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Chapter 1

NOW

My hands are so sticky. The young woman stumbled forward a few hesitant steps. She stopped, examining her hands as though it were the first time she’d seen them. She pressed her fingers together, then pulled them apart. Together. Apart. Is it supposed to be like this? She smeared her hands against her black trousers, trying to clear whatever viscous substance coated them. Bits of fiber from her slacks added another layer of pollution to her skin. She ran her hands across her torso, hoping the stiff cotton of her white blouse would succeed where the smooth wool had failed. Her prize was a deep red smear across her stomach and chest.

This isn’t right, either. She lifted her hands to her nose and smelled a mixture of iron and earth. Have I spilled something?

The woman looked around her. I should know where I am. Her brain played a frustrating game, teasing her with memories linked to nothing. That porcelain rose is trimmed in real gold. I must never use chemicals to clean it. She struggled to recall how she knew that, only to be tormented with another phantom bit of knowledge. There’s a safe behind that wall. Who had used it to hide things eluded her.

I should have been at work an hour ago. That mental announcement came with such authority it was as though it were spoken outside her body. But aren’t I at work now? She struggled to focus. No answer came to her. Instead an icy jolt of pain slashed somewhere behind her eyes. She lifted her left hand to soothe the excruciating spot and felt the warm, sticky substance transfer to her forehead.

There’s another room straight ahead. His room. I’m never to be in there unless he is, too. Who he was she couldn’t say. Only the rule floated in her consciousness. She was never to enter without permission, and even then only if he accompanied her. I was just in there. He was there. She staggered down the carpeted corridor, dragging her left hand against the wall, as though she was in a maze and needed to keep hold of her anchor.

There he was. On the floor. Just like before. She looked away. Down to where his shoeless feet rested in a pool of something thick. Something the same crimson as the goo that spattered her own hands. Her eyes noticed something new. She bent over to pick it up. It was heavy. Cold.

I know what this is. She closed her eyes and demanded her brain provide the name of the object she held. The memory of loud explosions came to her, accompanied by the stink of smoke and the echoing clang of metal on metal. She opened her eyes and looked at the object again. This did it to him. This…thing. She dropped the object to the floor and forced herself to look at the man. His face was slack. Pale. She kicked the toe of her shoe against the sole of his foot.

He didn’t move.

I know him. He knows me. Still no name came to her. The man’s shirt was soaked with red. Did he spill something? Did he make this mess?

Her chest seized with a choking intake of breath. For a moment, all fog lifted and she was gifted one distilled truth.

This man is dead.

Terror grabbed her throat. A heartbeat later the hazy blanket descended on her brain again, leaving one parting comfort.

I’m glad.


Chapter 2

SIX WEEKS AGO

“It’s starting to smell pretty ripe out there, Your Honor.” Melanie White closed the door to the mayor’s inner office and peeled off her sodden raincoat. “Even this deluge can’t wash away the stink.”

Roger Millerman leaned back in his leather chair and focused on how her trousers tightened across her world-class ass as she leaned forward to shake the April rain out of her hair. If she was a step or two closer, he might get a good look down that pink blouse of hers, too. Damn, he thought. That woman could make a potato sack look hot as Freak Night in Vegas. Somebody ought to run a Sexiest City Council Members contest. Melanie would win in a shutout. He smiled at the thought of Melanie heading up yet another list of bests.

“They’re homeless, not stupid,” he said. “They have sense enough to come in out of the rain, and the front porch of the City-County Building is as good a refuge as any.”

“They’re bringing their dogs and their shopping carts full of trash with them.” Melanie didn’t wait for an invitation. She crossed the mayor’s office and sat in the brown tweed chair nearest his desk. “And from the reek of urine, they don’t bother running to Starbucks to relieve themselves, either. For God’s sake, Roger. This is where schools bring the kids for field trips. Where all the Cheeseheads from Packer Land want to visit when they come to the big city. Do you really think dozens of drunks and drug-addled losers lolling on the city’s doorstep is the kind of image you want to project?”

Roger leveled a stern stare at her. “How many paychecks are you away from joining them, Melanie? If you didn’t have your father’s wallet backing you up, would you have enough money set aside to cover your bills for six months if you got into an accident or fell ill? How about it, Miss President of the Common Council? How long before you’d be out on that porch, trying to stay dry during a thunderstorm?”

“Save the claptrap for the stump.” She held his gaze as she slowly crossed one perfectly toned leg over the other.

She knows exactly what she’s doing. Teasing bitch. She wants something from me. But then again, they all do.

“You’ve got to take care of this,” she continued. “It’ll be summer soon. Festivals will be starting up. Tourists pouring in. Get those vagrants off the street before they become an embarrassing photo op.”

“Best thing you can do to make that happen is whip up the votes to get me the funding I requested for those day shelters. You’ve kept it stalled in committee so long it’s gonna grow moss.”

“Is that what this is about? Are you trying to ram a project you know damn well the city can’t afford down the throats of the aldermen? Keep the homeless blocking the way of the good citizens using the building their taxes pay for until they demand we fund your project?”

“I’m gonna do what I gotta do until you and yours do the right thing.”

“The right thing is to keep this city on firm financial footing. Throwing eight million dollars into a never-ending sinkhole of services to the homeless won’t do any of us any good.”

“Those homeless out there are just as much Madison citizens as the person stepping over them to come in here to register their dog, pay their taxes, or cast their vote. And as long as I’m mayor, I’m going to see that they get just as much use of city resources as your constituents do in the downtown high-rises.”

“That’s fucking bullshit and you know it. The only reason you want those homeless day centers is to position yourself against the governor. The People’s Mayor. Isn’t that how you want folks to remember you when you run against him in three years? You haven’t given one pup’s turd about the homeless in any other of the seven years you’ve sat in that chair. But now that you’re eyeing the governor’s mansion, you’re doing all you can to be his polar opposite. Personally, I think it’s a stroke of genius, Roger. If I were in your shoes, I’d do the same thing. But I have to make sure the folks in my district are taken care of. And being panhandled as they walk from their condo to the Overture Center gives them the impression I don’t give a damn about the very high taxes they pay.”

“Then invest those taxes in my centers. One on the East Side, another on the West. I’ll have ’em up and running before Thanksgiving. Treatment programs, housing opportunities, education and training projects. Give that to me and I promise, by the time your constituents are leading their grandchildren down State Street, all dressed up in their finest velvet and plaid to sleep through yet another year’s Nutcracker, they won’t have to stoop to drop one precious dime into anyone’s paper cup.”

Melanie didn’t try to hide the smirk tugging at her lips. “The council’s top priority is in-fill development. You know that, Roger. We need to build our tax base by making good use of the infrastructure we already have. Too many buildings are standing empty. We need to attract start-ups. We need established companies to move their headquarters from the suburbs and bring them downtown. The housing and restaurants and shops to support the people those moves bring with them mean nothing but cash pouring into the city’s coffers. Let’s focus on that for the next biennium. Then we can think about how to pull money out and pay for the do-good projects you so like to have your picture taken while ribbon-cutting.”

You fucking cunt. You use Daddy’s money to get his friends to vote you into a council seat. A year later you bat those green eyes to get the other aldermen to elect you council president. Me? I was winning my first election before you were off your mother’s teat. This is my city. And I decide when and where the money goes.

“What exactly would you have me do with our homeless, Melanie?”

She shoved a still-damp tress of red hair behind her shoulder and shrugged. “I’ve always been a fan of the simplest approach. While I can’t support the kind of funding your centers represent, I’m sure I could get the council to approve relocation expenses. It’s in their best interests, after all. Summer’s coming. It would break my heart to see those folks swelter through another hot Madison summer. Not to mention another frigid winter. Sending them to a place with a more temperate climate gives us a win-win situation.”

“Relocate? All of them?”

“Don’t be dramatic, Roger. There couldn’t be more than a few dozen. As I said, I’m confident I could get the council to approve the expense.”

“How about bus tickets, Melanie? Let’s buy each and every damn one of them tickets to Florida. That temperate enough for you?”

“Frankly, I don’t care where the tickets take them. So long as it’s one way.”

She didn’t look like a woman who was joking.

“Fund those centers, Melanie.”

“It’s not happening. You’re mayor, not king.”

Roger felt bile rise in his throat. The next gubernatorial election was thirty-one months away. He needed to build a statewide reputation as a man who could govern all of Wisconsin. These centers would be his launching pad. He’d put in too much effort and time to let some rookie politico stand in his way of taking the governor’s oath of office.

No matter how hot she might be.

He opened his top desk drawer, pulled out a thick folder, and slid it across his desk.

“What’s this?” Melanie asked.

“Open it.” He leaned back and kept his eyes on her face. He didn’t want to miss the instant she understood who was the puppet and who pulled the strings.

Casually she flipped through the early pages. Her pace slowed when she came to the first eight-by-ten glossy. The blood drained from her face when she saw the second. Her hands shook when she picked up the copied bank records. She set them aside and held up a thumb drive.

“What’s this?”

“Video. With full audio, too. You’d be surprised at the fidelity of the sound. You look great in the close-ups, by the way.” He nodded toward his computer. “Wanna take a look?”

She dropped the thumb drive back into the file. “Who’s seen these?”

“Just me. Different people supplied me with the various pieces, but I’m the only one who’s seen the…shall we say…fully assembled file.”

“You’re blackmailing me?”

“Blackmail? Should we get the FBI involved to see if that’s the word they’d use? Or would it be better to go straight to the papers?” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his massive cherry desk. “And by all means, let’s send a package to Daddy and Mum.”

Melanie shoved the file back across the desk. She stood. Her posture was less imperious than when she’d entered his office. She picked up her raincoat and said nothing as she headed for the door.

“Next council meeting, Melanie,” Roger called out. “I want those projects funded. It doesn’t need to be a unanimous vote of support. An overwhelming majority will do.”


Chapter 3

NOW

Sydney Richardson fought the urge to run panicked into the street when she glanced at her watch. Four-thirty. She looked out the glass facade of Hush Money, the restaurant she and her team had spent the last eighteen months perfecting, and saw nothing but the foot traffic typical of a late afternoon on this first Friday in June. Buses, cars, and bicycles rolled by. The State Capitol building rose from manicured lawns across Mifflin Street. Not one person stood under the portico protecting the heavy bronze-and-glass doors to her establishment.

No one’s coming, she realized. Over three hundred thousand dollars invested in this place and it’s already a flop. She looked at her watch again. 4:32. Twenty-eight minutes before Hush Money’s official first night of business. What the hell was I thinking? I should have insisted on reservations. But no, I had to have our first night open. More party than dining. A festive birthing for Madison’s latest eatery. Great idea, huh, Syd?

She turned her back to the empty entry and scanned her creation for the hundredth time that day. Twenty-six tables spaced across hand-scraped hickory floors. Each covered in white linen and surrounded by four chairs.

We must have sat in at least sixty before we settled on these. The chairs were birch. Steamed to fit a human’s bottom with engineered Swedish precision. Curved to support the small of a diner’s back. Every centimeter designed to encourage patrons to linger in the Hush Money experience. Well, if no one shows, the crew and I can commiserate in comfort.

Overhead, pendant lights of champagne-colored glass cast a soft glow. Epic paintings, each large enough to hold its own against the wide expanse and high ceiling, lined the walls. Sydney had insisted only Wisconsin artists be represented. Her designer had originally balked at the idea, but no one could deny the end result. The entire room radiated an urban elegance flavored with midwestern comfort.

Sydney crossed to the bar, where a dozen men and women stood in quiet readiness. She’d hired most of them away from the best restaurants in town. Two had relocated from Chicago when word got out that Hush Money was hiring the best and paying top dollar to get them. She tried to look confident as she smiled, greeted each by name, and urged them to have a great evening.

“There’s only one opening night,” she told them. “Let’s leave our guests eager for their next experience here, but let’s make sure we’re having fun, too.”

Sydney locked eyes with the woman standing at the end of the line of servers. This woman wasn’t dressed in the crisp white shirt and black trousers that were Hush Money’s uniform. Instead she wore a floor-length satin skirt. Gunmetal gray, matching her hair, which today, like every day of her adult life, was styled in a chignon at the nape of her neck. A pale pink blouse, long-sleeved and lace, picked up the natural rose in her cheeks. Her blue eyes signaled warm comfort as she tilted her head to the left, urging Sydney to follow her to the office.

“Do you remember your first boy-girl party?” the woman asked once they were alone. “It was your twelfth birthday. Your father wasn’t so keen on having boys in the house.” Sydney’s mother chuckled. “He would have kept you a little girl forever if he could. Do you remember that party, Sydney?”

“Are you distracting me, Mom? Or are you trying to make me cry because Dad isn’t here?”

Nancy Richardson’s smile softened. “Your father would have loved to see this. You, all grown up. Fancy lady about town. But things are what they are, darling. I’m talking about back then. We said you could invite twelve kids.”

“One for each year. I remember. It was the first time I was happy my birthday fell during the summer. That way I didn’t have to explain to some of my classmates why they weren’t invited.”

Nancy nodded. “Eight girls, four boys. I don’t know how your father came up with that ratio, but he said if he had to accept a mixer, he was damned sure he wanted those boys to feel outnumbered.”

“Not like they could have gotten away with anything.”

“You got that right! Your dad made damned sure every boy in the neighborhood knew you were Joe Richardson’s girl. Cop’s kid. Anyone who messed with you was sure to get a fast ride in the back of a squad car.”

“Try to imagine how eager boys were to date me.”

“Your father counted on that. But think back. Party was supposed to start at six o’clock. You worked all day stringing up lights on the patio. Checking if the Cokes in the cooler had enough ice. Badgering me every five minutes about the sloppy joes and chips. Do you remember tearing up a few minutes before six?”

Her mother was right. She had been worried no one would show. She had been convinced her social life was over before it even began. She’d be the laughingstock of Velma Hamilton Middle School.

Nancy reached out and pulled her daughter into an embrace. Sydney inhaled the familiar rose-water scent. One spritz, Sydney. The only person who smells a lady’s perfume is the person hugging her.

“Your birthday party was a smash hit. And tonight’s gonna be the night of your life, Sydney. I promise you that.”

Sydney pulled back and looked into the face so different from her own. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

“Have I ever been wrong?”

Sydney smiled. “You thought little Gordy Jacobson was going to be president one day. Last I heard he was doing a six-year stretch in Portage for embezzlement.”

“He was a true disappointment. Broke his mother’s heart, that one did.”

“We’re ready?” Sydney’s tone was pure business again.

“I’m holding up my end. I’ve never been prouder of a group of servers. I put ’em through the wringer these past two weeks. Hit ’em with every complaint or mishap I could think of. They’re ready.” An uncertain look crossed her mother’s face. “Yeah, they’re ready.”

“What?” Sydney asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Windy’s not here.”

“She sick?”

“Can’t tell ya. No call.”

“You call her?”

“Three times already. I get nothing but her answering machine.”

A small alarm tugged at Sydney’s gut. “Maybe Gabby got sick. Or she couldn’t find a sitter.”

“And what? She forgot how to use her phone?” Nancy looked doubtful.

“Are we okay if she doesn’t make it?”

“If I have to, I’ll take a station myself. Don’t worry, Syd. The front of the house is aces. I can’t say the same for that maniac in the starched whites.”

Sydney heaved a long sigh. “He’s acting up?”

“You’d think Meryl Streep was chopping carrots. I’m steering clear. Recommend you do the same.”

Sydney leaned forward to plant a quick kiss on her mother’s plump cheek. “Let’s go kick some opening-night butt. What d’ya say?”

The two women walked back to the dining room wearing smiles that, to the casual observer, displayed more confidence than either of them felt. Sydney dared another look at her watch. 4:57. She gave her mother’s hand a squeeze.

“I’m going to check next door. I’ll be right back.”

Sydney kept her eyes down as she hurried through the kitchen, passing behind a tall, thin man with skin the color of café au lait screaming at his kitchen staff. Roland Delmardo was a brilliant chef. He’d been nominated for the James Beard Award four times and won it two years earlier. He had never wanted the hassles associated with owning his own restaurant. Roland made it known to anyone willing to listen that the drudgery of business drained him of his culinary creativity. Sydney remembered one particularly pompous quotation she’d read in a New York Times interview: “I want to keep myself pure so the muse of genius will choose my soul in which to dance.”

Any restaurateur hiring Delmardo could bank on reviews from the nation’s best food critics. When Sydney had flown to San Jose to convince him to come work for her, he’d balked at the thought of relocating to the Midwest. Especially to work for someone who’d never before run her own place.

“There’s only so much one can do with corn,” he’d informed her at their first meeting. “And honey, I’m nobody’s set of training wheels.”

Her promise of the freedom to design and staff the kitchen as he wished, as well as a blank check to build it, had gotten her a second meeting with the master chef. She offered a base salary of $100,000 and added 10 percent of any profit the restaurant made.

“Does that include the wine list?” he’d asked.

Sydney assured him it meant the entire bar. Roland Delmardo took less than thirty seconds to decide the culinary gods had chosen him to bring haute cuisine to the gastronomic innocents of America’s heartland.

Roland had designed an incredible menu for Hush Money. Under his skilled direction, locally sourced ingredients were transformed into mouthwatering masterpieces. But her mother was right. Roland Delmardo lived for operatic drama. And the moments before first-night opening provided him the stage for a diva performance that would have had Maria Callas drooling in her grave.

Sydney ignored her chef’s tirade, stepped through one closed door, and traveled a narrow hallway to another. She put her hand on the knob, closed her eyes, and conjured up the smiling face of Joe Richardson.

“This one’s for you, Dad,” she whispered.

She opened the door and stepped into the space behind the bar of the second restaurant she was opening that night.

