart from the group. She needed to pull Barney’s attention toward her before he could see that they were maneuvering into a position to tackle him from opposite sides.

			“If you’re not working with Moran, then who?” she challenged.

			“Dear, Sydney.” Barney’s tone dripped pure condescension. “You know, back in med school they used to tell us If you hear hoofbeats, think horses.”

			“Look for the most obvious explanation,” Sydney said.

			“Oh, so bright, aren’t you? May I remind you what metropolis lies a mere hundred miles to the east?” Barney wagged his head back and forth to the rhythm of his next words. “It ain’t just deep dish pizza and loaded hot dogs that makes ’em famous now, is it?”

			
			“You’re laundering money for the Chicago mob?”

			“Bingo!” He nodded toward Charles. “With the help of Lilac here. Lilac. That’s what my associates in the Windy City like to call the chief. Suits him, don’t you think?”

			“Why you…” Leslie took three quick steps toward her husband.

			“Careful, sis.” With his gun, Barney waved her back toward the group. “You can’t really blame the guy. In some perverse way, one could say this entire thing is your fault. Charles did it all out of his love for you. It started out so simply. Little favors I’d ask of him. Then they’d ask of him. But, like most things, once you’re in, you’re in. And those Chicago boys, let me tell ya. They don’t let anybody go. Certainly not a bought-and-paid-for chief of police.”

			Horst and Rick were now three feet apart, barely visible in the inky interior of the shelter.

			“I don’t get it.” Sydney needed to buy them more time. “You’re a physician. Heir to a huge fortune. Why get involved with this?”

			“Recall what you’ve learned about the Fitzgeralds, you clever little girl. I lost all favor once I decided not to go into the family biz. Both Father and my beloved sister here think I’m little more than a fop of a scientist. I wonder what they think of my moneymaking acumen now. Knowing that I run over a million dollars a week through their precious holding companies and pocket fifteen percent for my efforts.”

			“You have to have someone inside Prairie helping you.” Leslie’s voice was shrill. “Who?”

			“Someone who knows better than to disregard the orders of a member of the board of directors.” Barney sighed. “Oh, sister. So sure of yourself. So eager to please Daddy. You have no idea what’s going on right under those high heels of yours.”

			
			“Why, Charles?” Leslie turned to her husband. The shame on his typically proud face was evident despite the dim light. “You have access to everything that is mine. If you needed money, you could have written a check. Why get involved with this?”

			“It didn’t start out this way.” His voice underscored his humiliation.

			“Shut up!” Barney shouted. He prodded Charles with his gun. When he spoke again his voice was quieter. “It’s a romantic tale, this one. Lilac here saw you at that fundraiser Mother and Father held for the hospital. Remember that? Charlie boy was new to the police force back then, moonlighting as security. One look at you and he was smitten. But how would a beat cop ever attract the attention of the golden princess? I saw him drooling over you. Why, he even had the nerve to ask if I’d introduce you to him. Can you imagine? But there came a time I needed a little favor. It was a bit sticky, but Charles agreed to do it in exchange for a chance to meet you. Et voilà!”

			“I’m so sorry, Leslie,” Charles whispered.

			“Susalynne McFeeney?” Sydney asked.

			“Oh ho!” Barney chirped triumphantly. “Again with the clever!”

			“You were her mentor,” Sydney continued. “Father Ian put the two of you together.”

			“I was to provide her with hope, encouragement, and a full scholarship to one of the good padre’s schools. I did my part. Is it so wrong of me to expect something in return?”

			“She was a child!”

			
			“She was ungrateful!” Barney’s irritation rose. “If she hadn’t been so spiteful, she could have avoided…all the ugliness. But she began to scream.”

			“And you killed her.”

			Despite the darkness, the emptiness in Barney’s eyes was plain to see.

			“Lucky for me I had Charles,” he said. “He took care of things for me. Still does. He’s been a good and faithful lapdog, this one. Sweet, obedient Lilac. Always willing to do what’s needed.”

			“Including framing Horst?”

			“He was meddling in business he had no need to,” Barney answered. “Of course, now that Charles’s glimmering love object knows everything, I’ve lost my bargaining chip with him, haven’t I? I’ll have to find Chicago a new flower.”