Sydney called it the Ten-Ten. The public entrance was around the corner from Hush Money, at 100 Wisconsin Avenue. The typical patron might think the name played off the address, but Sydney and the clientele she intended for this establishment knew better. Every police officer, firefighter, and paramedic knew ten-ten was the radio code signaling Off Duty.

“It’s five o’clock straight up, Syd.” Roscoe Donovan tied a starched white apron over his jeans. “Noses been pressed to the window for twenty minutes already. And Welke’s yellin’ through the glass. Sayin’ he’s runnin’ us all in if he doesn’t have a beer in his hand by 5:01.”

“Let’s not disappoint the man.” Sydney pulled a frosted mug from the cooler while Roscoe made his way across the oak floor past two rows of simple pine tables and chairs. If a person had watched him closely, they’d have noticed his gait was a bit more deliberate than one would expect from a fifty-year-old man in good health. Roscoe Donovan had taken a bullet to the hip four years ago. A woman, three whiskey sours past stupid, was threatening to shoot her cheating husband. The husband dived under his wife’s massive Beanie Baby collection and called 911. When Roscoe and his partner pulled up, the missus was searching for her spouse in the juniper bushes in front of their house. Roscoe called for her to drop her weapon. When the woman turned, the presence of two uniformed officers startled her. Her gun went off, Roscoe went down, and when he got out of surgery eleven hours later, it was clear he’d never again patrol a beat. He did his best to ride a desk for the next couple of years, but when Sydney approached him with her idea of opening a tavern designed especially for first responders, it didn’t take long to convince him he was the right guy to manage it.

Horst Welke was the first man through the door when Roscoe turned the key. He slapped his hand on the brightly polished copper bar and gave Sydney a wink.

“It’s a big night, Kitz. And if I have to tell you what I want in my glass, you’re not half the detective your dear father was.”

Sydney set a mug of doppelbock in front of him. “Did I get it right?”

The man who’d been her father’s partner during his last years on the force, the same man who held him as he bled to death on a dark city street, took a long sip. He was silent for a moment, then a smile lit his broad face. “Ayinger Celebrator! Finest beer in Munich.”

“Nothing but the best for you, Horst.” Sydney looked beyond him to the suddenly filled space. Many faces were familiar to her. In the years since her father’s murder, there had been members of the Madison Police Department at every milestone of her life. A smile came unbidden to her lips at the memory of four of Madison’s finest forming a motorcade to deliver her and her nervous date to the senior prom.

There were new faces, too—men and women laughing, familiar with one another, physically fit in that universal way people who make it their profession to run toward trouble seem to be.

“Looks like you got yourself a hit,” Horst remarked. “Word travels. Joe Richardson’s girl’s got herself a new business. Gets ’em here. Now you gotta do your part.”

“The food’s going to keep them.” Sydney liked the way the five servers were handling the crowd. “I promise that.”

Horst nodded toward the refurbished, neon-faced jukebox against the far wall. “What you have stocked in that Wurlitzer will go a long way. It’s the tunes that make or break. You were wise in your selections?”

Sydney pulled a red plastic card from her pocket. “Just for you. There’s a slot next to the money drop. This is going to allow you free play. As many as you want, as long as you want.”

Horst Welke was a fireplug of a man. Five feet nine, two hundred pounds, with what was left of his buzz cut more gray than blond. But he was a man who knew his music. His bushy eyebrows shot up as he took the card.

“You making me the official DJ of the Ten-Ten?”

“Let me know if you want a badge.”

Horst grabbed his mug and made his way through the restaurant. Sydney turned to Roscoe, who now was overseeing a bustling bar and kitchen. “You got this?”

Roscoe nodded. “It’s burgers, brats, and pizza. Great beer and stiff drinks. Nothing like the la-di-da you got goin’ next door. You leave it to me, Syd. Go tend to the other half.”

Sydney inhaled deeply. At least one of her places was opening on a high note. The clock over the bar read 5:17. “Wish me luck.”

“Fuck ’em,” Roscoe shot back. “If the upper crust is stupid enough not to know what they got goin’ on, cut ’em loose. C’mon back here and join our party. Like the song says, you got friends in low places.”

Sydney squeezed his arm in gratitude and walked through the door and back down the hall. She stepped into Hush Money’s kitchen in time to hear her chef crowing of his greatness.

“We’re going to need a stronger word than ‘brilliant’!” Roland Delmardo waved his tasting spoon before thrusting it at the shell-shocked assistant quivering at his elbow. “Lemony and light. Then the heat comes. Slowly, building on the back of your tongue. Just savage enough to dare you to take another bite. Someone take a photo. This moment must be recorded.”

Sydney glanced toward the gleaming stainless-steel delivery shelf. No plates waited for servers to pick up. Then she looked across the kitchen. Pots of sauces were kept warm over low flames. Stacks of white dishes and bowls sparkled in readiness to support the product of her chef’s genius. But the grill was empty. So, too, were the twelve gas cooktops. A mound of fresh pasta rested undisturbed on a floured board. She glanced toward the walk-in coolers and wondered how many thousands of dollars’ worth of steaks and seafood might go uneaten.

Maybe Roland could come up with a lobster pizza for the Ten-Ten crowd.

Her chef shoved his assistant aside and made his way toward her.

“Are you ready for my Madison debut?” He looked her up and down. “Love, love, love the off-the-shoulder drape, Sydney. It inspires me. Lavender and feta tossed with tender baby field greens!” He turned to his hapless assistant. “Olive oil only! There’s no need to weigh such a taste of spring with vinegar.”

“The kitchen seems quiet.” Sydney tried to keep the disappointment from her voice.

“We’re Olympians awaiting the starting pistol.” Roland waved a hand to include the entire space. “Champions poised to take our gold.”

“But nothing’s cooking. Have you had any orders?”

Roland’s look suggested he had just heard her announce aliens had landed and wanted to know if Hush Money provided take-out service. “It’s barely five-thirty. This isn’t your mother’s diner, toots. There’s no early-bird special or two-for-one coupon. This is the temple of Roland Delmardo. His fans wouldn’t order dinner before six-thirty if they’d just been rescued from an Iranian prison. This is cocktail hour, baby. Time for all the undercover lovers to ignore one another while they sip their Stoli, smile with their spouses, and try to determine if the other guy’s moving up the ladder faster than they are.”

Nancy Richardson’s appearance saved Sydney from having to respond.

“How’s it going next door?” she asked. “Horst here?”

“First one through the door. First beer went to him.”

“Fittingly so.” Nancy’s eyes danced with an I-told-you-so rhythm. “Are you ready to come see what’s happening on this end?” She led her daughter out of the kitchen. Sydney felt the warm rush of relief when she entered Hush Money’s elegant space.

Three bartenders hustled while four servers weaved their way through the understated room, balancing trays of cocktails. Every stool at the bar was filled. Most with well-dressed women talking to well-dressed men standing beside them. The six tables in the bar space were also full. Sydney counted eleven people mingling about, drinks in hand. Subdued conversations were occasionally accented with quiet laughter. Sabrina and Gail, the hostesses for the evening, stood behind a brass-and-glass podium, welcoming more people into the restaurant. Sydney watched as the girls pointed toward the tables in the restaurant section. To a person, each new arrival shook their head and indicated they’d first make a stop at the already-crowded bar.

Nancy leaned in and whispered, “Told ya. Night of your life.”

The migration from bar to restaurant began precisely at six-thirty. Sydney stopped at each table, greeting the patrons, thanking them for coming, and wishing them a fine evening. She was impressed with the synchronized efficiency of her waitstaff. No table was hovered over, yet each water glass was refilled before anyone needed to ask, each plate removed in precise sequence to ready a spot for the next course.

Just before eight o’clock Anita Saxon came over to speak to her. She was dressed in a silver chiffon gown that hugged her near-ebony skin like the dew on a morning rose. Tall and elegant, with an encyclopedic knowledge of wines, she wore her sommelier’s medallion like a royal crest.

“A blazing success, I must say.” Anita’s lyrical Kenyan accent added to her imperial impression. “Roland’s offered an inventive menu. It pairs beautifully with our wine list.”

“Customers happy?”

“I’ve heard no complaints. If someone dared, they’d be voicing nothing more than their own ignorance.”

“Everyone’s worked hard to make tonight a success.”

Anita waved away Sydney’s humility. “Hush Money is your doing. Your vision. Don’t belittle yourself with false modesty. It’s unbecoming.”

A server glanced their way, giving Anita a subtle smile. Hush Money’s sommelier glided across the room, ready to make wine recommendations to a table of four women.

“This your place?” A tall man with an easy smile pulled Sydney’s attention away from the room. “You’re Sydney Richardson, right? This is your restaurant?”

The man was disarmingly handsome. Sydney estimated him to be in his midforties. Trim. Chestnut hair styled with a precision suggesting he wasn’t afraid to spend a few hundred dollars on a stylist. He clasped the hand of an equally gorgeous woman. She was younger, perhaps in her late thirties. Tall, blond, with eyes as bright and brown as her escort’s.

“I’m Andrew Conyer,” he told Sydney. “This is my wife, Cynthia. We’ve enjoyed Chef Delmardo’s food in California several times. It’s exciting to have him within walking distance.”

Sydney extended her hand. Andrew’s grip was firm and sure. His wife’s was halfhearted. She looked away when Sydney thanked them for coming.

“You’re a neighbor,” Sydney said. “I pass by the building with your name on it each time I enter Hush Money.”

Conyer seemed flattered by her recognition. “Guilty as charged. I was just telling Cynthia it’s such a competitive battle getting the best new legal associates to sign up with us. Having your restaurant next door makes my job a whole lot easier. Didn’t I say that, honey?”

His wife blinked as though her attention were returning from a faraway place. “What?”

“Wasn’t I saying Hush Money is going to make recruiting a snap? Not to mention client meetings will be considerably more upscale.”

Cynthia gave an empty smile, said nothing, and allowed her focus to drift back to where it had been before her husband disturbed her.

Sabrina stepped toward them. “Mr. and Mrs. Conyer, your table is ready.”

“Ah!” Andrew clapped his hands together. “The anticipation is over.” He took his wife’s elbow and steered her away. Sydney wondered if Cynthia was rude, medicated, or simply utterly disinterested in her husband’s excitement. Her assessment was interrupted by Gail, the other hostess.

“Syd? There’s a woman who’s been at the bar since we opened? Says she’s waiting for her husband, but it’s been, like, three hours? She’s been drinking, like, one after the other? Mike suggested she make her next drink ice water. That’s when she’s all, ‘I want to talk to the owner.’ ”

Sydney thanked the girl, made a mental note to coach her on professional speech patterns, and went to the bar. Mike caught her eye and nodded toward a middle-aged woman with salt-and-pepper hair that looked like it hadn’t seen a brush since early the previous day.

“I understand you want to speak to me.” Sydney settled an arm against the back of the woman’s chair.

The woman stabbed a finger toward Mike. “I want that man fired.” Her voice was loud enough that patrons seated next to her stopped their conversation.

“Did he mix your drink incorrectly?”

“I don’t need my drinks mixed. Whiskey straight up’s always been my poison.” The woman’s words were slurred. “My husband’s late. Always is. So I’m biding my time like a good little wife. Least I can do is reward myself with a drink. But liquor cop over there cut me off.”

Sydney gave her a gentle smile. “There’s been a morning or two in my life when I wished someone had been kind enough to stop me the night before. I understand Mike suggested ice water. Would you prefer coffee? Perhaps some tea?”

“I prefer to get what I ordered! I prefer two fingers of whiskey. No ice. And I prefer that you go away and let me wait for my clock-challenged husband in peace.”

“Ice water, coffee, or tea. What will it be?”

The woman stared up at Sydney with bleary eyes. “That sounded like an order.”

Sydney leaned in and spoke softly into the woman’s ear. “I’m calling you a cab. Go home and get some rest. Give me your husband’s name and I’ll let him know you waited as long as you could.”

“My husband’s name?” People sitting at nearby tables looked up. “You don’t know who the fuck I am, do you?” She looked around as if to see if people grasped the totality of Sydney’s ignorance. “I’m Phoebe Millerman! But you can call me First Lady. And I’m waiting for the head honcho. Boss man. The big cheese.”

Sydney looked toward Mike and held up four fingers. It was the signal the entire staff knew meant Call a cab. Mike reached for a phone and Sydney returned her attention to the mayor’s wife. “I’ve had the opportunity to meet your husband on two separate occasions.” She dropped her tone to one of conspiratorial camaraderie. “I’m sure it comes as no surprise to you he was late each time.”

“Ha!” Phoebe slapped the bar. “Tell me about it. Only way to get the bastard to show up on time is to guarantee a news crew’s on the scene, waiting to snap a photo. Yes, sir. That gets the old goat checking his watch. You can damned sure believe that!”

Mike brought over a glass with two fingers of brown liquid. He placed it in front of the drunken woman.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Phoebe roared. “Never hesitate to call in the owner, children. Gets the help hoppin’ every time.” She lifted the glass to her lips, took a slurp, and grimaced. Once again Sydney leaned down to whisper.

“That’s iced tea, Mrs. Millerman. There’ll be no more whiskey for you tonight. At least not here. Now, you can sip that and save face while we wait for the cab, or I can have a very tall, very strong gentleman escort you back to my office. Make your decision.”

Phoebe Millerman gave her best attempt at a steely glare, but her wavering focus didn’t cooperate. She lifted her glass and toasted Sydney, splashing her iced tea. “Top shelf. On the house for my troubles?”

“Of course.” This time Sydney spoke loudly enough for eavesdropping ears. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am. We hope to see you at Hush Money often.”

Sydney stood beside the mayor’s wife, making small talk, until a cab pulled up in front of the restaurant. She turned Phoebe’s chair and offered her an arm.

“No need,” Madison’s first lady slurred. “When Hizzoner arrives, tell him I got fed up with waiting.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Sydney watched the woman totter away. When the cab pulled away from the curb, Sydney turned to give Mike a nod and a smile.

“First round’s done and gone.” Nancy Richardson slid in to slip her arm around her daughter’s waist and lead her back to the dining room. “Nothing but high praise, from what I can pick up. And from the looks of the bar, we’ll have no trouble with a complete second wave of diners. I’d say Hush Money’s off and running.”

Sydney watched her crew clear and reset the tables. Efficiently. Silently. “How goes the service?”

“My team’s filled with pros. Each and every one of them.”

“Any word from Windy?”

Nancy shook her head, her lips set in a firm, thin line. Sydney remembered earning that look more than a few times during her childhood.

“No call. No explanation. If she shows up tomorrow, she’s going to get a piece of my mind…and not the light and fuzzy piece, either.”

Sydney laughed. She remembered being on the receiving end of that as a child, too. “Maybe you better leave Windy to me, Mom. I’d hate for there to be bloodshed.”

“Hey! You mess with my kid’s big night, you get what you get. Things are humming here, Syd. I’m heading over to check on Ten-Ten.”

After the encounter with the powerfully connected Phoebe Millerman, Sydney was in the mood for the common people. “Let me, Mom. You serve as queen bee for me here, okay?”

Nancy’s ample bosom swelled with pride and purpose. “Hear me buzz!”

—

No one would have heard the door connecting her two restaurants open over the din in the Ten-Ten. The place was filled wall to wall with patrons laughing, drinking, and chowing down on Roland Delmardo’s burgers. Sydney had been hesitant to ask the great chef to concoct something so basic but had been surprised at his enthusiasm for the challenge.

“I’m going to remove all debate,” he’d said. “I will create something so amazing they will whisper my name wherever aficionados of meat between bread congregate.”

And he had. He’d nearly driven a local baker mad before she developed a bun worthy of his handiwork. He held the mixture of meats going into the patty as closely as a state secret. He’d even mused about hiring a patent attorney. He was just as secretive about the sauce he created as the sole condiment he’d allow.

“My burger comes as I designed,” Roland warned the staff during their training. “Should anyone dare to defile it by requesting cheese or”—the chef had to swallow his disgust before he continued—“ketchup, give them the address of the nearest drive-through. Then disinfect the booth you threw them out of.”

Roscoe was too busy behind the bar to see her walk in. She stood for a moment, a fly on the wall observing the goings-on. The Ten-Ten was going to be exactly what she’d hoped for: Madison’s best for Madison’s best.

“Kitz!” Horst Welke waved her toward his table. He offered introductions as she pulled up a chair. “This here is Bob Clark. Sergeant at the West Side station.” He pointed to a pretty young woman with a long, thick ponytail. “That’s Bonnie Malory, EMT from Middleton. And that flabby wart sitting next to her is her husband, Gary. They ride the same truck. How he ever got a looker like Bonnie is anybody’s guess. Word on the street is he’s got some kind of mind control.”

“It’s the way I have with the ladies,” Gary joked. “They’re all a sucker for my style.”

Horst waved him off. “Next to Gary is Jillian Kohler. She’s a detective stationed downtown. Last and certainly least we got Rick Sheffield, canine unit.”

Sydney welcomed each of them, letting them know she hoped they’d come by often.

“Are you kidding?” Bonnie Malory asked. “I’m going to try to find a way to inject that burger into my veins! What’s in that thing?”

Sydney shrugged. “I’m as in the dark as you. Chef swears the recipe goes to the grave with him.”

“Then let’s put a special protective detail on him. Call the Secret Service!”

“You’re Joe Richardson’s kid.” Jillian Kohler’s eyes filled with respect. “Joe taught investigative techniques when I was in the academy. Let me tag along on a couple of his cases even before I made the force. Hell of a man, your father.”

“Thank you.” Sydney felt the same mixture of grief and pride she felt whenever anyone mentioned her dad.

“Great guy. But with a mug that always reminded me of a pissed-off bulldog. You must take after your mom.” Rick Sheffield smiled as though he were offering a compliment. “In fact, with that pale skin and black hair, you’re the spitting image of Vivien Leigh. Remember her? Gone with the Wind?”

“She was dead before I was born. She couldn’t be my mother.”

Sydney saw the bewilderment on the faces of the newly met cops and regretted her knee-jerk reaction to Rick’s comment. Horst laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

“Sydney’s a looker, all right. I knew Joe Richardson better than anyone on the force. A finer man you’ll never find. But let’s say Sydney’s better off inheriting Joe’s ethic and drive.”

Horst gave Sydney a look that signaled he’d always have her back. She returned a grateful nod.

“How goes it with Madison’s upper crust?” he asked her. “I explained to these lugs how this joint’s connected to the other one. Thanks for keeping us separate, by the way.”

“Like the prices wouldn’t keep you out of Hush Money,” Gary Malory teased. “I heard a drink and appetizer cost you a week’s pay.”

“I’d rather be here,” Horst declared. “Leave the back-slapping, palm-greasing, and under-the-table crowd over there. Hush Money. Tell you what, Syd. You named it right.”

“I’ve already had to send one drunk home in a cab,” Sydney offered. “My hunch is she won’t be the last.”

“The difference is, with us you won’t be bothered calling a taxi. One of ours goes three sheets, we take care of ’em ourselves,” Horst promised.

The table backed him up with a chorus of raised glasses. The party around them rolled on. Sydney didn’t speak much. She focused on these people. Her father’s people. Men and women who said what they meant, without filtering their words to fit any sort of impression they were trying to make. People who tolerated no pretense or guile.

People who didn’t have secrets they’d be willing to give up their infant child to protect.

Sydney shook that thought out of her head.

Horst reached into his breast pocket, pulled out his cellphone, and answered it. He must have had it set to vibrate. There was no way to hear its ringing over the boisterous crowd and the classic rock Horst had programmed the jukebox to play. She watched the good-natured jocularity disappear from his face as he listened to whoever was on the other end.

“Yeah…yeah…when?” Horst looked at his watch. “Who’s there now?…I’ll bring Jillian.”

At the sound of her name, Detective Jillian Kohler set down her beer and focused her attention on Horst. Then the entire table stopped speaking and did the same.

“Yeah, I know where that is,” Horst continued. “Give me seven minutes. Eight on the outside.” He closed the phone, drained the last of his beer, and pointed to Jillian. “We’re up, slugger.”

Jillian stood without a single comment or question.

Horst once again laid his hand on Sydney’s shoulder. “Sorry to leave such a swell party, Syd. Duty calls.”

She remembered many nights like this. Her father settled into dinner or a ball game on TV. Then came the phone call that would pull him away from his family. He always went. Her mother had taught her early never to complain.

“It’s his job,” she’d say. “Be proud. Dad belongs to more than us.”

“Can I ask you something?” Horst turned to Sydney. “Over there?”

She walked to the corner he indicated.

“That drunk,” Horst asked. “The one you sent home in a cab. That wouldn’t happen to have been the mayor’s wife, would it?”

Sydney hesitated. She liked to keep the confidences of her patrons. Then again, Phoebe Millerman had made a show of letting everyone there know who she was.

“It was. She said she was waiting for her husband. Am I allowed to ask why you want to know?”

Horst looked her square in the eye. “Because she told a police officer she’d been at Hush Money since it opened.”

“Is she all right? Did the cab have an accident or something?”

“No. But now she knows why her husband didn’t meet her for cocktails and dinner.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s dead on the floor at home.”


Chapter 4

NOW

Shouldn’t there be more stars out? The young woman walked through the night. She recalled nothing specific about the reason she was headed through the neighborhood of stately older homes, but she had the sense her feet knew where to take her. They steered her away from the well-lit main thoroughfares and kept her in the darkened realm of residential streets.

Why am I so tired? Am I supposed to keep walking? A thought came to her that she hadn’t a clue to whom she was asking all these questions. Nor did she expect an answer. Somehow, though, the questions kept her anchored. The walking seemed directed. I need to be somewhere else. The realization was insistent and clear. Each time it came to her she strained to think of where it was she was supposed to be.

Keep walking was the only response her mind could give her. Every now and then she’d hear voices. People sitting on their porches. A delicate tinkling in between soft conversation. That’s ice. I’m thirsty. I can’t ask them. That would be rude. Keep walking.

She turned her face away from the glare of headlights as cars passed by. When a car approached from behind her, she focused on the sidewalk, somehow realizing yet not truly believing that the shadow cast there was hers. She had no notion of how long she’d been putting one foot in front on the other, but she did know her legs were tired. She stopped at a corner and read the street signs.

Odana and Nakoma.

Her feet led her south on Nakoma Road. The houses grew even grander. Set farther back from the road. She couldn’t hear any voices now. The only sound came from the occasional passing car. As she walked on, the houses on the left side of the road disappeared, replaced by an urban forest.

I could stop here. I could rest. She followed a dirt trail into the woods and walked straight toward a giant oak. She sat at its base, leaned her back against the trunk. It didn’t occur to her to be afraid. She didn’t wonder if she was trespassing. All she knew was that she was exhausted. It had been a long time since she had left that dead man. It’s done.

She closed her eyes and gave in to the fatigue. Her next awareness was that she was very cold. She opened her eyes and saw little distinction between the blackness of her slumber and the deep dark of the forest. She tried to yawn in a chestful of cool night air. Her tongue felt stuck to the roof of her mouth. She stretched, stood, leaned against the mighty oak, and stared straight ahead to the faint glow of streetlights. I have to use the bathroom.

She glanced left and right. The darkness was deep enough to conceal her. She lowered her trousers, squatted, and relieved herself next to the tree that had offered her sanctuary.

Then she resumed her walk under the moonless sky.

She focused on the sound of her feet as they led her down Seminole Highway. He’s dead, her right foot would call out. I’m glad, her left foot answered. Mile after mile her mind was filled with the call-and-response of her steps. The walking erased her chill. She wasn’t certain if it was her arboreal nap or the crisp night air that reenergized her. She didn’t need to know. She needed only to keep walking.

She stopped at one corner. The signs told her it was Seminole and Warwick.

Not much farther.

Her mind didn’t offer specifics. Then again, it wasn’t being particularly generous with anything that evening. But her feet proved loyal and she answered their fidelity with submission. She turned west on Warwick. The houses weren’t grand here. Not at all. Small boxes crowded close together. Dogs barking. Cars parked on lawns.

Two blocks later she came to one particular house and stopped, staring. There’s a key under the third rock. There’s food inside. There’s a bed.

She didn’t question how she knew these things. She got the key, opened the door, and stepped into a home she intuitively knew belonged to her. She went first to the kitchen, where she cupped her hands under the faucet and drank her fill. Then she turned down a small hallway to a bedroom that seemed familiar.

Take a shower. Clean yourself. Burn your clothes.

An awareness flickered deep in her subconscious. Her brain was giving her more than instructions. It was handing her a warning.

Now! Do it now!

But her exhaustion was total. She stumbled to a bed she knew was hers and collapsed.

I’ll listen tomorrow. I promise.


Chapter 5

NOW

It was nearly midnight when Sydney passed the wrought-iron railing at 1 North Pinckney, descended the staircase, and entered the Low Down Blues. She raised her hand to the man onstage. Jimmy “Slow Kick” Williams returned the greeting with a small nod and never missed a beat as he sat with his Fender Stratocaster across his knees, singing the sad tale of a lover who left him with nothing but an already-used bag of Lipton tea. Sydney walked straight to the bar. Four seats were open. She chose the one on the corner.

“I wasn’t sure we’d see you tonight.” The man behind the bar poured a generous serving of chilled pinot grigio and handed it to her. “How’d it go?”

Sydney took a long sip. “Opening night’s done. Let’s say that.”

“Let’s say more.” Clay Hawthorne leaned a toned arm against the bar. “Any woman brave enough to open two restaurants on the same night has things to teach me.”

Sydney laughed. “About insanity, maybe. And what’s with you? Since when does the owner take a shift behind the bar?”

“Since he caught his regularly scheduled guy coking up in the bathroom.”

“Oh, no! The new guy? What’s his name? Faldo?”

“Falbo,” Clay corrected. “And yeah. Him. Third night on the job.”

“So he just left?”

“I gave him a choice. Get the hell out or I call the cops. You’ll learn, Syd. One whiff you’re running an establishment that tolerates that kind of crap, and you’re hip deep in lowlifes by next Tuesday.”

“So you’re manning the bar.”

Clay’s smile was warm. “You’ll learn that, too. Being the owner isn’t all glitz and glam. Every screwup comes back to you. Sometimes you gotta cover. It’s not bad. Francie’s on, too. I’m just her backup. Now tell me about tonight. All good?”

“All good.”

“What’s the big story of the grand opening?”

“Mayor’s dead.”

Clay’s smile turned playful. “Your fancy chef poisoned him?”

“I’m serious. A couple of cops had to leave Ten-Ten when they got a call.”

“What happened?” Clay wasn’t smiling anymore. “I thought Millerman was some kind of fitness fanatic. Always biking around the square in those tight shorts nobody looks good in. Forever running those 10Ks.”

“Beats me. I suppose we’ll read all about it in the morning paper. His wife was at Hush Money tonight. Waiting for him. None too pleased, either. I can’t imagine what she’s feeling now, knowing the reason he didn’t show was because he was dead.”

Clay excused himself to pour drinks for a couple at the other end of the bar. Sydney leaned back and listened to Slow Kick sing about how he needed his lady to give him a fourteenth chance. She sipped her wine and felt the tension of the day fall away. This place had that effect on her. She’d returned to Madison two years ago after eighteen months of traveling and heard about the blues club that had opened during her absence. The Low Down Blues had brilliant acoustics, and Clay had connections that allowed him not only to attract the best local talent but also to book major artists from Chicago, St. Louis, and New Orleans. She had quickly become a regular.

Slow Kick finished his tune and announced he was taking a break. Sydney joined the rest of Clay’s customers in generous applause. Then she settled back and watched Francie and Clay display an effortless choreography as they filled the wave of drink orders Slow Kick’s break had sparked. When their activity quieted to a more regular pace, Sydney saw Francie give Clay a shove and an encouraging grin. He untied his apron as he walked toward the stage, tossing it aside before he sat on the bench behind a Steinway baby grand. He adjusted the mike and leaned in.

“This one’s for a friend of mine. Lady’s starting a new adventure tonight.”

Clay flexed his fingers before laying them on the keys. Then he bowed his head and closed his eyes, and the room filled with the notes of a rippling concerto. Sydney recognized it as a piece by Erik Satie and wondered how this classical piece would go over with Low Down’s blues-loving crowd. But as they ceased their chatter and set their drinks aside, she realized they were as enthralled by Clay’s masterful musicianship as she was. His hands moved across the keyboard with effortless precision, commanding the magnificent instrument to produce a soul-soothing tapestry of celestial sound. Two minutes into the piece, Clay raised his head, opened his eyes, and shifted the pace of his play in a seamless segue to a swinging, laid-back Rat Pack tempo. He leaned into the mike and let his smooth tenor voice bring life to the words of an old Carolyn Leigh promise.

“The best is yet to come and, babe, won’t that be fine?”

Sydney let the music, the wine, and the comfort of the space sweep her away from the anxiety of opening night. Forty minutes later, as Slow Kick finished his last set, she realized she was relaxed enough to sleep.

“And remember,” Slow Kick announced as he packed away his guitar, “last call was two tunes ago. Ms. Francie don’t take to folks dawdling about when she’s trying to close up. No matter how big you tip her…and you best tip that woman good. Come back tomorrow if you’re so inclined. We’ll roll them blues a little farther on down the road for ya.”

The lights came up. Sydney tucked a twenty-dollar bill under her now-empty wineglass and bade good night to Francie, who was wiping down the far end of the bar.

“Tell Clay I appreciated the sentiment of his song,” she said.

“Tell him yourself. He told me not to let you go before he said good night.”

“That’s right.” Clay came up behind her. Sydney turned to face him, aware, as always, of how much she liked the way time was beginning to frost the ends of his thick, dark hair. “Got something for you, Syd.”

“Advice for my first Saturday night?”

“Something you’ll need more than that.” Clay pulled a wooden bat from behind his back. Tied with a red velvet ribbon.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“It’s a Louisville Slugger. Forty-six ounces of perfectly hewn ash.”

“I…gee…I guess I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t know what this is for, do you?”

“It’s a bat. One uses it to hit baseballs.”

Clay looked her up and down. Sydney felt a flush of heat under his appraising gaze.

“You don’t look like your typical ballplayer.”

“Now you notice.”

“Oh, I notice, Syd.” His gray eyes teased hers. “This is for you. You may own a joint that’s six leagues higher than mine, but it’s got a bar. And anybody with a bar needs a bat.”

“For what?”

“Enforcement.”

Sydney shook her head. “Hush Money’s for the Brie-and-Chablis crowd. I don’t think I’ll be needing any strong-arm tactics.”

He handed her the bat. “Trust me. I know what I’m doin’. Take that and tuck it behind the bar. Show everyone who works for you where it is. When you need it, and you’re gonna need it, it’ll be there. Then come back here after. I’ll buy you a drink and let you tell me the story.”

She felt the heft of the bat and chuckled at the thought of swinging it at one of Madison’s elite. “But I have two bars. What am I to do with only one bat?”

Clay shrugged. “You got Roscoe Donovan driving Ten-Ten. I’ll bet my liquor license he’s already got one stashed.” He rested his hand on her shoulder. She realized it was the first time he’d ever touched her. Her body’s instant response told her it would be okay if it wasn’t the last. “Congratulations, Sydney. Really. Big things are going to happen for you.”

He squeezed her shoulder, said good night, and walked away, calling out to Slow Kick to ask if he had a moment.

Sydney reached up to feel the spot on her shoulder he’d touched. Then she slid her velvet-bowed bat under her arm and headed home.


Chapter 6

FIVE WEEKS AGO

“You’re already twenty minutes late.” Phoebe Millerman stood in the doorway to her kitchen. “Can’t you grab another cup of coffee downtown?”

Roger Millerman looked up from his newspaper and peered at her over those half-moon reading glasses she hated so much. Phoebe knew her husband thought they made him look intelligent.

If you ever glanced toward a mirror, she thought, you’d see they make you look like the assistant accountant at a discount shoe warehouse.

“I’m the mayor. It would be pointless for them to start the meeting without me. Come. Sit. When’s the last time we had breakfast together?”

“The last election. You and me down at Mickey’s Dairy Bar, remember? Your campaign manager figured a photo of you sharing waffles with your wife would make you more appealing to conservative voters.”

Roger raised his eyebrow the way he always did whenever she cut through his line of bull.

“Well then,” he said. “It’s been too long. At least you can share a cup of coffee with me, can’t you?”

Phoebe sighed. Then she took a seat at the old maple table her grandmother had given them when they moved into their first home. Back then they’d used it as a dining table. Roger had laughed and said they’d tell all their friends it was an antique heirloom.

“We’ll be the only ones who know it’s just plain old,” he’d said.

That was more than twenty years ago.

They’d sat at this table every night during Roger’s first run for city alderman. She’d outline his schedule for the next day. He’d tell her who had promised campaign donations. Together they’d strategize how best to get the word out that Roger had a vision for their Near West neighborhood. One that fit the desires of the people who lived on its quiet, tree-lined streets. One he’d make sure was taken into account as the city grew.

Their dining room table was grander now. Replaced two weeks before Roger had first been sworn in as mayor.

“We’ll be entertaining,” he’d told her. “We need something more stately.”

So her grandmother’s maple table was moved into the kitchen.

“I’ll be gone three days next week.” He poured her a cup of coffee from an insulated carafe. “Portland. They’ve had a light-rail service for several years now. It might be just the thing we need here. Connect the East Side with the West.”

“This trip just come up?”

“I scheduled it last week.” He gave her a quick wink. “You’ve been so busy I haven’t had time to chat with you about it.”

“I’m here every night.”

He pushed his plate of toast and eggs aside. “Can we not do this, please? I’d hoped we could have a pleasant breakfast together. If you’re not up to that, can we please share at least a cup of coffee without you nagging or needing?”

She felt the sting of his criticism square in her gut. A sense of shame immediately followed it. She picked up her mug and cupped it in her hands, hoping the warmth would ease her discomfort.

“We don’t get out enough.” His tone was cheery again. She knew that was the closest she’d get to an apology. “How about we do dinner one night next week. Just you and me. You can bring me up to date on all the doings in your life. Tell me what’s got you coming and going out of this house like you’re the busiest buzzer in the hive. How’s that sound?”

Sounds like you need another picture in the paper.

“We got a card the other day,” she said. “Some new restaurant’s opening down on the square. It’s called Hush Money. Isn’t that clever? Cecile says the chef is supposed to be some kind of famous. Seems like the thing for the mayor to be at on opening night.”

Roger nodded. “I’ve seen the renovation they’re doing. Building used to be a bank. When’s it opening?”

“First Friday in June. No reservations. That’s different, isn’t it?”

“That’s more than a month away. Can’t I get a date with my best girl before that?”

Phoebe’s breath left her. A cold shiver raced down her spine. She set her mug down before her suddenly weak arms failed beneath its weight.

“Who is it?” she asked.

“Who’s who?”

“You know damn well who. Who’s the woman you’re sleeping with these days?”

Roger shook his head. Slowly. Like he was already tired of the conversation she had just now begun.

“Phoebe, stop.”

“Don’t tell me to stop!” She was surprised at the fury in her voice. “You haven’t shown one bit of interest in me or what I’m doing in months. Now you’re off to Portland but want to make sure we’re seen in public. I know the pattern, Roger. I’ve lived through it too many times. Somebody’s seen you with her. You’re worried about rumors and want to send a message that all’s well on the home front. Who is she?”

He wiped his lips with one of the monogrammed napkins her cousin had embroidered for them as a wedding gift. The fabric, once the color of clover in May, had faded to a dingy gray after so many years of service. He pushed himself back from the table and stood.