			“What I don’t quite understand is—” Sydney’s next desperate comment was cut short when Rick and Horst both sprang on Barney. Grabbing Leslie, Sydney pulled her against the rough stone walls of the structure. Leslie dropped her phone, leaving the flashlight shining straight up into the rafters. Sydney strained to watch arms, legs, heads, and shoulders struggle in the narrow fringes of the light.

			“We need to get out of here!” she shouted. “We need to go get help.”

			“You go.” Leslie wrung her arm free of Sydney’s hold and lunged toward the melee.

			Before she could reach the mound of wrestling bodies, another shot rang out. Barney kicked himself free of the pile and staggered himself upright, gun in hand, panting and wild-eyed. At the report, Leslie froze for one second. Then she sprang toward her brother.

			
			Barney raised his weapon toward her.

			A third shot echoed in the cavernous pavilion. Barney’s arms flung wide. In the eerie up-light of Leslie’s phone, the startled look on his face took on a ghoulish aspect. He staggered back.

			The next shot brought him down.

			Sydney pivoted toward the source of the gunfire. Charles Arbeit held his revolver in a hand-over-hand stance. He trained his gun on the ground where Horst and Rick lay as he sidestepped toward Barney’s body. Charles used his right foot to free Barney’s semiautomatic, then kicked it hard. It skidded across the stone floor, deep into the dark recesses of the structure.

			“Charles.” Leslie wept.

			“Stand back,” he ordered. He stumbled back from them and trained his weapon on Horst and Rick. “Get up.”

			Horst and Rick pulled themselves upright.

			“Wounded?” Charles barked.

			Horst shook his head.

			“I’m good,” Rick reported.

			Charles eyed the two men up and down, as though assuring himself of their assessment. Then he turned his attention back to his wife.

			“You were so beautiful. It sounds crazy, but I fell in love with you in one instant. You wore a billowing silk skirt with a white blouse. Your hair shimmered every time you moved.” Charles smiled. “Barney saw me staring. Warned me off. That’s my sister, or some kind of thing. But he called me a couple of weeks later. Told me he had a minor misunderstanding with some teenager he was mentoring. She was in high school. Wanted to be a doctor. Barney said she had misinterpreted something he did. If I paid her a visit…in my cop uniform…and stressed upon her the perils of making false reports, he’d make sure I met you. God help me, that’s all I wanted. Just to look at you again. Perhaps hear you say my name.

			
			“I did it,” he continued. Sydney heard the regret in his voice. “I went to that kid’s house. She couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen. Put the fear of God in her. I wanted to believe Barney’s story, that she was making up lies about him. But I knew the girl was telling the truth. I just didn’t care. I did whatever I needed to do to meet you.”

			“We fell in love,” Leslie said. “You could have told me…”

			“And risk losing you?” Charles asked. “Never. Barney used that against me. With every new favor he asked, he quieted even the least bit of hesitancy with a threat of exposing my ever-mounting list of deeds I’d carried out for him. Most of the time it was scaring young girls into not reporting what he’d done, or tried to do, to them. It sickened me to the core. But the fear of losing you was greater. Then came Chicago. All that money! Barney assured me their activity had no impact at all on what you were doing. Separate set of books, he said. I guess a man can make himself believe anything he wants. And I wanted to believe Barney.” A tight sob choked out of his throat. “Even when he called me a couple years later to tell me Joe Richardson had questioned him about a young girl’s murder. He said Joe had some information on the Fitzgerald family. Something that would be sure to destroy them all.” Charles looked over to Sydney. “I’m sorry. Your father was a great man.”

			
			“You killed my father?”

			Through the shadows, Charles’s eyes found hers. She saw in them a depth of remorse and self-hatred that answered her question better than any simple word could have. So ensnared was she by what she saw, that she failed to notice his hand rise.

			She heard Leslie scream.

			“No! Charles, no!”

			Then she heard one last gunshot.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 54

			“Leslie, please.” Sydney rested her hand on the back of her friend’s chair. “You’ve got to eat something.”

			Leslie Arbeit sat in the kitchen of her magnificent mansion overlooking the lake. Sunshine streamed in through leaded windows. But no amount of solar cheeriness could clear away the despair on Leslie’s face.

			“How about some tea?” Sydney suggested.

			“I thought I knew him.” Leslie looked away, at what, Sydney couldn’t tell. “All those years…all those mornings spent here at this table…all those nights upstairs in our bed…who was he?”