“I have a meeting. As you pointed out, I’m already late.”

Phoebe stood and blocked his exit.

“Who is she? I have a right to know who’s fucking my husband!”

He grabbed her by both arms, his fingers digging deep as he shifted her out of his way.

“I mean it!” She was shrieking now. “You sure as hell aren’t sleeping with me! Tell me who it is you are!”

“Leave it alone, Phoebe.”

“Just tell me her name!”

He stepped toward her. The anger in his eyes was enough to force her back several steps. Oddly, when he spoke, his voice was calm.

“Take a look at yourself, Phoebe. I mean it. Go stand in front of a mirror and take a good long look at those fifty extra pounds you’re carrying. See those floating tents you call dresses. Those god-awful leather sandals you insist are so comfortable. Look long and hard. Then give me the name of anyone who would blame me for reaching for something more readily identifiable as female.”

“You’re a bastard,” she whispered.

“Some women have the excuse of pregnancy to explain their descent into dowdiness. But you don’t have that, do you?”

Shame washed over her again. Hot. Smothering. Urging her to disappear.

“You need to settle down. Learn to live the life you have,” he continued. “You’re the mayor’s wife. You could make something of that if you let yourself crawl out of that bastion of self-pity you’ve spent so many years constructing. And if things go the way I think they’re going to, you could be the next first lady of the great state of Wisconsin.” His voice twisted into a sneer. “You might be surprised what women would be willing to do to fill that role.”

He walked away. Then, at the door, he stopped.

“I leave for Portland on Saturday morning. Make a reservation for the two of us for dinner on Friday night. Pick a place on the North Side. It’s been too long since I’ve been seen there. Call my office and tell them where you’ve chosen. They’ll let the press know.”

He left before she had a chance to refuse.


Chapter 7

NOW

It was the noise that roused her. She’d been asleep. She wished the noise would go away so she could sleep again.

“Windy?”

The voice sounded muffled. Far away. Then the noise came again.

I should know what that sound is. Her brain continued to taunt her.

“Windy? You in there? Open up. I gotta get to the bank before Frank gets home.”

She looked around the room and experienced the same sense of belonging she’d felt the night before.

This is my bedroom. This is where I live.

The sound came again. A wisp of fog lifted in her recollection.

That’s knocking. On a door.

“Damn it, Windy! I’m using the key! I get opening-night celebrations and all, but you gotta wake up!”

Her body raged against her when she tried to sit. Like she’d lain in one spot so long any fluid lubricating her joints had dried up. The ache in her bones complemented a stabbing pain in her head. She squinted tired eyes against sunlight blazing through the window.

A different sound came. This one she knew.

“Mommy! Mommy! Look what I made!”

A door opening. Footsteps. Running.

Another set of footsteps. Slower.

“Windy? You still in bed?”

A little girl tumbled into the room. Light brown hair. Soft. With curls gathered into a thick ponytail. Brown eyes seemingly too large for her delicate face. Eyes suddenly wide with fear.

“Mommy!”

In an instant her confusion lifted. The dripping dam of her mind burst, broken apart by the sight of her daughter and flooding her with recollections and remorse.

A woman stopped midstep as she entered the room. She recognized her, too. Aubree Daniels. She lived two doors down. Nice enough to watch Gabby when she had to work. Too good for that son of a bitch Frank.

Windy Fields tried to offer her neighbor and daughter a reassuring smile. The effort overwhelmed her and accentuated the pain inside her skull.

“What the hell happened?” Aubree hurried toward her. “Windy! You’re a mess! What’s wrong? Were you mugged or something? This damned neighborhood. It’s getting so a person can’t walk down the street.” Aubree knelt by the side of the bed and held Windy’s head in both hands. “Honey, what is this? What happened?”

“You’re muddy, Mommy!” Gabby jumped onto the bed and crawled behind her mother. “And you got leaves and burrs on you. Did you sleep outside, Mommy? Without me?”

Windy groaned in pain as her daughter’s movement rocked the bed.

“Gabby, honey, go put your backpack in your bedroom.” Aubree’s eyes stayed on Windy as she spoke. “Then be a big girl and get a bottle of Coke from the fridge, okay? Mommy looks like she could use a little treat.”

“Did you go camping, Mommy?”

“Gabby!” Aubree’s tone reflected her years of experience working in daycare centers. “Get your things to your room. Now!”

Gabby hopped off the bed and out of the room without a murmur of protest. Aubree waited until she was gone.

“What happened, sweetie?” she whispered. “You want I should call the cops?”

Windy tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry.

“No,” she finally managed to croak. “No.”

“You got blood all caked up in your hair!” Aubree stood to get a better look. “And a goose egg that just won’t quit. Gabby’s right. You got sticks and mud all over your back. Not to mention the front of your…” Aubree’s whisper grew more urgent. “That’s not mud. On your blouse. That’s not mud!” She began to fumble with buttons but Windy pushed her hands away.

“Honey, that’s blood on you.” Aubree wasn’t whispering anymore. “You’re hurt. You gotta let me take a look and see how bad this is.”

“I’m okay. I just need a shower is all.”

“Like hell that’s all you need. What the hell happened to you?”

“Mommy! Mommy!” Gabby’s voice called out from the front room. “There’s police cars outside! Two police cars! Come see!”

Aubree turned, but Windy grabbed her arm before she could leave the room.

“Let me get them.” Aubree squirmed but Windy held tight. “If you won’t tell me what happened, at least let them take you to the hospital or something.”

“I don’t need them,” Windy insisted. “I need a shower and I need a nap.”

Aubree looked down at Windy’s grip. “You’re scaring me. What’s got you so spooked?”

A loud bang on the front door startled them both. Windy lost her hold and Aubree stepped back.

“Mommy! The policemen are knocking on our door! One of them’s a lady! I wanna be a lady policeman when I get growed!”

More bangs. Aubree’s eyes locked onto Windy’s.

“Open the door, Gabby,” Aubree called. “Let the lady policeman in.”

Windy looked down at the floor when she heard her front door open.

“Hello.” Windy heard a gentle voice. “What’s your name?”

Windy strained to hear her daughter’s words, but none came. Gabby knew not to talk to strangers. Even if it was a lady policeman.

“Are you here alone?” the gentle voice asked.

Windy glanced up to see Aubree’s attention still riveted on her.

“We’re back here, Officer,” Aubree called out. “Down the hall. Bedroom.”

Determined footsteps approached. Four strangers entered Windy’s small bedroom. Two, one of whom must have been the lady policeman Gabby admired, wore the uniforms of the Madison Police Department. The other two—one man, one woman—were dressed in civilian clothes. The plainclothes woman spoke first. Windy recognized her voice as the one who’d spoken to Gabby at the door.

“I’m Detective Jillian Kohler.”

A preposterous thought leaped into Windy’s mind. A detective, huh? You got two women here. One clean and shiny. The other bloody and grimy. Which one of us is the person you’ve come to see?

“My partner here is Horst Welke.”

The man in plainclothes grunted his greeting. All four officers kept their focus on Windy.

Bingo! You got me.

“Wanda Fields? You look more than a little banged up. We’d like to ask you a few questions, but it looks like a trip to the hospital might be a higher priority.” Detective Kohler turned to Aubree. “And you are?”

“Neighbor. Aubree Daniels. What d’ya mean questions? What’s this about?”

“How long have you been here, Ms. Daniels?” This time the male detective spoke. Windy watched Jillian Kohler write down Aubree’s name.

“We—by that I mean Gabby and me—we got here like two minutes before you pulled up.”

“Gabby’s your little girl?” the man asked.

Aubree shook her head. “She’s Windy’s daughter. I watch her when her mom goes to work.”

“Windy?” he asked.

“Sorry,” Aubree said. “Gabby’s Wanda’s daughter. Everybody calls her Windy on account of her being from Chicago and all.”

“But not me! I’m not from Chicago!” Gabby wiggled through the maze of adult legs to stand by her mother. “I was borned right here. Mommy came special so it could happen. That’s right, huh, Mommy?”

Windy’s hand felt like it weighed a hundred pounds as she lifted it to touch her daughter’s cheek. “That’s right, baby.” She choked on her words. “Just you and me.”

“Ms. Daniels.” Jillian Kohler’s voice was gentle. “Would you be willing to stay with Gabby while Ms. Fields comes with us?”

“She needs a doctor. She’s got a gash on her head.” Aubree pointed toward Windy’s blouse. “You can see for yourself how much it’s been bleeding. And from the looks of it, she’s got some cuts or something on her chest, too. She needs a hospital is what she needs.”

“I’d have to agree with you,” Detective Welke said. “So how ’bout it? Can you stay with the kid while we get her mom checked out? We can always get someone from CPS down here if it’s a hassle.”

“No! No problem at all.” Aubree waved Gabby toward her. “C’mon, kiddo.”

Gabby wrapped herself around Windy’s arm. “I wanna stay with Mommy.”

“Mommy’s got to get fixed up, sweetie.” Detective Kohler’s voice was reassuring. “She’ll be okay. I promise.”

“C’mon, Gabby.” Aubree looked frightened as she ushered the little girl out of the room. “You call me, Windy. You need anything, you call me. Gabby will be safe at my house till you get back. Don’t worry about a thing, you hear me?”

Everyone waited until the closing front door signaled Aubree and Gabby were out of the house.

Windy looked toward the two detectives as the officers in uniforms came to stand on either side of her. She spoke directly to the woman detective who’d been so kind to Gabby.

“You want to ask me about the mayor, don’t you?”


Chapter 8

FIVE WEEKS AGO

“Well, goddamn it! Tell him I’m about to pull the plug on the whole fucking mess!”

Windy hesitated in the doorway when she heard the mayor screaming to someone on the other end of his phone.

Maybe he’s changed his mind. Maybe he doesn’t have time for this after all. Her hopes evaporated when he looked up and waved her in. Windy kept her eyes down, studying the intricate carpet pattern of his in-home office while he continued his rant. Still she felt his stare.

“You tell that son of a bitch there’s no way I’m stepping one foot in a hotel that doesn’t use union labor. You got that? I’ll have a picket line set up so fast his fat ass will explode.”

She wondered what the person on the other end of the line did when the mayor got like this. How did he or she react when he boomed out his warnings?

Maybe whoever it is doesn’t have to worry about his threats.

“Listen,” the mayor continued, “I don’t have time for this shit. You tell that no-good cocksucker that if he wants me smiling up there on the podium, urging my constituents to look fondly at all the benefits his construction project will bring to the East Side, he’s going to have to find a new venue. I’ll have Madeline send over a list of places that use union workers exclusively. He’s just going to have to cough up the extra dollars to pay them.”

He tossed his cellphone onto his desk and shook his head.

“Politics!” he shouted. “Windy, you don’t know how good you have it. Your job’s simple. You come in. A place is dirty. You know what you have to do to clean it up, and by God, you go ahead and get it done. Quick and easy. Nice and simple. In and out and on to the next.”

Is that the way you see it?

“Maybe so,” she said.

She stood where she was. Focused on the carpet.

Maybe he has an extra chore for me around the house. Maybe that’s why he called me.

“I like that blouse you’re wearing.” His voice was calmer now. “What do you call that color?”

She didn’t look up. “Brown.”

He roared with laughter. “Hell, I know that. I mean, what’s the fancy name for it? You women. Nothing can ever be straightforward with you. Nothing’s ever brown. It’s fawn or sable or desert sand. Some piece of fluff like that. Come on over here. Let me get a look at the material. Maybe you and I can come up with a better descriptor for it than plain old brown.”

She glanced to her left. Toward the window. It was raining. Not hard. Just enough to make the tulips in his garden dance.

“I said come over here.”

She looked his way. He’d slid his chair away from his desk. Sat with his legs splayed apart. She saw his erection from across the room.

She stayed where she was.

The smile on his face vanished. “Are we going to go through this again? C’mon, Windy. You’re a big girl now. With big-girl responsibilities. What’s your daughter’s name again? Abby?”

Gabby. Her name is Gabby. But you don’t deserve to know that.

“Where’s Mrs. Millerman?”

“You don’t have to worry about her. Phoebe’s got a meeting with the good folks at Head Start. After that it’s drinks with the League of Women Voters.” His lips curled and his eyes shifted into a leer. “Unless that makes you hot. Should we pretend we have to be quiet? Or that we need to hurry? Does the thought of us getting caught make your panties moist?” He wiggled back in his leather chair. “What the hell? I’m up for it. Come on. Let’s get started.” He shifted his tone to a more urgent register. “My wife’s due back any minute and I can’t bear another second without your luscious mouth on my cock. Come to me, Windy.”

She didn’t move.

“I said my wife’s coming home soon. She might discover us. I need to feel those tits of yours.”

She stood motionless.

“What the hell?” His voice wasn’t playful anymore. “This was your game, girl. You in or you out? Doesn’t matter to me. So long as I get some tension relieved before the council meeting tonight. I was just trying to get your juices flowing.”

When she still didn’t approach him, he sighed. Then stood. Then reached into his pocket and pulled out some folded bills. He walked toward her, the money pinched between his first two fingers.

“I know what you need.” He stopped when he was close enough she could see the sweat on his upper lip. “Single mom. No education. I can help you.” He traced the neckline of her blouse. Slipped the money into her bra. “But it’s a two-way street, isn’t it? I’m nice to you.”

He took his hand away and rubbed his erection, still keeping his eyes on her mouth. She felt his warm breath on her face.

“It’s time to be nice to me.”

She felt his hands on her shoulders, pressing her down.

I can take Gabby to McDonald’s tonight. Or maybe pizza. She likes the place with the paper tablecloths she can color on.

The textured carpet scraped against her knees.

We’ll go to the park afterward. She’ll giggle when I push her on the swing. “Higher, Mommy,” she’ll say. “Higher.”

The sound of his zipper was loud so close to her ear.

Her little belly will be so full she’ll fall right to sleep when I tuck her in.

Windy closed her eyes and opened her mouth.


Chapter 9

NOW

Sydney’s eyes jerked open. The room was dark. Silent.

I must have been dreaming.

She pulled her down comforter up around her shoulders, closed her eyes, and settled deep into her mattress. Her mind drifted back to the Low Down Blues. Clay’s hand on her shoulder. The silly bat he’d given her as an opening-night gift. She hoped the images would inspire warm dreams as she felt herself being pulled back into the comforting arms of sleep.

Then her eyes jerked open again.

I’m not dreaming now.

She focused on the ambient sounds in her condo.

Was it a scraping? A movement? What was that?

She stayed motionless in her bed, straining her concentration for any repeat of the sound she was now certain she’d heard. Several moments passed. She heard nothing. Drawing in a long breath of courage, she clicked on her bedside lamp, pulled herself up on one elbow, and surveyed her room.

Everything as it should be.

She sat up, still monitoring her space. Still not hearing again what she’d heard a moment ago. She grabbed her robe from the foot of her bed and stood. She tied the sash tightly around her waist and headed to the closed bedroom door.

I’m eight floors up. What, do I think Spider-Man has somehow climbed the side of this building?

She opened the door, felt across the wall with her hand, and flipped the light switch, bathing her living and dining rooms in soft overhead glow. The lights of downtown Madison shimmered beyond floor-to-ceiling windows. To the south, Lake Monona was an ebony void. She scanned the rooms.

Everything as it should be.

She walked around the space, looking for something that might have fallen off a shelf. Finding nothing, she went into her kitchen. The small lamp she kept on the counter, the one shaped like a chicken that Ronnie had gotten her when she bought her condo, was on.

I must have been so tired I forgot to turn it off.

The clock on the range glowed amber numbers.

2:19.

She pulled a glass from the cabinet, filled it with chilled water from the refrigerator door, and downed it in two long swallows. She put the glass in the sink, turned off the chicken lamp, and headed back to bed. As she passed through the living room, she stopped to double-check her entry door.

The knob turned easily in her hand.

She looked back over her shoulder into the space she’d made her home. Then she opened the front door. The hallway was lit, as always. She looked to her right, then her left and saw nothing but an empty carpeted corridor and the front doors of her three neighbors. She closed her door, double-checked the lock, and made her way back to her bedroom. She could almost hear her mother’s voice in her brain, clucking that Sydney had too much going on. Too many irons in the fire. Forgetting basic safety rules was surely a sign that she was distracted. Another thought nagged, too.

I never forget to lock that door.

—

Sydney didn’t want to open her eyes. It had taken her nearly an hour to fall back asleep. But her phone wasn’t going to answer itself. She glared at her bedside clock and groaned. 9:47. Roland would have been to the farmers’ market three hours ago. He was probably calling to shame her for not accompanying him. She reached for the phone, preparing herself for her chef’s sharp tone.

“I need to be stripped of my best-friend status.”

Sydney laughed at Veronica Pernod’s opening gambit.

“And hello to you, too.”

“I was dressed, ready to go. I wanted to be the first customer through Hush Money’s door. But…”

“Somebody went into labor?”

“Right. This woman’s been trying to get pregnant for four years. When she finally did, she had complications that left her bedridden her last trimester. I was going to induce next week, but the twins decided to stage their own event.”

“Twins!”

“Healthy baby girl and one fragile baby boy. Little fellow gave us a scare when he first arrived, but he should be okay. Can you forgive me?”

“Of course. It’s all part of the deal when you have the best darned fertility specialist in the state for a bestie. You get any sleep?”

“An hour or so. I’m coming tonight, Syd. Promise. Now, tell me everything about opening night.”

Sydney had first met Veronica on her very first day of kindergarten. Her teacher, Mrs. Brandeis, had tried her best to coax Sydney to join the other children at the play table, but Sydney held on to her mother’s leg as though it were the only thing separating her from the bowels of hell. Then a towheaded girl, bigger than the other kids starting their educational journey, came up to her and took her hand.

“Come with me,” she said. “We’ll do this together.”

Through elementary school the girls were two puppies chasing each other’s tails. Veronica was an academic star from day one. She taught Sydney how to organize the worksheets and study guides accompanying their lessons. Weekends typically found Veronica at the Richardsons’ house on Hoyt Street, trying to escape the anger and hostility at her own home. In the coolness of the cinder-block basement, Veronica played teacher, coaching Sydney to straight A’s year after year. In middle school Sydney became Veronica’s champion, standing up to the bullies who believed Veronica’s chubby legs and lingering baby fat were fair targets for torture. When Veronica left high school their sophomore year to begin the early-entry scholars program at the University of Wisconsin, Sydney took it upon herself to remind her friend that despite the study load and high expectations of the faculty, she was still a teenager. She found ways to sneak the brainiac out of the scholars’ dorm a couple of times a month to meet up with friends at the mall.

Veronica graduated from the university a week before Sydney graduated from West High School. Nancy and Joe called the party they threw a joint celebration when they learned Veronica’s parents had been so busy battling each other that they’d let the occasion slip by. And when Sydney moved into the dorm the following September, she was the only freshman who had a first-year medical student as a roommate.

Sydney never regretted being Nancy and Joe’s only child. Ronnie was all the sister she’d ever need.

“Let’s see,” Ronnie teased over the phone. “Hush Money opened at five. I’ll bet your prima donna chef had his first meltdown no later than six.”

“Off by a long shot. He was screeching at the kitchen staff before the doors even opened.”

“And of course he recovered enough to accept the evening’s accolades.”

“You should have seen him, Ronnie. Prancing through the dining room like a poodle who’d just won Westminster.” Sydney paused. “Have you seen a paper this morning?”

“You mean the mayor?” The two women had always been like this. No need to explain what the other was thinking. “I heard it on the radio. No details. I always got the impression he was some kind of health nut. They’re always the first ones to bite it. Like I try to tell you, a Twinkie a day keeps the Reaper at bay.”

“Should I write that down, Doctor?”

“You should. Hush Money’s farm-to-table menu might be enhanced by a little deep-fried something.”

Sydney laughed. “Can you imagine the critics’ reactions to that?”

“Hey, charge eighteen dollars and call it Oil-Bathed Chocolate Decadence and they’ll never recognize it as a batter-dipped Ho Ho. You’ll start a new craze.” Ronnie reset her tone to serious. “You think they were there?”

Sydney didn’t need to ask her friend to clarify the question. “I don’t know. I did this open-seating thing. No reservations.”

“So you don’t have names.”

“No. Besides, what does it take to give a maître d’ a fake name?”

“True, that. They’ve been hiding pretty well all these years. Still, Hush Money got a lot of preopening publicity. They might have shown.”

Sydney’s mind flashed on the faces she’d seen the night before. There’d been a couple at table nine, more formally dressed than the typical Madisonian. They could have been the right age. Another woman with champagne hair had lingered at the bar for nearly two hours. She’d left without eating. Sydney estimated her age as late forties, maybe early fifties. Would that be too young?

“I can’t let myself think about that right now.” Sydney threw back the covers and sat up. “I’m going to grab some breakfast, then take a run before heading down to the restaurant. What time do you want me to hold a table for you?”

“How about six? That’ll give me time to check in with the new mama and her twins.”

“You got it. Table for two?”

“You wish. Seat me at the bar. I’ll have a glass of wine and an appetizer. Then I’ll head over to Ten-Ten and grab a burger.”

Sydney was about to launch into yet another lecture on how Ronnie needed to develop a social life when her phone pinged.

“I’ll see you around six,” she said instead. “I got another call. Fingers crossed the place hasn’t burned down. Get some rest!”

Sydney clicked free of her friend’s call and answered the one on hold.

“You’ll have to forget sleeping in, Syd. Running a restaurant’s an up-with-the-roosters kind of thing.”

“Morning, Mom.”

“I’m at Hush Money. I know I wasn’t supposed to be here till after noon, but something told me to get here early. Good thing I did.”

Sydney’s heart skipped at the concern in her mother’s voice. “What’s wrong?”

“Three guesses. And you’ll only need one.”

“What’s Roland upset about?”

“He’s got at least a half dozen boxes of produce he picked up at the market. The seafood guy just pulled up with his crates. Roland’s shouting about how he can’t do everything himself. If you want, I can hold up the phone and you can listen. Right now he’s halfway through reciting his list of awards as proof he shouldn’t have to work under such primitive conditions.”

“Can he be more specific?” Sydney could hear her chef yelling in the background.

“From what I can gather between shrieks, Bobby got here around nine-thirty. Started right in cleaning and chopping the vegetables. Pence and Jack strolled in about two minutes ago. I threw aprons at them and warned ’em we’d talk about punctuality.”

Sydney envisioned her early kitchen staff working around the giant wood-and-marble counters Roland had designed. “Who’s prepping the seafood?”

“No one. Windy was scheduled to be here at nine-thirty, just like the rest of ’em.”

“Did you call her house?”

“Twice already. Same as last night when she no-showed. No answer.”

“Did you try her cell?” The curiosity Sydney had felt the night before when Windy didn’t report for work grew into concern. “I hope everything’s okay with Gabby.”

“I don’t have her cell number. But if you give it to me I’ll gladly call and remind her of the basics of employment.”

She knew that tone. Six years ago her mother had given her ankle a bad sprain when she slipped on the ice while dragging a trash can to the curb during a particularly bitter February blizzard. She had been taken by ambulance and spent five hours in the ER. Still she had been at work the next morning, turning the OPEN sign over at six o’clock sharp and greeting her breakfast customers at the diner she had run for more than thirty years.

“That’s okay, Mom. I’ll call Windy. But can you do me a favor?”

“Already got my glove on, Syd. I’ll get those oysters shucked and cleaned while Roland warms up for his next performance.”

She could picture her mother going toe to toe with the master chef. Nancy Richardson was a five-foot-three, 175-pound fireball who never let anyone distract her from whatever mission she set herself to. This woman who had the gumption and grit to raise an abandoned infant as her own wouldn’t let anything as trivial as a high-strung chef interfere with that now fully grown child’s dream of running a first-class restaurant.

“I love you, Mom. I’ll call Windy. Hold down the fort till I get there?”

“You got doubts?”

Sydney smiled at the voice of the woman who’d taught her how to love. “Not a one. See you soon.”

She rubbed her eyes and readied herself for what might be a tough conversation. She’d seen a lot of potential in Windy. And even carrying more responsibility than anyone her age should be asked to shoulder, Windy had never disappointed her. Nancy hadn’t wanted to hire someone who’d never served before, but Windy had pleaded for the opportunity to show she was up to the task. Despite having no prior restaurant experience, Windy learned quickly and well. She showed her gratitude for the chance she’d been given by staying aloof from the gossiping cliques that always formed in the hospitality industry. Windy had bigger things on her mind, and Sydney admired Windy’s determination to raise her daughter on her own. Still, Sydney had an enterprise to run. If she couldn’t count on Windy, she’d have to make some changes.

She scrolled through her contact list and tapped the number she needed. The phone rang four times. The line opened, but no one spoke.

“Windy?” Sydney asked. “Are you there?”

A male voice responded. “Who’s this?” Stern.

Sydney was surprised. Windy had led her to believe she was single. “This is Sydney Richardson. I’m Windy’s employer. May I speak with her, please?”

The male voice softened. “Well, good morning, Kitz!”

There was only one person who called her Kitz. The man who had first met her when she was a gangly twelve-year-old. He’d said she reminded him of a baby deer and called her by the German word for “fawn” from that day to this.

“Horst? What’s going on? I’m calling one of my employees. What are you doing with her phone?”

“It’s sitting on a table while the doc examines her in the next room. It rang; I picked it up.”

“Doctor?” Sydney’s concern morphed into alarm. “Why are you with her? Has she been hurt? Is she okay?”

Detective Horst Welke’s voice was stern again. “That remains to be seen.”


Chapter 10

NOW

Sydney abandoned her plans for a run and called her mother.

“Windy’s in the hospital,” she explained. “I don’t know anything more than that right now. Horst is with her.”

“Horst? The police are involved?” Nancy asked. “Does this have anything to do with why she didn’t show up for work last night?”

“I don’t know. I’m going down there.”

“Of course you are. Don’t worry about anything here.”

Sydney hung up, took a quick shower, and grabbed a granola bar on her way out the door. Traffic was light as she drove her Mustang convertible out of her condominium’s garage and headed toward the hospital. She found a parking spot on the fourth floor of the parking structure and followed the sidewalks winding around the gigantic institution. As she walked in the bright June sunshine, the memory of another visit to the same emergency room came to her. Years ago. A few weeks before her sixteenth birthday. Dark, starless night. August heat, like a heavy, rusty-zippered parka, weighing down every step. She and her mother. Holding hands. Rushing into the lobby. A cluster of uniformed police officers standing by the doors. Their faces telegraphing the answer to an unasked question. Horst, his shirt soaked with Joe Richardson’s blood, stepping toward them with grieving eyes and open arms.

Sydney bit her lower lip and pushed away the painful recollection. She focused her attention on the people walking around her. Doctors, nurses, students…so many individuals dedicating their lives to saving others.

But no one could save Joe Richardson that August night nineteen years ago. She sent a silent wish to the universe that fate would bring Windy Fields’s ER visit a happier ending.

The waiting room held fewer than a dozen people. They sat in three distinct clusters, each pod of worried faces there to support one particular patient behind the double doors leading to the treatment area. A woman called out to her from the check-in desk. She was large, with upper arms straining the fabric of her neon-pink scrubs and a fleshy neck that seemed to have eaten her chin.

“Can I help you?” The woman’s hair was bright yellow and her lips were electric red. Sea-green earrings dangled above her hefty shoulders. A purple fabric lily was secured to her shirt by an oversize golden pin, the kind that might be used to hold a kilt closed. Sydney thought she looked like a box of crayons.

“I’m here to see someone. Windy Fields.” Sydney spelled the last name even though the woman didn’t ask.

“Do you have a medical emergency of your own?”

“No. No, I’m Windy’s employer. I understand she’s here.”

The colorful woman said nothing.

“Wanda. Wanda Fields. I’m sorry, I gave you her nickname. I’m here to see Wanda Fields.”

“Can’t help you.”

“Has she been released?” Sydney did a fast calculation. It couldn’t have been more than forty-five minutes since she hung up from Horst. “I was told she was with the doctor.”

“Who told you that?”

“Horst Welke. He’s the detective who’s with her.”

The woman’s wide face betrayed no emotion. “Can’t help you.”

Frustration yanked on Sydney’s nerves. “Is Windy all right?” She glanced down at the name tag hanging from the woman’s rainbow lanyard. “Please, Camille…can you let Windy know I’m out here?”

“Lady, I can’t tell you up from down. Don’t matter who told you what about who.” Camille looked past her. “Please step aside so I can take care of the people behind you.”

Sydney turned to see a worried woman standing with her hands on the shoulders of a boy who looked to be around ten years old. He wore a grass-stained soccer uniform. His cheeks were streaked with tears and he held his left arm close to his chest. She gave them both an encouraging smile.

“Sydney!” A woman’s voice pulled her attention to the opposite side of the room. Sydney recognized her as one of the people Horst had introduced the night before. The woman was coming from the treatment area and waved her over.

“Jillian Kohler,” she reminded. “I work with Horst.”

Sydney shook Jillian’s hand. “Are you here with him? With Windy? Excuse me, with Wanda?”

Jillian pointed to a bank of empty chairs. When they were seated, the detective pulled out a notebook. “How do you know Windy?”

“She works for me. Is she okay? She didn’t show up for work last night. Or again this morning. I called her cell and Horst answered. What’s going on? Is it Gabby?”

“Gabby’s fine. Cute little thing. She’s staying with a neighbor while we figure out what’s doing with Windy.”

“What do you mean ‘figure out’? Is she hurt?”

“What is it that Windy does for you? At work, I mean.”

“She’s a server. Prep, too.” Sydney watched Jillian write in her notebook. She leaned in and lowered her voice. “Has Windy been hurt? Raped?”

“She’s with the doctors now. It looks like she’s fine. Couple of stitches on her head is all.”

“If you and Horst are involved, it’s more than a bump on the head.”

“How long has Windy worked for you?”

“About six weeks or so.”

Jillian smiled. “I love the Ten-Ten. You’ll probably be seeing me there more than you’d like. What time was Windy due to work yesterday?”

“Four o’clock. We do a run-through of the menu and wine list before opening the doors. She wasn’t there.”

“That like her?”

“No. I figured something might have come up with Gabby. But when she didn’t show this morning, I got worried.”

“Worried? Has Windy done things in the past that would lead you to worry about her behavior?”

“No, but you are. What’s going on?”

“Are you and Windy close?”

“Not really. I know she’s a single mom. No family to speak of. I may not know her well, but I like her.”

“Based on?”

Sydney hesitated at Jillian’s question. She’d known Windy less than two months. Certainly she’d been impressed with her work ethic and eagerness to learn, but what was it that had Sydney thinking she liked her?

“There’s a gentleness about her. The way she interacts with others. The way she speaks. I like that.”

“Gentle. Interesting word. You ever see her get angry? Ever hear of her having a rough temper or anything like that?”

“You’re suspecting her of something. You and Horst aren’t here because something was done to Windy. You’re thinking she’s done something.”

“Just getting a feel for her is all. You know anything about who she dates?”

“I get the impression she doesn’t have a social life. She works two jobs and she raises her kid. I think life’s pretty small for Windy right now.”

“She talk to you about her other job?”

“She cleans houses. Is one of her clients telling you she did something?”

“Would you be surprised if someone had?”

Sydney saw Jillian’s pen poised above her notepad. “I’d be stunned.”

“And what do you base that on?”

Sydney stood. “Look, if you aren’t going to tell me what’s going on, I’m not going to answer any more of your cryptic questions. I came down here to see if Windy’s all right. No one seems willing or able to tell me that, so I’m going to leave. I’d appreciate it if you’d tell Windy I was here and that she can call me if she needs anything.”

Sydney turned and ran straight into Horst Welke.

“Kitz!” He pulled her into a quick, welcoming hug. “You and Jillian having a chat?”

“I don’t know if you’d call it that.” Sydney laid her hand on Horst’s arm. “Can you tell me what’s going on? Nurse Camille isn’t talking and, no offense, Jillian could medal if evading direct questions ever becomes an Olympic sport.”

Horst grinned. “We train ’em that way. Dogs after bones. That’s how we like ’em.” He urged Sydney to sit, but she told him she preferred to stand.

“Look,” Horst continued. “Windy’s fine. She needed a few stitches. But the docs have given her a thorough going-over, and other than a knot on the head, she looks to be dandy. One last exam and she should be ready to get out of here. She’s with the doctor now.”

“How’d she get the head injury?”

Horst shrugged. “Says she can’t remember.”

“Is she in shock?”

“She’s in something.” Horst nodded toward Jillian, who still sat with her notebook at the ready. “Sydney able to provide you with any information on Windy’s relationship with the mayor?”

“The mayor?!” Sydney looked back over the room when she heard the volume of her own voice. She forced herself into a near whisper. “The dead mayor? That mayor?”

“City’s only got one, Kitz.”

“Oh my God! Poor Windy. What? Did she find his body or something? Was it a heart attack?”

“No, Sydney. It wasn’t a heart attack. The press is going to get this in about an hour, so I’ll ask you to keep it quiet until somebody makes an official statement.” He lowered his voice. “The mayor was murdered. Shot. And Windy’s sitting back there covered in his blood.”


Chapter 11

NOW

“At last!” Roland Delmardo stood with his hands on his hips and his face as red as the bowl of pomegranate seeds sitting on the counter beside where he stood. “Sydney, I’m going to need a lot more cooperation than I’m getting from you right now. Every champion needs his second.”

“I’ll be right with you, Chef.” She looked to the butcher block where her mother stood, slicing a beef tenderloin into six-ounce servings. She nodded toward her office and Nancy rinsed off her hands and followed her.

“This about Windy?” Nancy asked after closing the door behind her. “Your eyes aren’t giving me good news. What’s up?”

Sydney took a deep breath. “Windy was somehow involved with the mayor’s death.”

Confusion clouded Nancy’s face. “Involved? What does that mean? She’s not a nurse.”

“You can’t say a thing.”

“Hey! I’m a cop’s wife more than twenty years. A cop who never did find out how that upholstery in the backseat of his beloved Buick got ripped, I might add.” Nancy raised a stern eyebrow. “I know how to keep things quiet, young lady.”

Sydney stepped back. “How’d you know about that?”

“I warned you a dozen times not to carry that rat-tail comb in your hip pocket. The day after Daddy found that rip you started keeping it in your backpack. I don’t have to be Stephen Hawking to add two and two.”

“You never said anything.”

“Would yelling at you fix the car? You learned your lesson. Fair enough.”

Sydney felt a flush of shame for her twelve-year-old self, who had never stepped up to take responsibility for her crime.

“You were a kid.” Her mother cupped a warm hand next to Sydney’s cheek. “Let it go.”

“The mayor was killed. Shot.”

“What?” Nancy stepped back in disbelief. “Where?”

“I don’t know. But Horst and his partner were at the hospital with Windy. He told me Windy had the mayor’s blood all over her.”

“The mayor’s blood? How do they know that?”

“They have tests, Mom.”

“What about Windy? Is she hurt?”

“She needed stitches. On her head, I think he said. I’ve got a very bad feeling about this. I asked if I could speak to Windy, and Jillian—that’s Horst’s detective partner—told me that wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“Who cares what she thinks?”

“She’s the police! We all care what she thinks!”

“I don’t. You sleep with a cop as many years as I did, you find out they’re all just a bunch of humans. Not one superpower among the bunch. What’s Horst say?”