			Sydney drew a chair close to Leslie’s and sat. “I guess we have to ask ourselves if we can ever really know anyone.”

			“He was my husband!”

			“He was. And he loved you.”

			Leslie stiffened. “He betrayed me. He used my company. Used me.”

			“That was Barney.” Sydney reached over to intertwine her fingers with the grieving woman’s. “Barney was behind everything.”

			“My brother.” Leslie’s voice was ice-cold.

			“Yes.” Sydney fought back against the ugliness of the memory of last night’s terrible scene. “Charles saved you, Leslie. His last act of love.”

			Leslie said nothing. Sydney wasn’t sure she’d even heard her.

			“Is there anyone you want me to call?”

			Leslie huffed out a disgusted laugh. “Let’s leave it to the newspapers and television reporters to let the world know the filthy truth about my brother and husband.” She retreated into her world of silence. When she spoke again, her voice was kinder. “I spoke to my mother when I got home last night.”

			
			Sydney tried to imagine the elegant Elaina Fitzgerald getting the late-night phone call informing her that her only son was dead, killed by his brother-in-law, his life of lies and corruption exposed.

			“She whimpered, Sydney. Like the last, unselected puppy who’s been left alone in the box.” Leslie’s voice tightened. “Father got on the line then. I told him what happened.” She gave an offended chortle. “He told me to avoid any public statements. He’s sending lawyers and a spokesman.” She imitated her father’s commanding voice. “I’ll take care of Bernard, he said. You know, Sydney, I think that’s the first time I ever heard him call Barney by his given name.”

			“Are they coming here? Your parents. Will they be here for you?”

			Leslie shrugged. “The lawyers are coming. That’s all I know for sure.”

			“What can I do?”

			Leslie faced her for the first time since she’d arrived that morning. “You’re already doing it. I’m glad you’re here.”

			Sydney squeezed her friend’s hand, then released it. She felt a tsunami of impotence wash over her.

			“Where’s Charles now?” she asked Leslie.

			“All those sirens. Remember? Did you hear all those sirens?”

			Again, Sydney recalled last night’s horror. Leslie lunging toward Charles the instant he pulled the trigger and ended his own life. Leslie cradled him, screaming the most desperate sound Sydney ever heard. It seemed to her the police were instantly there, but she knew that couldn’t have been the case. Rick had told her it was 911 calls from neighbors hearing gunshots that summoned them. By the time Rick and Horst identified themselves, Leslie’s screams had subsided. She cooed and rocked her husband’s lifeless body as the first two officers on the scene stared in disbelief at their chief lying in a pool of blood. More police came. Some uniformed, some in plain clothes. Sydney had answered their questions while keeping her eyes on Leslie, who renewed her screaming when the coroner insisted she allow her to examine the body.

			
			Rick assured the detective in charge that Leslie would be available for questioning.

			“Let us take her home,” he’d said. “She’s not going to do anybody any good tonight.”

			“I don’t know where he is.” Leslie’s voice was choked now. “Surely he’s still not there in that shelter.”

			“I’ll make some calls. Do you have a funeral home preference?”

			“Cress, I suppose. I see their places when I drive around.” She looked at Sydney with reddened eyes. “Do you think Charles would like Cress?”

			The best Sydney could do was say yes.

			Leslie pushed back her chair. On instinct, Sydney stepped forward, ready to catch her if she crumpled. Leslie waved her off.

			“I’m not an invalid.” She plodded through the kitchen. Sydney followed, unsure of what might be expected of her, but determined to respond to anything her friend needed.

			Leslie shuffled down a parquet hall and turned in to what was obviously a home office. The space was decorated with a decidedly feminine hand. Pale green walls, cream-colored rugs. A striped settee was situated under a tall window. The desk was delicately carved. As Leslie walked directly to pull a notebook from a shelf, Sydney glanced across the hall to the room opposite Leslie’s office. The size of that room was identical to this one, but its walls were painted deepest navy. The desk in that space was heavy oak.

			
			Charles’s office, she assumed. Of course. If they had to work from home, they’d be near each other.

			“Here it is.” Leslie set the notebook on her desk.

			“What’s this?”

			“The How-To Guide for Fitzgerald Funerals.” Leslie’s voice was singsong. “Mother prepared a reference for every activity that might happen in our lives. There’s a notebook describing Fitzgerald holiday traditions, another for dinner parties. Did you know the seating arrangement when hosting religious personnel is vastly different than entertaining business people? Which are both crazily different when hosting figures from the entertainment world. It’s all there. Care to see the Fitzgerald handbook addressing the hiring and management of household staff? Mother’s got a book for everything.” She paused. “I’m sure there’s a duplicate set in Barney’s home.”

			“Sounds like your mother was trying to make things easier for her children.”

			“Mother always insisted details were important. And apparently Fitzgerald details are so crucial they have to be outlined, cross-referenced, and manualized.”

			
			“May I?”

			“Better you than me. At this point I don’t give a damn about the Fitzgerald way of doing things.”

			Sydney reached for the notebook. She took it over to the settee and sat, allowing the late-morning sun to illuminate her task. She opened the soft upholstered cover and ran her hand along the side of the first page. Sydney noted how different the very wealthy are from the common folk. Had her own mother put together such a packet, it would have been on lined notebook paper. But Elaina Fitzgerald had handwritten her instructions and lists on thick, creamy vellum.

			Something stirred deep inside Sydney.

			She read on. First was a four-page list of people to contact should a Fitzgerald find themselves needing to plan a funeral. Phone numbers were provided. Next came a section showing the locations of burial plots, again accompanied by names and phone numbers. The third section was one page. Elaina had handwritten specifications for caskets.

			
				It is to be simple, but of sufficient quality of material to assert authority. Nothing polished or shiny. Simple silver hardware. No brass. No ornate decorations. The lining should be raw silk, off-white. Any embroidery should be the same color, although, if one must, a pale pastel thread would be acceptable, though not preferred.

			

			Sydney’s eyes traced the handwriting a second time. Blue ink. Elegant, fluid penmanship. Large flourishes on capital letters.

			
			Her breath caught in her throat.

			Her mind flashed to last night. Charles’s last speech.

			Joe had some information on the Fitzgerald family, he’d said. Something that would be sure to destroy them all.

			She forced herself to breathe. She laid her hands flat against Elaina Fitzgerald’s notebook and willed them to be steady.

			She took two long, deep breaths.

			“This notebook…” She was surprised to hear the steadiness in her voice. “Your mother wrote this?”

			Leslie nodded. “Fitzgerald lore is too important to be trusted to anyone else.” Her tone was laced with sarcasm. “I wonder if she has a manual for dealing with a traitorous brother who’s betrayed the family to the Chicago mob?”

			Sydney ignored her barb. “This paper. It seems quite expensive for what is basically a binder filled with lists.”

			“Crane’s Ecruwhite.” Leslie continued with her mocking tone. “Her signature stock. She buys reams of it. Note cards, thank-you cards, letter paper…one always knew a correspondence came from Elaina Fitzgerald’s desk when they saw that Ecruwhite vellum and the blue ink that could only come from a Graf von Faber-Castell pen.”

			Sydney’s nod was mechanical. Her mind was no longer in the room. It was in her own home. Sitting on her bed. Pulling a letter from a nightstand drawer. A letter written years before, on creamy vellum stationery with blue ink rendering a flourished handwriting. A letter delivered by an attorney upon her thirtieth birthday. A letter asking for forgiveness. A letter describing loving parents who conceived a child in love but were forced to walk away to avoid a devastating scandal. A letter accompanying a fifteen-million-dollar check.

			
			A letter from her birth mother.

			Charles said Barney told him my father had information that could destroy the Fitzgeralds.

			Sydney glanced over to Leslie, who stared out her window at a world in which she found herself suddenly a widow.

			“Your mother’s at home now?” Sydney asked. “In Fox Point?”

			“I assume so.”

			“Let’s call her. Ask her to come to Madison.”

			“Good luck with that.” Leslie ran a weary hand through unwashed hair. “If I know Mother, and I do, she’s taken to her bed, sick with worry about how she’ll explain Barney’s activities to the women at the club.”

			“She should be here with you.” Sydney heard the detachment in her voice as she stood. She crossed the room and tossed the notebook on Leslie’s desk. “Give me her number. I’ll call.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 55

			“I’m not accustomed to being summoned, Leslie.” Ted Fitzgerald stormed into his daughter’s home without pausing for pleasant greetings. “We’re all having a trying time. That doesn’t mean respectful behavior isn’t expected.”