“He said they were waiting for the doctors to give Windy the medical all-clear so they could take her down to the station and question her some more.”

“Some more? What’s that mean?”

“He said Windy’s been cooperative. Says she claims she doesn’t remember anything about what happened.”

Nancy walked over and perched a wide hip on the side of Sydney’s desk. “I’ll call Heather. She’s always looking for more hours. She can take Windy’s shift tonight. I’ll cover for her with the prep today. Then I’ll rework the week’s roster to make sure we’re fully staffed. We’ll be okay.”

“I want to talk to Windy.”

“Sydney, you’ve just opened two restaurants. Horst told you Windy’s cooperating, right? Still, he’s bringing her downtown. He’s smelling something. I think the best move for you is to stay as far away as you can from Windy and the bad press that’s gonna follow her. We don’t need to be giving folks a reason not to come here.”

“One visit, Mom. I promise. I don’t want Windy to feel like everyone’s abandoning her.”

Nancy’s eyebrow arched again. “Maybe somebody covered in a dead man’s blood deserves just that.”


Chapter 12

NOW

Hush Money was packed that Saturday night. Every dinner seat was reserved and the bar was filled with people willing to forgo a liveried table in order to experience Madison’s newest culinary gem. Chef Delmardo continued to draw raves for his inspired creations. Anita Saxon paired each course with the perfect wine to elevate his genius. The servers wended their way through the space, meeting patrons’ needs with silent maneuvers that, if set to music, would have matched any ballet composition’s fluid grace. Despite the glories of the food, wine, service, and decor, however, there seemed to be only one topic of conversation at every table.

Mayor Roger Millerman was dead. Murdered in the office of his Gregory Street home.

Sydney didn’t have to strain to overhear the gossip as she walked through the room.

“I heard his head was nearly severed from his neck.”

“Really? I got the impression he was shot.”

“I thought His Honor would be more likely to go out choking on tear gas while marching in one of those god-awful protests he was always leading.”

“Honestly, every time I’d read he was organizing another march, my first thought was Is it Saturday again?”

“Poor Phoebe! I can’t imagine what she’ll do without him.”

“From all I’ve heard it was always a major puzzlement what exactly she did with him.”

At nine o’clock the murmurs simultaneously stopped for several long seconds. Heads swiveled toward Hush Money’s tall glass doors. Sydney turned to see what had captured everyone’s attention. She saw a woman by the hostess stand. Tall. Shoulder-length hair the color of an award-winning Irish setter. Wearing a high-necked black lace sheath that clung to her athletic body. Three men in dark suits stood with her, but there was no doubt she was the leader of the pack.

The woman took her time surveying the room, her weary expression doing little to detract from her classic beauty.

Sydney recognized her at the exact moment the murmurs began again.

“She’s not wasting any time, is she?”

“I’ll bet she’s already been to L’Etoile and Harvest. Maybe even the Madison Club. She’ll want everyone to see her tonight.”

“Did you catch her news conference?”

“I did. How would you rate her on the sincere-o-meter?”

Sydney crossed the room to greet her newest guest.

“Good evening. I’m Sydney Richardson. Welcome to Hush Money.” She reached out to the woman and smiled to the men. “I was unaware you’d be dining with us this evening. It may take us a moment to find you a table.” She hesitated. “Forgive me, but what does one call the president of the Common Council? Madam President?”

“A spot at the bar will be fine.” The woman shook Sydney’s hand with a determined grip. “And technically, tragically, I’m the mayor now. But let’s not stand on ceremony. I’m Melanie. Mel to my friends. It’s been quite a day. If you’ll have us, we’d love a drink.”

“Of course.” Sydney turned to the hostess. “Sabrina, find a quiet spot for Mayor White and her party. Ask Chef to send a few appetizers over.” She smiled at the newly sworn-in mayor. “With my compliments. As you said, it’s been quite a day.”

Melanie White took one long last look around the dining room crowd, then led her entourage into the bar. She offered two-handed handshakes and serious nods to the men and women who stopped her as she passed. Sydney kept her eyes on them until they’d been seated and served. When Sabrina made her way back to the hostess stand, Sydney told her she was going to check on things at the Ten-Ten.

“What was that I saw when you seated the mayor and her party?” she asked before leaving.

“You mean when she yanked the wine list out of her guy’s hand?”

“Was there a problem?”

“He suggested a bottle of champagne.” Sabrina’s tone was discreet, but her eyes registered disapproval. “One of Anita’s most expensive selections.”

“And the mayor told him not to take advantage of our hospitality?”

“No. She told him the optics weren’t right.”

—

Roscoe Donovan waved a welcome from his spot behind the bar when she entered the Ten-Ten. While most of the tables and all of the barstools were filled, the atmosphere wasn’t as rowdy as it had been the night before. Sydney scanned the room, hoping to find Horst Welke. Instead she was surprised to see her mother sitting with one of the men Horst had introduced her to the night before.

“Didn’t I send you home two hours ago?” Sydney laid a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “You have to be exhausted after the day you put in.”

Nancy Richardson scoffed and pushed a stray strand of gray back into her chignon. “Have you forgotten the long hours I used to put in back when I had my own place? Compared to that, Hush Money’s a day off. Do you know Rick Sheffield?”

“I do.” Sydney shook his hand. “Canine unit, right?”

“You remembered.” His easy smile brought a light to his dark eyes. “Jocko’s the best damned partner a cop could ever want. But when he’s off the job, that dog’s nothing but a ninety-pound lump on the couch. So I left him at home and brought myself back for one of those burgers. Happy to say it was as good as I remembered.”

“How do you know my mom?”

“Forgive her, Rick,” Nancy interjected. “Gotta be some of Joe’s interrogating ways that’s rubbed off on her. My hunch is she’s wondering what a fine-looking hunk of manhood such as yourself is doing with somebody old enough to forget what handsome men are good for. Always needing to put the pieces together, this one.”

Rick’s eyes registered his appreciation of Nancy’s humor as he answered Sydney’s question. “I saw your mom walk in and called her over. Recognized her from a couple of times she came to the station to see Horst. Told her if she was looking for him, he wasn’t here. That’s when I find out the two of you are related. I told her I’ve heard so much about Joe. Wished I’d had a chance to meet him.”

Nancy raised an eyebrow and smiled at her daughter, her nonverbal shorthand for single and available man. Sydney pursed her lips and hoped her mother would read it as her own signal for I can do my own shopping, Mom.

“So I sat down, ordered a beer, and started to tell him stories about your dad.” Nancy shook her head. “I didn’t mean to bend your ear, Rick. It felt so good talking about my man I guess I couldn’t stop.”

“No problem. Like I told Sydney, Joe Richardson is legend at the MPD.”

Sydney pulled out a chair and sat. “No sign of Horst, then?”

“He and Jillian pulled the mayor,” Rick replied. “They’ve been on it all day.”

“What’s the latest?” Sydney asked.

Rick shrugged. “Jocko and I aren’t on the case. You knew him?”

“Not really. I met his wife last night.”

“My heart breaks for her,” Nancy said. “Syd and I know what it’s like to get a call like that. Nothing prepares you for it.”

Horst Welke entered the restaurant before Sydney needed to comment. She stood and caught his attention immediately.

“How are things with the swells?” he asked before bending to kiss Nancy’s cheek.

“Business is great. In fact, the new mayor’s there right now.”

Horst grimaced. “Of course she is. She got Wynken, Blynken, and Nod with her?”

“If you mean three silent guys who walk one step behind, yes.”

“Fancy suits? Cellphones glued to their hands?”

“They fit the description.”

“Never could figure out what a city council member needed with a posse. But, knowing Melanie White, there’ll be a couple more Men in Black added before the week’s out.”

Rick Sheffield nodded. “What I could never figure is how in the world she got elected president of the Common Council in the first place. She’s what, twenty-nine years old?”

“Twenty-eight,” Nancy corrected. “I read it in the paper this morning. Pretty young to be so involved in politics. And now she’s mayor.”

“Ambition knows no age,” Horst said. “This a private party, or can a working man take a load off?”

Sydney caught Roscoe’s attention and pointed toward Horst. Less than a minute later a frosted mug of Ayinger Celebrator was in Horst’s hands.

“Kitz, you know just the thing to erase the dirt of the day. Thank you.”

“How’s Windy?” Sydney asked.

Horst took a long pull on his beer. “You know her well?”

“Are you going to ask me all the same questions your partner did? Don’t treat me like someone off the streets, Horst. Just tell me straight. I know Windy’s in a fix. I want to know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

Horst stared at Nancy for several seconds, as though he were looking for guidance in breaking difficult news to her only child. Then he sighed, took another drink of beer, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“You want to help Windy? Get her a lawyer. A good one.”

“What’s that mean?”

Again Horst hesitated before answering. “It means she’s been arrested for the mayor’s murder.”

—

Murder.

The word drummed in Sydney’s head with each step. Her father. The mayor.

Two people needlessly murdered. One I loved. It’s not right.

Sydney snapped herself alert. What makes you so special? she asked herself. Murder happens. You think there’s a quota on tragedy? Or maybe abandoned foundlings ought to get a pass on dark experiences, given their tragic beginnings. Grow up.

She opened the door at the hallway’s end and stepped into Chef Roland’s kitchen a few minutes past ten o’clock. It was surprisingly quiet. Four support cooks moved around the space. Two were cleaning up, and two were plating the desserts for the last few customers of the evening.

“He’s out front,” Charlie, Roland’s sous chef, explained. “Can I get you anything?”

“I’m good.” Sydney thanked them all for another great night and headed to the dining room. Only four tables were still occupied, and she could see they were finishing up. A glance toward the bar revealed it was still nearly full, but Melanie White and her three muscular escorts were gone. Roland Delmardo stood with one couple by the front door, puffing his chest out against his starched white coat as he accepted their adoration.

Sydney turned toward the bar and crossed paths with a familiar face.

“We meet again,” said the handsome man with an expensive Chicago haircut.

She forced herself into hostess mode. “Andrew. How nice to see you. Don’t tell me you and your wife…Cynthia, right?”

“That’s her.” His smile was warm, like he was greeting an old friend.

“You came back a second night in a row? That’s a high compliment, indeed.”

Andrew Conyer shook his head and held up a yellow satin evening bag. “Cynthia couldn’t find her car keys. We searched high and low. Then she remembered she brought them with her last night. That’s when she discovered she couldn’t find her bag. Another search ensued, and out of desperation we called here to see if she might have left it. Sure enough. I guess I’ll have to get used to her absentmindedness for a while.” He used the purse to point toward the door. “She’s waiting. But we’ll be back. You can count on that.”

Sydney wished him a good night and made a half turn back toward the bar before spinning back around on impulse. “Andrew! One more moment, please.”

“What is it?”

“I need you.”

Andrew blinked. Confused, he glanced around the room as if to see if anyone else had heard Sydney’s odd statement.

“I need a lawyer. Can you help me?”

He stared at her for a moment, then nodded. “Of course. Thelma Musgrove heads our corporate group. I’ll have her call you first thing Monday morning—”

“No!” Sydney heard the urgency in her voice and dialed it back. “I need a criminal lawyer. Who heads that group?”

Andrew’s confusion returned. “I do.” His voice was little more than a whisper. “Would you prefer to go someplace less public to discuss why?”

“Oh! It’s not for me. One of my servers has been arrested.”

“For what?”

Sydney hesitated. She pulled him a few steps away from the departing dinner guests.

“Murder,” she told him. “The mayor.”

Andrew studied her and Sydney watched him transform from a tired husband doing his wife’s fetching to the polished professional whose name was etched in granite on the front wall of the massive building next door.

“Arrested? When?”

Sydney nodded. “A couple of hours ago, as I understand. Wanda Fields. Everybody calls her Windy.”

“A waitress?”

She heard the hesitation in his voice. “I’ll pay your fee. One hundred percent.”

“Why would you do that?”

Part of Sydney’s mind was asking her that same question. “Because she’s alone. She needs someone. I’ll do what I can, which is pay you to do what you can. How’s that?”

Andrew shifted his wife’s bag to his left hand and held out his right. They shook hands to seal the deal.

“Looks like we’ll get to know one another faster than we may have thought,” he said.


Chapter 13

NOW

It was nearly midnight when Sydney walked into the Low Down Blues. Clay Hawthorne was onstage and the room was filled with customers mesmerized by the passion and heartbreak his nimble fingers teased from the Steinway. She recognized some of his patrons as people who had just been to her place and made a mental note to suggest her publicist craft a press release suggesting that dinner at Hush Money followed by a nightcap and smooth live music at the Low Down Blues would make for a sophisticated Madison night out. She found an open stool at the bar and thanked Francie when she brought her a perfectly chilled glass of pinot grigio.

“What’s this say about me?” she asked Clay’s best bartender. “That I don’t even have to order my drink?”

Francie shrugged. “It tells me you have the good taste to drink in the best damn bar in the state.”

“Ah, but you haven’t tried my places yet. Could be we’ll give you a run for your money.”

“Maybe I’ll take you up on that.”

“First drink’s on me.”

“Now I’ll definitely stop by.” Francie stepped away to tend to a waitress with a tray of empty glasses and new drink orders.

Clay finished his performance and bowed to the prolonged applause from the audience. “Enough of the backup piano player, huh? Sit back, relax, and Slow Kick will be up in a minute or two and you’ll hear some real music. Right now”—Clay pointed toward Sydney—“I’m going to see if that pretty lady back there has a few minutes she can spare to let me spin my tales of derring-do.”

Some patrons called out good-natured support and Sydney felt a flush of heat as Clay approached her. He grabbed her glass of wine and nodded to his left. “C’mon. Join me.” Francie handed him a tall glass of ice water and he carried both to a table left of the stage. When they were seated, he leaned back. Sydney felt another wave of warmth as he took a long, slow look at her.

“How was night two?” he asked.

“Good. Full. Lots of compliments. Chef Roland’s worth every migraine he brings.”

“How about the Ten-Ten? Second night as good as the opening?”

“I don’t know how to answer that. Roscoe assures me sales were up, but it was…I don’t know…It felt different. More subdued.”

“That’s to be expected, don’t you think? I mean, opening nights are filled with excitement. You’re always going to have a high level of festivity at Hush Money. It’s a special-occasion establishment. Folks walk in with their celebrations in full swing. But Ten-Ten’s more of a neighborhood joint. On the one hand, that means you’re going to develop regulars. Keeps business steady. But it also means they bring their day-to-day lives with them. Warts and all.”

Sydney thought about her target customer. “And since Ten-Ten’s meant to be a cops’ bar, my hunch is their ups and downs are a bit wartier than most.”

“There you go. Can’t be Christmas every day, can it?”

Sydney sipped her wine and listened as Slow Kick opened his next set with a slamming Memphis blues number about music being the only love that lasts. She was aware of Clay’s eyes on her and struggled to keep her attention on the performance. The second song was something about a trip back to Alabama, but she couldn’t have given anyone the details. She could, however, have spoken at great lengths of how Clay’s fingers looked as they held his glass. How his masculinity heated the small space between them. How close his knee was to hers underneath the marble-topped bistro table.

Slow Kick was accepting the applause after his third song when Clay put a hand on the back of her chair, leaned in, and whispered so close she felt his breath on her cheek.

“Let’s go for a walk.” He stood and pulled out her chair. Sydney followed him as he walked to the bar, told Francie he’d be back, and then stepped aside to allow Sydney to lead the way out the door and up the steps to the street.

“Where to?” she asked.

“Let’s stroll.” He held out his hand. She took it and they fell in step with each other, turning right and making their way around Capitol Square. The dramatically lit legislative building dominated the dark sky. Elms and maples and oaks older than the city itself rustled in the late-spring breeze. Sydney relaxed into the peaceful silence between them. They’d walked less than three blocks when they passed Hush Money’s grand facade.

“Ever eaten there?” Clay asked. “Because I’m not about to lay down the kind of money that place costs without a personal recommendation from somebody I trust.”

“I hear it’s all the rage. Everyone who’s anyone and all that.”

“Know how a guy could get a reservation? I’ll bet folks are dying for a table.”

Sydney stuttered a step. Clay stopped.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“It’s nothing. Maybe I’m feeling a bit touchy.”

“About what?”

When she hesitated, he pointed to a bench a few feet away. They sat side by side. Clay rested his arm along the back, his hand touching her left shoulder.

“Tell me,” he said.

“The police have arrested someone for the mayor’s murder.”

“And?” Clay’s tone hinted he was curious what that had to do with her.

“The person they arrested works for me. She’s a server at Hush Money.”

Clay leaned back. “And you’re spooked to know you hired someone capable of that kind of violence?”

She stared at the Capitol and considered his question. “I don’t know. I keep trying to put myself in her shoes. I find myself wondering what Windy is doing right now. At this precise moment. Where is she? Is she scared? Does she have anyone to look after her?”

“Those are intriguing concerns to have for someone who just killed somebody.”

Sydney looked him in the eye. “She’s been arrested, Clay. She hasn’t been convicted.”

He nodded recognition of his mistake. “Tell me about Windy. Are you close?”

Again Sydney cast about for what had her so upset, but she couldn’t pinpoint the source of her discomfort. “No. In fact, I only met her about two months ago. She applied to work. I’d put my mother in charge of hiring and training the servers. She ran her own restaurant for nearly thirty years, you know.”

“Is that where you got the bug? Watching your mother’s business?”

Sydney smiled. “Watching? Clay, you know better than anyone that when there’s a family joint, nobody watches. I remember the bus dropping me off after kindergarten. I’d park myself in the kitchen, eat my favorites off the menu, and spend my afternoons folding napkins and filling salt and pepper shakers. As I grew, so did my chores. By the time I graduated high school there wasn’t a spot I couldn’t fill.” She let out a hearty laugh. “Except for cook. I never got the hang of that. Ordering, scheduling, balancing the books…even long-term business plans. I had everything nailed. But put me in the kitchen and, try as I might, I simply didn’t have it in me.”

“Now you hire chefs.”

“Trust me. It’s for the best.”

“What was your mom’s place?”

“J and N’s. Stood for ‘Joe and Nancy.’ Mom already had it going by the time I came along, so I didn’t get any billing.”

“I remember that place! Off the belt line near Fish Hatchery. Meatloaf Mondays. Man, what I wouldn’t give for that recipe! Closed about, what, four, five years ago?”

“That’s right. I was hoping Mom could relax after all those years of long hours. But she wasn’t built for retirement. She’s been a huge help at Hush Money.”

“Are you upset with her for hiring…What’s the woman’s name again?”

“Windy. Like Chicago. And it was me who hired her. She had no restaurant experience. Mom wanted to take a pass. But I insisted. And she turned out to be our best worker.”

“Good enough to have you this upset about her arrest?”

Sydney sat quietly for a while. Clay didn’t press her. She liked that he seemed to sense she needed to sort out her thoughts.

“I think she needed to catch a break,” she finally answered. “Windy, I mean. She’s a single mother. Only twenty-two. Her daughter, Gabby, is five. Windy told me her high school boyfriend’s family moved to another state after Windy got pregnant. She’s got no family around. And from what I understand, that may be for the best. I hoped she’d find a place with Hush Money. Build some security for her and her daughter, you know?”

He nodded. “Servers in a place like yours can make a nice living. I’m sorry she’s missing the opportunity.”

“I don’t even know where the jail is. Can you believe that? I’ve lived in Madison my whole life and I don’t know where Windy is right now.”

“It’s in the lower level of the City-County Building.” Clay squeezed her shoulder playfully. “We’ll leave how I know that for another conversation.”

“I got her a lawyer.”

“You did? Sydney, do you have any idea what a criminal defense attorney costs? I do. Again, a story for another time. You’re starting a new business. Do you want to saddle yourself with that kind of debt?”

“It’s not a problem.”

“Syd…the Low Down’s a success. Has been for years. But you’ll learn that the big till Hush Money pulls in every night goes straight back into the business. Even the Ten-Ten. The costs of running a restaurant are astronomical. I’d hate for you to lose what you’ve worked so hard for.”

She turned to face him and saw eyes filled with concern. She hesitated to explain. It was a story she, even after five years of living it, found hard to believe. Fewer than a half dozen people knew where Sydney’s money came from.

At least on her side. There was no telling how many unknown people on the other side knew.

She inhaled deeply and took a risk. “I’m adopted.”

Clay’s face shifted from concerned to curious. “You are? You speak of your mother and father so fondly.”

“They deserve every kind word and more. But I always knew I wasn’t their biological child. They never hid it from me. When I was a kid, I got two celebrations every year. My birthday, of course. Then, two days later, we’d celebrate my Gotcha Day.”

“The day your parents first got you?”

“That’s right.”

“Sounds like you had a good childhood.”

“No complaints. Well, there were those early teen years when I was certain my parents woke up each morning intent on devising ways to ruin my life, but I grew out of that. When my dad was killed, I don’t know what I’d have done if I didn’t have Mom.”

“Maybe that’s what you see in Windy.”

Sydney considered his idea. “You mean how close she must be with Gabby?”

“That. And maybe something else, too. Tell me if I’m off base.” He took his time before continuing. “Maybe you’re thinking about your birth parents. I mean, as happy as you were with Nancy and Joe, a kid’s gotta wonder what in the world made the people who gave them life give them up. And to a kid, everything’s about them, right? So maybe a part of you wonders what it was about you that wasn’t enough to make them want you. I know that doesn’t make any logical sense, but kids aren’t rational. They take everything on themselves.”

“Sounds like you know what you’re talking about.”

“We’re focusing on you tonight.” Clay wore a serious look. “Maybe you see in Windy what a part of you—a part that doesn’t negate one bit the relationship you have with Nancy and Joe—wishes your birth parents would have kept you. Raised you. Maybe it would have been hard, like you see how tough it is for Windy. But Windy accepted the struggle and held on to her child. Maybe you feel close to her in that way. Maybe you want to help ease the struggle a bit. Take her under your wing. Does that make any sense at all?”

As soon as she heard them, Sydney realized Clay had put words to her attraction to Windy that she’d been unable to articulate herself. “There’s more. Want to hear it?”

“I want to hear anything you’re comfortable sharing.”

He held her gaze. She saw in his eyes a promise of confidence. Impulsively, she leaned in and kissed him. Lightly. Quickly. Letting the gentle touching of their lips seal a bargain of trust between them.

“My birth parents didn’t have to struggle. They could have kept me. They decided to toss me aside for other reasons.”

“You’ve met them?”

“No.” Sydney held on to his hand but turned away. She kept her attention riveted on the limestone edifice in front of her, hoping the potency of the principles for which the Capitol stood might infuse her with the strength to tell her story.

“Five years ago I had my thirtieth birthday.”

“And I’m forty. Nice age gap.”

She appreciated his attempt to lighten the moment. “I celebrated with friends, of course, but, like always, had a special time with my mom. We went out for lunch. She gave me gold post earrings. Real gold. She must have saved all year for them. To this day they’re my favorites.”

She paused, not knowing how to continue. She was grateful for his supportive silence.

“After lunch I headed back to my apartment. It was a tiny one-bedroom thing off University Avenue. But I was in my second year as a bookkeeper for a place that’s since gone out of business, and it was all I could afford. When I pulled up, there was a man standing at my front door. Dressed in a fancy suit. Carrying a leather briefcase. He smiled as I walked toward him. Told me he was an attorney and that he had a birthday message for me from my parents. My birth parents.”

“Whoa.”

“Yeah. That was my reaction, too. I invited him in. After he introduced himself and gave me his card, he reached into his briefcase and pulled out a flat box. In it was a soft white blanket and an even softer dressing gown. Cashmere. Sized for an infant. Booties to match. He explained they were mine. That my birth mother brought me home from the hospital wearing them.”

Clay remained silent. She felt him focusing on her face and wondered if he was watching for signs of breakdown.

“Then he handed me a letter. It was four pages long. Handwritten. Blue ink. The stationery wasn’t marked, but it was creamy and thick. It was from my birth mother. She told me how proud she was of who I’d become. She alluded to things in my life, like how I graduated from UW business school with honors and how sorry she was to learn I’d broken my arm when I was twelve.”

“Did your mom keep her informed? Was yours an open adoption?”

“No. My adoption was a surprise for my parents. After they learned they’d never have children of their own, they applied to several agencies. Even hired an attorney to see if he could do anything, but nothing came of it. Infants are hard to come by, you know. After a few years they pretty much gave up. Then, out of nowhere, their attorney calls. A set of birth parents had read their portfolio and selected them to adopt their baby. The attorney told them I was due in a month, so they’d have to make up their minds quickly. Mom says she didn’t have time to open her mouth before Dad told the lawyer to make it happen. They got a call a few weeks later that I was born and I was a girl. Two days after that the lawyer brought me to the house I grew up in. Mom and Dad signed lots of papers and that was that.”

“Then how?”

Sydney shook her head, frowning. “The only thing we can figure is they were keeping track of me somehow. Maybe in person. Maybe via one of their attorneys. Who knows?”

“Did the letter say who they were?”

“Only that my birth mother and father had once loved each other very much. She wrote that while the pregnancy was a surprise, I was very much wanted. She went on to say that circumstances prevented them from keeping me. She wrote that her people and his had joined together to convince them keeping me would cause a scandal of such proportions that dozens of lives would be ruined. Their people. Isn’t that odd? She begged my forgiveness. She said letting me go was the greatest regret of her life.”

“How’d you feel about that?”

“About what she said? Or the fact they were keeping tabs on me?”

“I’ll take either.”

“The easier one is their watching me. At first I thought it was creepy. Now it makes me angry. It’s all so one-sided! I mean, what right do they have to know what’s going on in my life while at the same time withholding any and all information about themselves? Like when my dad was killed. If they knew what was going on, then they knew how devastated I was. Wouldn’t you think they’d step up? Comfort me? But no. They stayed at a safe distance. Denying their connection to me, yet satisfying their curiosity over and over again. Like I’m an exhibition in a zoo. It changed me, you know? Even now. I keep scanning wherever I go, watching to see if I can catch a face in the crowd. Hair as black as mine. Green eyes. Last night? Opening night? I kept wondering if they were there. It’s always like that and I hate it.”

Clay pulled her closer. She leaned against his chest. His lips brushed her hair.

“And as for her reasoning…I look at my mom and dad, how they worked to give me a good life. I try to imagine what kind of circumstances would make them walk away. I come up with nothing. Scandal? Who cares? A president can get blow jobs in the White House and no one blinks an eye. What scandal could warrant throwing me away?”

“I don’t know, Sydney. I don’t know.”

“I asked the attorney for names. I shook that letter in that poor man’s face and demanded to know who’d sent him. He couldn’t tell me. Not because of client privilege. He explained he’d been hired by another firm. From another city. He was tasked to deliver the package to me and that’s it. I asked what firm, what city. Of course, that was privileged information. He handed me one last envelope. In it was a short note. Same creamy vellum. Same handwriting. My birth mother asked that I accept the attached check. She said it was my birthright.” Sydney heard the bitterness in her voice. “Money. That was what she gave me. No names. No history. No explanation. Just cold hard cash to keep the scandal baby quiet.”

“Hush money,” Clay whispered.

“Yeah. Want to know how much it was worth to them to keep my existence a secret?”

“Only if you want to tell me.”

She thought for a moment and realized not only did she want to tell him, but somehow she needed to tell him.

“Fifteen million dollars.”

She focused on where her body touched his. Her cheek against his chest, close enough to hear his heartbeat. His arm around her. His breath on her hair.

She felt no physical response to her announcing what to others might have seemed a jaw-dropping number.

“I guess that explains how you can afford to open two restaurants and hire a lawyer for Windy.” He was silent for a moment. “Have you heard from your birth mother since?”

“No. Just that one letter, the check, then nothing. And I’ve spent the last five years trying to put the puzzle together. Mom figures my birth parents must be famous. Politics. Hollywood. Who knows? When I’m particularly stubborn she changes it to royalty. Says I act like everyone should bow to my wishes.”

A small laugh rumbled in his chest, vibrating against her cheek. “Is that something I should be on the lookout for?”

She sat up. Studied his gray eyes. “You know my secrets now.”

He gave a slow nod, keeping his eyes on hers. “And you know none of mine.” He smiled. “There anything I can do?”

“Maybe one thing.”

Despite the shadows of deepest night, she caught a twinkle in his eye. Then he leaned in and gave her a long, slow kiss.


Chapter 14

NOW

Windy Fields had the awareness even before she opened her eyes.

It’s Sunday.

Her bladder was calling out for relief, but she kept her eyes closed.

Gabby will be in soon. Reminding me that cracking the eggs into the bowl is her responsibility. “Pancakes, Mommy! Pancakes!” I’ll put some cottage cheese in the batter. Gabby likes them that way.

She shifted her legs and felt the scratch of the thin, harsh blanket covering her.

We’ll go to the dog park after breakfast. Gabby will run. The dogs will chase her. She’ll lie down on her back and let them lick the maple syrup off her face. “When I get ten years old, Mommy. You promised me a dog when I get ten years old. Don’t forget!”

A tear spilled from her still-closed eyes.

I can stay here. If I keep my eyes shut, I can stay here. I can listen for the sound of Gabby running down the hall.

I can pretend. I can pretend forever.

She opened her eyes and turned away from the glare of the overhead light. The one that never went out, not even when the hallway lights were dimmed. The cinder-block walls were painted an industrial gray. It reminded Windy of a battleship that had come to Chicago back when she was Gabby’s age. Her father had taken her to see it.

“Look at the size of her, baby. It’s ships like this that keep our country safe.” He’d hoisted her easily atop his shoulders. “But you don’t need to worry about that, do you? Long as I’m around, it’s my one and only job to make sure the bad guys keep far away from you.”

He was gone less than a year after that. Crossing the street to grab a newspaper before heading into the gypsum plant where he’d made foreman of a twenty-man crew just the day before. Dropped dead in the middle of Torrence Avenue. Her mother loved to retell the story, especially the doctor’s description, whenever she’d had too much whiskey. An event that happened as regularly as noon and midnight.

“Dead before he hit the ground, that sawbones told me. Heart just quit on him. That was that for me. He was on his way up. Woulda made floor supervisor in another two years. I’d be sitting on a satin pillow eating chocolates if your daddy had lived. Instead here I am, wasting my prime taking care of the likes of you.”

Windy had spent her childhood trying not to be the burden her mother never hesitated to remind her she was. When the pain got to be too much, she’d remember the words of the man who’d sworn to protect her.

But the bad guys came, Daddy. I draw ’em to me like I’m a two-legged magnet.

Windy tossed off the blanket and put her feet on the icy concrete floor. The toilet was bolted to the wall, formed out of a single sheet of stainless steel and open to the entire cell. She stepped over, pulled down her jail-issued scrubs and panties, and straddled it, squeezing her eyes shut while her urine splashed against the metal bowl. She didn’t need to see whoever might be walking down the hall at that moment, passing the barred door, gawking in at the newbie as she did her business. When she was finished, she went to the small wall-mounted sink. There was only one spigot. She splashed cold water on her face, then cupped her hand to gather enough to fill her mouth. She swished it around before spitting it out.

My toothbrush at home is blue. It sits in a glass along with my toothpaste. Next to it is my bottle of lotion. Then comes the plastic cup with Gabby’s toothbrush. It’s pink. She likes toothpaste that tastes like bubblegum.

“Step back!” The harsh order jarred her back to reality. “Farther! Stand still. I’m going to open the door. Make a move toward me and you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

The guard was a woman. And from the looks of her, Windy wouldn’t bet against her in a street fight. The guard slid her cell door open. A smaller woman, dressed in the same pale blue scrubs as Windy, entered the cell. She carried a brown paper sack in one hand and a half-pint paper carton of milk in the other.

“Breakfast,” she announced. “Put the milk container in the bag when you’re finished. We’ll be back to pick up the trash.”

She left before Windy could thank her. The guard slammed the metal door closed, gave Windy a don’t-even-think-of-messing-with-me glare, then stomped to the next cell. Windy’s fear shifted just enough to make room for hunger. She sat on her bed and opened her bag of breakfast.

Two slices of cold toast. An apple more bruise than meat. A plastic tube of blueberry yogurt. She didn’t recognize the brand. Windy pried open a corner of the milk container and took a sip. Room temperature. She twisted the yogurt open and alternated a squeeze of blueberry mush with a bite of bread. She examined the apple and found a spot offering three nibbles of fresh flesh. Then she chugged the milk as rapidly as she could to wash everything down. When the food wagon came back around in ten minutes, Windy handed her bag of trash through the bars. She went back to her bed, curled into a ball, and pulled her blanket over her body. It did nothing to block out the jeers and shouts from the other inmates. She forced her mind away from the profanity and complaints echoing down the concrete corridor by playing the game a childhood neighbor had taught her all those years ago. Windy would use the game to keep from hearing her mother entertain the long string of men she’d bring home from South Side bars.

She chose the category of animals.

A, aardvark. B, beetle. C, cougar. D, dragon, E, elephant. She was trying to think of an animal that started with Q when she again heard the guard outside her cell.

“Get out from under that blanket! You got a visitor.”

Windy poked her head out and saw a man. He was tall and wore the kind of jeans Windy knew were more for show than for work, and a white polo shirt. He carried a briefcase. He looked too handsome to be a policeman. Besides, she’d talked for hours the day before. What could any police officer want to know that she hadn’t already told them?

“Good morning, Wanda.” The man’s voice was strong and sure. Like talking to a woman hiding under a blanket in the Madison City Jail was something he did as regularly as taking a phone call. “My name’s Andrew Conyer. I’m your attorney. May I come in?”

The guard opened the cell door before she could answer. The man stepped inside, looked around, then gave her a smile she assumed was meant to be reassuring while the cell door clanged shut behind him.

“Not much room, is there?” He pointed toward her bed. “Would you mind sharing? I’ll take one end and you take the other.”

Windy jumped off the bed, pulling her blanket with her. She stood in front of the toilet, hoping the drape of the blanket would hide the embarrassing fixture.

“I can’t afford a lawyer.”

“There’s no need to worry about that.” He sat on the corner of her bed and rested his briefcase on his knees.

“You one of those court-appointed ones? Like on TV?”

“No, Wanda. Do you mind if I call you Wanda? We’re going to be working closely for a long time, and ‘Ms. Fields’ sounds so formal.”

“People call me Windy.”

He nodded. “People call me Andrew. And no, I’m not court appointed. In fact, I’m extremely expensive. So if the old you-get-what-you-pay-for adage holds any salt, you’re in good hands.”

“I can’t afford you.”

“So you said. And I recall saying that’s no concern of yours. Someone else has retained me for you. She’s guaranteed my expenses.”

“Who?”

“Sydney Richardson. The owner of Hush Money. Your boss.”

“Why would Sydney hire you?”

“I asked her that very question. She tells me you’re all alone. She wants to make sure you have someone in your corner.”

Windy felt the strength drain out of her. She wobbled.

“Please, Windy. Sit. I promise I won’t bite.”

She tugged the blanket tight around her and settled on the far corner of the bed, drawing her legs up to her chest. The man pulled a long yellow notepad from his briefcase.

“Do you know why you’ve been arrested?”

“The mayor’s dead. I was there.”

The man held up his hand. “I’m going to stop you for a moment. There’s no need to tell me you killed the mayor or you didn’t. The state’s going to have to prove you did. I want you to tell me what you can to thwart them from doing so. Now, what took you to the mayor’s house on Friday?”