			Leslie Arbeit looked up from where she sat. She stared at her father, as though trying to place his face with a name.

			“It wasn’t Leslie who called,” Sydney explained. “I did. And it wasn’t you I asked to come. It was your wife.”

			Ted Fitzgerald ignored her. He strode over to his daughter. “This is a family matter, Leslie. You know better than to give our private phone numbers to strangers. Especially at inopportune times.”

			Leslie’s bleary eyes narrowed. “My husband is dead. Your son is dead. My husband declared himself guilty of high crimes, including murder…all at the behest of your son. Inopportune?”

			Fitzgerald gripped a tighter hand on his mighty walking stick. “All the reason for more decorum, not less.”

			Any response Leslie might have had was eclipsed by the sight of her mother shuffling into the house, escorted by Father Ian Moran. Elaina wore a black cotton sheath with matching jacket. A single lustrous strand of pearls encircled her neck. Her champagne hair was styled and her makeup was subtle yet flawless. It was only the weariness of her step and the trembling of her bone-thin hands that gave away Elaina Fitzgerald’s torment. She motioned for Moran to lead her directly to Sydney, pausing only once to give her daughter a mournful glance.

			
			“I’ll tell you whatever I can,” the older woman whispered after taking Sydney’s hand in hers. “You deserve at least that much.”

			“Sit down, Elaina!” Fitzgerald roared before turning to his daughter. “Get yourself dressed. Something suitable. There’s bound to be press. We leave in twenty minutes.” He narrowed his eyes. “Your friend can depart now.”

			“Where are we going?” Leslie sounded as though she’d returned to whatever disconnected state she’d been living in since Charles’s suicide.

			“Nowhere.” Elaina Fitzgerald stepped away from Moran and turned to face her husband. “You’ve done quite enough damage for several lifetimes, Ted. It’s time for the women to discuss things.”

			“You are my wife,” Fitzgerald rumbled. “I’ll not stand for disobedience.”

			“Then you’d better sit.” Elaina looked at Moran. “You, too, Father.” Elaina’s voice was firmer than her enfeebled appearance suggested. “This family can bear no more heartache. I pray there’s a morsel of healing to be had.”

			Ian Moran, dressed totally in black, save for the white priestly rectangle at his throat, took a seat on Leslie’s sofa. Sydney watched Fitzgerald glare silently at his wife until he, too, stepped away to stand by the stone fireplace.

			Elaina once again took hold of Sydney’s hand. “We’re about to learn your capacity for forgiveness.” She nodded toward a sofa sitting parallel to the one on which Moran sat. “Perhaps you’d like to sit.”

			Sydney nodded.

			“Where would you like me to start?” Elaina asked.

			
			Heavy, invisible hands pressed on Sydney’s shoulders. Her breath came in shallow sips. Her mouth went dry. It seemed several eternities passed while Elaina looked at her, awaiting words Sydney dared not speak.

			“You,” she finally whispered. “You’re my mother.”

			“What?” Leslie struggled to her feet. “What did you just say?”

			“She told me I was her mother,” Elaina replied. Her face was a portrait of supplication.

			“That’s absurd!” Leslie craned her neck to look at her father, who stood in stony silence. Then she returned her attention to her mother. “Mother, tell Sydney she’s wrong.”

			“You’re wrong.” Elaina’s voice was calm. But she spoke directly to Sydney, not Leslie. “I’m not your mother.”

			“Sydney, what in the world gave you the—” Leslie’s question went unfinished as Elaina interrupted.

			“I’m your grandmother.” Her voice cracked. “Your sorry, repentant, sad grandmother.”

			Sydney heard the words as if they were spoken from a lifetime away.

			“Mother, what are you saying?” Leslie demanded. She looked again to her father. “Father, explain this!”

			Ted Fitzgerald turned away to face the fireplace, tapping his walking stick against the cold flagstone of the hearth.

			“The letter,” Sydney told Elaina. “You wrote it.”

			“I did.” Elaina’s voice was low but steady. “Nearly five years ago. It was a few days after I learned of your existence. I had received a letter from my eldest daughter.”

			
			“The nun,” Sydney said. “In Ireland. Leslie told me.”

			Elaina nodded. “Cecilia is cloistered. My darling girl spends her life in prayer and worship. She is allowed only three letters per year. I’m fortunate enough to be the recipient of both. But I have no such restriction on my correspondence. I write her several times a month. As I have done ever since she left for boarding school.”

			“She was just fourteen,” Leslie said. “I asked Father about her once, when I was six or seven. He told me Cecilia had disappointed him. That I was never to speak her name again.” She turned and spoke to her father’s back. “I grew up fearing that I, too, might be sent away if I so much as dared to leave the house without making my bed.”

			“I shopped for a special card for her.” Elaina spoke as though she hadn’t heard Leslie’s revelation. “Cecilia’s forty-fifth birthday was approaching, and I wanted her to have something special…It was so difficult for me to imagine. My eldest was middle-aged. In my mind she was still a child. Tall, all arms and legs, like a baby fawn.”

			Sydney’s breath caught in her throat. She had been a young teenager herself when she first met Horst and he’d used that same expression to describe her all those years ago. To this day he called her Kitz, the German word for a baby deer.

			“I wasn’t allowed to see her grow,” Elaina continued. “Never heard her voice deepen. Never saw what she might have looked like on her wedding day. And there it was. My little girl was somehow halfway through her life. I found myself overwhelmed with desire to see her as she was. Had she grown matronly? Had the dewy skin I held in my memory gone wrinkled? What did my little girl look like? So, along with the birthday card and the sizeable check I always included as a birthday gift to her convent, I wrote a lengthy letter, pouring my despair onto the page. Begging her to leave the order, come home to us. Come home to me.”

			
			“I never knew any of this,” Leslie gasped.

			No one in the room responded.

			“Cecilia wrote back,” Elaina went on. “Her letter assured me she was still committed to atonement. She wrote she would spend the rest of her earthly existence praying for forgiveness. Not only for the sins of the world, but for her own.”

			“Am I that sin?” Sydney asked. “Am I the reason a middle school girl was sentenced to a lifetime of isolation?”

			Elaina’s face hardened as she looked over to her husband, who stood with his back to them all. She turned back to Sydney.

			“You are not a sin, my dear. But, yes. I’m afraid your existence is; indeed, the reason our Cecilia keeps herself closed to us.”

			“I don’t understand,” Sydney said.

			“Neither did I. All those years ago, I was adamant Cecilia not go to boarding school in Ireland, despite her pleas. Ted sided with her. He told me it would be good for her. Broaden her horizons. She would learn more about her heritage. He promised me there was no need to worry. Cecilia would stay with family members. They’d watch over her. I remember he laughed away my tears, swearing Cecilia would be homesick enough that she’d be back after a semester or two.” Elaina’s voice turned venomous. “What I didn’t know was that she was pregnant. My baby. Sweet. Innocent. My beautiful Cecilia was with child. Ted knew, and he kept it from me. He let me believe for decades that my girl had chosen to live in Ireland. Chosen to enter the convent. Chosen to live away from me and her brother and sister.”

			
			Ted Fitzgerald whirled toward them. “What was I to do? She comes to me. Pregnant! How would that have looked? What would that have done to you? To Barney? To Leslie? Someone had to protect us all from the shame Cecilia had brought to our home.”

			“You threw her away!” Elaina snarled. “She was a child! I could have helped her!”

			“And lived with the dishonor?” Fitzgerald roared. “The humiliation? I saved you, Elaina. I saved us all.”

			Sydney felt the room vibrate with Elaina’s rage. Instinctively, she reached over to take the hand of the woman she now knew to be her grandmother.

			“I was weak,” Elaina told Sydney, her eyes revealing her shame. “Once I knew the truth, I should have divorced my husband. Barney and Leslie were well launched by then. Settled in their own lives. I should have told them everything. Gone to Ireland to rescue Cecilia. Left the great Theodore Fitzgerald to live out his wicked life alone.” She paused. “But I didn’t. It pains me to the bone to realize I chose the comfort and status of being Mrs. Fitzgerald rather than take the steps I should have. Instead, I devoted myself to locating you. It didn’t take long. The Draggond Group, our family attorneys, had arranged your adoption. In less than a week I knew who you were and where you lived.”

			“The year I turned thirty,” Sydney whispered.

			
			“Indeed. Again, I proved a coward. Instead of coming to you, I lied to myself and decided you’d be far more comforted if I posed as your birth mother, assuring you that you’d been loved from the moment you were conceived.” She glared at her husband. “And I asked the attorneys to estimate the total value of the Fitzgerald estate. I had them write a check for a quarter of the value. You are a Fitzgerald, after all. My only grandchild. You are entitled to the same legacy that our three children will…” Her voice trembled. Sydney wondered if that was the moment she realized she no longer had three living offspring. “Would have received.” She hesitated. “Can you find it in your heart to forgive me, Sydney? Can you believe me when I tell you there’s not an hour since I learned of your existence that I haven’t loved you?”

			A vision of her parents, Joe and Nancy Richardson, came rushing into her consciousness. They were in the kitchen. The three of them were dancing. “Jailhouse Rock” was her father’s favorite song. The aroma of her mother’s meatloaf wafted in the background as she laughed at her parents trying to teach her the Twist.

			“I’ve had a wonderful life,” she told Elaina. She stood and stepped away, laying a hand on Leslie’s shoulder as she passed to stand next to the towering man with the flowing gray hair.

			“She was a child,” Sydney told him. “A child. If this is an example of the cruelty you exhibit protecting the Fitzgerald name, I will make it a point to thank God every single day that I’ve never had to bear it.”

			Ted Fitzgerald kept his gaze focused on some unseen object in the distance.

			“Look at me!” Sydney ordered. “Look at your granddaughter! Look at the woman you left fatherless when you directed Barney to send Charles to kill my dad!”

			
			“What?” Elaina stuttered several steps back, as though reacting to a hard slap across her elegant face. “What are you saying, Sydney?”

			But it was Leslie who answered. “That’s why Charles apologized to you, isn’t it? He said Barney told him Joe had information that could ruin the family. Your father didn’t know only about Barney killing Susalynne…”

			“Barney did what?” Elaina cried. “Who is Susalynne?”

			“The thirteen-year-old your son murdered.” Leslie was now keenly alert. Her voice offered no sympathy. “The girl whose murder my husband covered up. You knew about it all, didn’t you, Father?” She huffed a humorless laugh. “Here’s one for you, Daddy Dear. Your precious son…the one you wished would have taken over Prairie Construction…the chosen child…he was using your adored company to launder money for the Chicago mob. How’s that?”

			“What’s going on?” Elaina looked about, as though searching for answers written somewhere on the wall. “Ted, what is she saying?”

			“You can prove nothing,” Ted Fitzgerald finally spoke. “Charles was despondent. Suicidal. Over what, we’ll never be sure. Barney stepped in to save him. And Charles shot him dead.”

			“You son of a bitch!” Leslie screamed. “You knew all about it. You’ve known about everything all along!”

			“They’re dead,” Fitzgerald intoned. “There’s nothing we can do about that. My son had his weaknesses. I ensured Charles kept him safe.”

			“They stole!” Leslie wept. “They killed!”

			
			“They had their reasons!” Fitzgerald raged. “They were, each of them, inadequate. But I applaud their loyalty to the family name.”

			“Two detectives know what happened, Father! Sydney knows! As do I!”

			“No one will believe the rantings of a grieving widow. Survivors of suicide often make excuses for their loved one’s frailties.” For the first time, Fitzgerald turned to look at Sydney. “As relates to you and your friends, if you proceed with your version of what happened, I will make it my sworn mission to destroy you.”

			Ian Moran stood. He smoothed a hand over his suit jacket and turned toward the man who’d been his symbiotic companion for decades.

			“You’ll destroy no one, Ted.” Moran’s stance held none of its customary confidence. He looked at each woman independently before speaking. “I’m so sorry. Had I known the man Ted had become, I would have done what I could to stop him.” He turned back to face Fitzgerald. “But I know now. And I’ll answer any question the authorities decide to ask me. Truthfully, honestly, and completely. And, Ted, if you’re thinking about threatening me…” Moran heaved a weary sigh. “Even the Chicago mob knows better than to do that.”

			Fitzgerald held Moran’s gaze for several ugly seconds. Sydney watched the look in his eyes turn from furious defiance to disgusted acceptance. Then he turned and stomped out of the room. The tapping of his walking stick across the entry’s flagstone, followed by the opening and closing of the massive front door signaled his defeat.

			The three stunned souls remaining in Leslie’s perfectly appointed living room were silent. Leslie recoiled when her mother reached out to comfort her. Elaina looked away, out the window and over the manicured grounds. But even the glories of Lake Mendota couldn’t erase the agony on her face. Sydney turned to Moran.

			
			“Ask the question you need answered now, Sydney,” he urged.

			Like tumblers in a lock, snippets of conversations she’d had with Barney, Leslie, and Charles over the past few weeks finally fell into place. Her hands trembled as she comprehended their significance. Her voice trembled as she raised her eyes…as blue as the priest’s next to her…and gave words to her realization.

			“You’re my father.”

			Moran’s nod was slow. His face was marked with sorrow.

			“Can you forgive me?”

			Sydney felt herself falling into an abyss. Deeper, deeper, and deeper still. She couldn’t calculate how long it took before she regained command of her body. When she did, she shook her head.

			“She was fourteen. You were…forty?”

			“Forty-three.” Moran’s voice quivered. “But I loved her. With all my heart and soul. Cecilia was a gift from God.”

			Elaina uttered a prolonged no. This time, it was Leslie who moved to comfort her mother.

			“Fitzgerald knew,” Sydney told Moran.

			The priest nodded. “No one else did. We thought it was better for all concerned.”

			She replayed his words several times in her mind as she stared at her birth father, struggling to imagine under what condition it would be better for a used and abused child to be separated from everything familiar to her. How could it be better for Cecilia to live her entire life walled off, imagining she’d committed a sin so grievous she needed to sacrifice her world in order to live in a state of perpetual supplication?

			
			Finally, Sydney looked around the room, absorbing the devastation.

			Then, echoing the actions of her grandfather, she left the house without uttering a word.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 56

			Sydney knelt beside the chair where her mother sat stunned. It was in this very kitchen where Sydney ate her meals, grumbled over algebra, pieced together jigsaws, and decorated Christmas cookies. In this room, she’d giggled with her parents, shared Rice Krispies Treats with Ronnie, filled out college applications. And today, it was the room that hosted mother and daughter as Sydney explained all that she’d learned in the past thirty-two hours.

			“He killed Dad?” Nancy repeated.

			“Dad had pieced it together,” Sydney told her. “He knew the Fitzgeralds were my birth family.”

			“But why kill him? We could have dealt with that. We could have dealt with anything.”

			“Ted Fitzgerald was terrified of the humiliation. I think Dad got lured to that warehouse.”

			“He told me he’d gotten a call,” Nancy whispered. “That morning. He was meeting someone who said he had information about a case he was working.”

			“Susalynne McFeeney. The call probably came from Barney. Charles was waiting. Three bullets later, any threat to the precious Fitzgerald reputation was gone.”

			Nancy nodded, but Sydney knew it was automatic. There was no way either of them would ever be able to comprehend the senseless loss of Joe Richardson. The women wrapped their arms around each other and rocked.

			
			“What will we do now?” Nancy asked when Sydney pulled away.

			Sydney thought about what she now knew about the circumstances of her birth. She thought about Ted Fitzgerald and Ian Moran. Leslie Arbeit and Elaina Fitzgerald.

			She thought about the young girl who was her birth mother, alone and ashamed.

			Then she thought for a long time about her father. Her real father: Joe Richardson.

			Tend Sydney. Those were the last words Horst said her father repeated over and over as he lay dying.

			You weren’t saying that at all, were you, Dad? You were trying to tell Horst. Ted…Sydney. Ted…Sydney. You were letting him know you’d made the connection.

			She sent her love out into the universe, hoping that wherever her father was, he could feel how much she missed him. How much she loved him for all he’d done for her.

			And then her thoughts turned again to someone else.

			“Mom?” she asked. “I’m tired. How about you?”

			Nancy shook her head. “I don’t know what I am, girly girl. Numb. How’s that?”

			“Would a change of scenery help?”

			Nancy looked at her through grieving eyes. “What are you thinking?”

			Sydney took a deep breath, reached out, and squeezed her mother’s hand.

			“Ireland. How about you and I take a trip to Ireland?”

		

	
		
		
			
			This book is for my Wednesday ladies…The Smarties who’ve gathered once a week for twelve years. We’ve been through way too much sadness. Lost too many people. Here’s hoping this book brings us a spot of fun. May The Smarties who remain have many more long years of soup-of-the-day and soulful conversations.
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