Windy took a shaky breath. She wasn’t sure what she truly remembered or what her brain had pieced together from what the police had told her.

“I think he called me.”

“How do you know the mayor?”

She looked down. “I clean his house. Once a week.”

“For how long?” Andrew scribbled notes as he spoke.

“I guess it’s been about six, seven months now.”

“You do this…this housecleaning…in addition to your waitress work at Hush Money?”

She nodded. “Hush Money hasn’t opened yet.” She hesitated. “But I guess it has. Friday night.” The words choked in her throat. “I was supposed to be there.”

“But you were at the mayor’s?”

“I must have been.”

Andrew’s hand froze over his notepad. “You’re not sure?”

“I had to have been. Right? They told me I was. I saw him. Dead. I picked up the gun. At least I think I did.”

“Who told you? That you were there, I mean?”

“The police. They said people saw me. They said I coded in.”

“Coded in?”

“The security pad. On the mayor’s house. The police said people saw me coming and going.”

“Here’s the first thing I’m going to ask you to do. Look at me, Windy.”

She raised her eyes to his. A flush of modesty rushed through her. She’d never spoken to a man as handsome as Andrew before.

“I want you to promise never to speak to the police again. Got it? You can talk to the guards, but only about what you need or want. ‘I have a headache. Take me to the infirmary.’ Or ‘I want to change the channel on the TV.’ But never, and I mean never, answer a question any police officer directs your way. Particularly any question pertaining to the mayor. Got it?”

Windy nodded.

“Here’s what you say if they ask you anything. You say ‘Talk to my lawyer.’ That’s it. Say it.”

“Talk to my lawyer.”

“Say it again.”

“Talk to my lawyer.”

“Good. It sounded better the second time. I want you to practice that so you don’t get sideswiped by some smooth-talking detective. You leave them to me. Got it?”

She nodded again. There was something about his confidence that made her want to please him.

“Now, back to Friday. Was that a day you typically came by to clean?”

“No. I clean his house on Tuesdays.”

“Did you clean this past Tuesday?”

“Yes.”

“Then why’d he call you?”

“What?”

“The mayor. You said he called you. Why?”

Her mind searched for an answer. Images and sounds flitted through her consciousness; none lingered long enough to be of any help.

“I’m not sure he did. I think he did.”

Andrew studied her for several silent seconds. “Windy, tell me where you live.”

She gave him the address of her house on Warwick Way.

“Where’s Gabby?” she asked. “Do you know?”

Andrew smiled his assurance. “I do. She’s with your friend Aubree.”

“Aubree Daniels? Still?” Panic flashed through her as she imagined how furious Frank would be if Gabby interfered with the way he ran his house.

“Yes. She’s been hired to look after her. I understand she has daycare experience. Now she has only one child to tend to.”

“Hired? By who?”

“Sydney Richardson again. I’ve been told Aubree lost her job two months ago when the place she worked at lost its license. Sydney’s made sure she’s being well compensated for taking care of Gabby. Seems Aubree’s quite happy about her new employment. She’ll keep an eye on your little girl until we can get you home.”

For the first time in two days a tease of hope flickered deep within her. “Home? I can go home?”

“Of course. I’m afraid you’ll have to spend another night here. But you’re due to be arraigned tomorrow morning. I’ve searched for your record but found none. You have steady employment, a daughter, roots in the community. I’m sure I’ll have no problem getting the judge to grant a reasonable bail.”

The hope vanished.

“I can’t afford bail.”

“You let me take care of that, all right?”

The dream of holding Gabby again was enough to inspire her to trust this stranger.

“You can’t remember why the mayor called?” Andrew asked.

There’s only one reason the mayor calls me.

She bit her lip and shook her head.

“Is he usually the one you coordinate with? Forgive me if this sounds sexist, but in my house my wife takes care of things like that.”

“It’s Mrs. Millerman who hired me.”

“And she arranges your schedule?”

Windy nodded.

“Then why would the mayor call?”

She lowered her gaze.

“I should have told you this earlier. I always assume folks know. Windy, everything you say to me is confidential. Whatever it is. I need to ask. You need to tell me. I’m here to keep you out of prison. And trust me. Prison’s going to make this place look like a five-star resort.” The warning hung in the air before he spoke again. “Windy, why did the mayor call you?”

Her heart beat so loudly she was certain he could hear.

“Were you having an affair with the mayor?”

She jerked her head up at the accusation. “Not an affair! Never! It wasn’t like that!”

“Then tell me what it was like.” His voice was calm. He remained silent while Windy struggled to put words to her shameful truth. It took her several minutes.

“I guess you could say he gave me odd jobs….”

Andrew sounded as kind as a parson’s wife. “Sexual jobs?”

She gave one quick nod. “I don’t want to talk about this right now.”

“Okay. I have the gist. If I need more we’ll come back to it. I promise to be respectful.”

I took money to let him put his hands on me. Lay on top of me. And more. So much more. I don’t deserve respect.

“May I assume the mayor called you on Friday for one of these odd jobs?”

“Probably. But like I said, I can’t say for sure if the mayor really called me or if that’s what the police told me.”

“Easily resolved. I’ll know what the police have by tomorrow. We’ll check your phone. If he called, we’ll know.”

“You make it sound easy.”

“I happen to be freakishly good at my job. All you have to do is remember not to talk to the police any further.”

“Talk to my lawyer.”

“That’s right. Now tell me about that conspicuous knot on your head. There seems to be some blood still caked in your hair.”

Windy reached up to touch the spot the ER doc had had to shave. Twelve stitches, they’d told her.

“I don’t know how this happened. I have these images. Like pictures. I don’t know if they’re real or imagined. They float in and out.”

“Did the mayor hit you? Was that part of the odd jobs?”

He never hit me. His injuries were different.

“No.”

“Was there a struggle on Friday?”

She strained to remember. “I was in the house. Or at least I think I was. I remember knowing he was dead.”

“You knew?”

She nodded. “It was like I was in another room, but I somehow knew if I went into his office he’d be there. Dead. Then it was like—poof!—there I was. It seemed like I didn’t even take a step but I was suddenly there. In his office. And there he was.” Her voice drifted into a faraway place. “They said I went into the woods. Maybe I hurt my head there.”

“The police? They said you went into the woods?”

“Yes. Gabby asked me if I’d gone camping. She was upset I didn’t take her with me.” The thought of her daughter thinking she’d had fun without her filled her eyes with tears.

“Stay with me, Windy. I need you to focus. Can you bend your head down so I can see your injury?”

She did as he requested.

“This is to the back of your head. Might the mayor have come up from behind and coldcocked you? Do you remember losing consciousness at all?”

Again she struggled to remember details of that day. Still her brain teased her with ghosts of memories dancing between pillars of fears.

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Did the mayor ever suggest he might enjoy having sex with an unconscious person?”

The mayor would never go for that. He always wanted a crisp and clear picture of every despicable thing he did to me.

“No. He never said anything like that.”

Andrew’s face changed. She could almost see a new idea forming in his mind.

“Could someone else have been there? Not the mayor coming up behind you, but someone else. Was there anyone else in the house that Friday?”

She focused on the images floating though her memory. Again and again.

“No. I don’t think there was anyone else there.”

“Try to remember, Windy. This is more important than you can ever know. Who else was in that house with you?”

She tried again, eager to help this man who seemed so sure he could help her. Nothing new rose in her consciousness.

“I’m sorry. No. There was no one in the house.”

Andrew’s expression shifted again. This time she couldn’t read it.

“You’re certain?”

“As certain as I am about anything that happened that day.”

He nodded slowly.

“I’m sorry,” she said, close to tears of despair.

“No, no. You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.” He looked at her and his brown eyes took on a heavy sadness. “I’ve worked you enough for one day.” He tucked his pen and notepad into his briefcase, then pulled out a large plastic bag. He handed it to her.

“From Sydney. She says I’m supposed to tell you to trust me. Perhaps that’s another thing I should have mentioned when I first came in.”

Windy opened the bag. She saw an assortment of toiletries, including toothbrush and toothpaste. Granola bars, a bag of almonds, packages of cheese and crackers and other snacks nestled around copies of People, O: The Oprah Magazine, and Time.

“She didn’t know your reading preferences, so she got you a sampler.”

Windy felt her throat tighten in a mixture of gratitude and shame. She didn’t speak as Andrew gathered his things. He stood and she did the same, wondering what words were worthy enough to express the debt she realized she owed him.

“Try to make today as good as you can.” He crossed to the cell door and called for the guard. “I’ll have you out of here tomorrow. I promise.”

“I’m so happy you came.” She flinched at her anemic attempt to thank him.

“My pleasure. And I mean that.” He gave her one last smile as the guard opened the door.

“Leave it to me, Windy. I’m going to take care of everything.”

He hadn’t been gone two minutes before Windy was brushing her teeth and washing her face. She was halfway through her second granola bar when the voice of certainty called out in her mind.

Don’t you dare hope. You know what you did. There’s not an attorney in the world who can save you.


Chapter 15

NOW

“I think the lamb will be the big seller tonight.” Nancy Richardson accompanied her daughter on a preopening walk-through of the front of the restaurant. “Chef’s serving it with rosemary gravy. Anita’s selected an aged Rioja reserva that pairs perfectly.”

Sydney stopped and shook her head clear. “Rioja reserva? All right. Who are you and what have you done with my mother?”

Nancy couldn’t stifle her smile of pride. “Who says you can’t teach an old dog new tricks? My joint never needed the fancy go-withs. My customers drank coffee. Water. If they were feeling particularly frisky, they’d ask for a diet soda. Anita’s teaching me.”

“Good for you. Reservations full?”

“Next available table is six weeks from now. How’s that?”

Sydney’s response was interrupted by an incessant knock on Hush Money’s glass front door. She glanced at her watch. 4:35.

“What’s his deal?” Nancy asked. “If he’s counting on getting in before the reserved crowd, he’s got another thing coming.”

He was a small man. Sydney guessed he was at least two inches shorter than her own five feet nine inches. Perhaps no heavier than 140 pounds. Dressed in a cream silk suit cut to accentuate his delicate build. Though he seemed to have no problem standing, he carried a silver-topped walking stick, which he used to rap again on the glass.

“I’ll get rid of him,” Nancy said.

“It’s okay, Mom. Let’s see what he wants.”

The man straightened his off-white tie when he saw them approach. Nancy turned the lock and the man inserted his walking stick into the jamb as soon as she opened the door. Nancy looked down at it and Sydney could feel her mother’s temperature rise.

“We don’t open for another twenty-five minutes,” Nancy told the stranger. “And we don’t let people wait in the bar.”

“I can assure you, my dear woman, I am not a man who begins drinking before a more suitable hour. I’m here on an errand that will take not more than a minute of your time.”

His formal words were spoken with a flat midwestern accent. Sydney had the feeling the man would have loved nothing more than to have a highborn British inflection. His pale blue eyes conveyed an air of condescension. His dark blond hair, combed straight back and secured with a light sheen of pomade, gave the impression he was a man who spent considerable time dressing to convey a certain social status.

“What is that errand?” Sydney asked.

He looked her up and down. The navy cocktail dress Sydney had chosen for the evening must have met with his approval. He offered her a smile and slight bow.

“I’m Brooks Janeworthy. And if I’m not mistaken, you’re the owner of this establishment. Am I right?”

“You are.” Sydney reached above her mother to open the door wider. “Won’t you come in, Mr. Janeworthy? We’re preparing to open, but if this will only take a moment, I’m sure we can help you.”

Nancy shot her daughter a you-let-one-in-you’ll-let-’em-all-in look. Sydney ignored it and stepped aside to let the man enter.

“I had the pleasure of dining here last evening. It’s so easy to ruin scallops. Pulled two seconds too early and they’re a gelatinous mess. Two seconds too late and they’re as rubbery as a schoolboy’s eraser. Your chef chose the hair’s-breadth moment of perfection to remove them from the grill. And the caper sauce was a marvelous surprise.”

“I’m happy you enjoyed your experience,” Sydney said. “I’ll pass along your comments.”

He sighed. “So enraptured was I by the entire meal—topped off, I might add, with the most exquisite charlotte russe I’ve ever encountered—that I’m afraid I left without my sunglasses. I needed them when I arrived at six-thirty, but of course they were unnecessary when I made my reluctant though thoroughly sated exit two hours later. I’ve been squinting all day. Would you be so kind as to retrieve them for me?”

“I’ll check the lost and found.” Nancy turned and stomped toward the hostess stand. Sydney and Janeworthy followed.

Nancy tugged at the drawer beneath the counter holding the evening’s reservations. It took three tries, followed by a strong yank, before it slid open.

“This thing’s been uncooperative since the day we got it. I’ve been meaning to call the handyman, but there always seem to be bigger fish to fry.”

Brooks Janeworthy cast Sydney a look that registered his disappointment in Nancy’s trite metaphor. She stepped over to her mother and searched the drawer.

“No sunglasses here, I’m afraid.”

Janeworthy grimaced. “I’m certain I left them here. Would you be so kind as to check again?”

Sydney pulled the drawer farther out. “Looks like we have a cellphone, an Overture playbill, and two tubes of lipstick.” She reached into the back of the drawer to be sure there was nothing she didn’t see. Her hand scraped against rough wood. She turned a questioning look toward Nancy before pulling the drawer free of its runners. When she set the drawer atop the stand, it was clear there was a three-inch gap in the rear.

“So much for handcrafted workmanship,” Nancy remarked. “For what you paid for this stand, there shouldn’t have been any cut corners. I’m going to call that guy. What’s his name? Pete? I’ll get this fixed, Syd.”

Sydney looked to the floor beneath the hostess stand. The solid maple sides cast deep shadows. She bent down, reached out to run her hands over the carpet, and felt the familiar shape of sunglasses. She ran her hand across the entire area and came across another object. She grabbed them both and stood.

“Are these yours?” she asked Janeworthy.

“Eureka!” He squared his slight shoulders as he took the glasses from her hands. “I’d be embarrassed to say how much I spent on these. I’m pleased they’d been retained instead of finding their way into some waiter’s pocket.”

“Now, that’s about enough.” Nancy moved toward him. Sydney stepped between them before the wrath of her mother could be visited upon this arrogant little man.

“Our staff conforms to the highest ethical standards, Mr. Janeworthy.”

“Of course. No insult intended.” He nodded toward the second object Sydney had pulled from beneath the counter. “I have one of those. They’re quite valuable. I’m surprised someone would carry it with them while dining. Let alone lose it. But then, I lost these sunglasses, didn’t I? Pot to kettle and all.”

Sydney picked up what appeared to be a heavy bronze medallion. It was about two inches across and half an inch thick. On its face was a cast representation of an armored knight on his steed. He carried a shield in one hand and a lightning bolt in the other.

“That’s the crest of Vilnius. Madison’s sister city in Lithuania,” Janeworthy explained. “I was part of a trade mission a few years ago. The medallions were cast from the melted bronze of church bell that was originally made in 1622. The church was destroyed by the Soviets, but the citizens hid the bell. The good people of Vilnius welcomed us each with just such a medal. The symbol of their city on one side and an homage to our individual trade role on the other. Mine is cast with two buildings. I recall the executive director of the Dane County Airport’s medal had an airplane.”

Sydney turned the medallion over to examine its back. Cast in deep relief was the Capitol dome, illuminated by radiating beams.

“Looks like the city’s manhole covers,” she said.

“And those decorations they’re putting on all the new bridges and overpasses,” Nancy added.

Janeworthy’s face drained of color. His jaw set. Sydney was certain she saw his breathing accelerate.

“Something wrong?” she asked.

Janeworthy tapped his walking stick twice on the ground. He cleared his throat, turned, and stalked out of the restaurant without another word.

“What a horse’s ass!” Nancy exclaimed as she crossed to relock the front door. “And quite the dandy. What Madison man wears off-white silk in the middle of the afternoon? Or any time of day, for that matter.” She watched Sydney rub her thumb over the medallion. “What’s going through that noggin of yours, kiddo?”

Sydney quickly slipped the medallion into her pocket. “Open the doors when it’s time, will you, Mom? I’ve got to get hold of Horst.”

“Horst? Now? Why?”

“Because I’d bet these restaurants and everything in them this medallion belonged to the mayor.”


Chapter 16

NOW

Horst Welke walked into the Ten-Ten a few minutes before seven o’clock and greeted Sydney with a warm hug.

“Look at you, Kitz! All dressed up and shiny. You could have had your choice of company tonight. What makes you want to spend a lovely Sunday evening with a lug like me?”

“I need to talk to you.”

“And you felt the need to bribe me with one of your hamburgers? I would have come for the beer alone.”

Sydney knew Horst needed no inducement. From the day her father was murdered, no matter what the request, whenever she needed him, Horst had been there, willing to slay any dragon that dared breathe fire in her direction.

“Can you come to my office, please? There’s something I need to show you.”

“Lead the way. But don’t think for a moment I’m not coming back for my eats.”

—

He was impressed with the corridor that joined her two restaurants, telling her it reminded him of a secret passageway. He was less enthralled with the bustle and tension that greeted them when Sydney opened the door to Roland’s kitchen. But she grabbed Horst’s big paw and tugged him into her office before he could utter any critique that might set off the volatile chef. She closed the door, appreciative of the quiet that instantly enveloped them.

“So this is your headquarters, huh?” Horst did a turn to take in the space. “Classy. Nothing less than I’d expect.” He stepped to the credenza behind her desk and scooped up a silver-framed photograph. “That’s me and your dad! Look how flat my belly was! I remember that day. It was one of his famous annual backyard cookouts. Half the force would come. Maybe more.”

“He may have played the hero, but trust me, it was my mother who did all the work. He’d put on the apron and direct the folks to the food, but the cooking was pure Nancy.”

“And aren’t we the better for it?” Horst chuckled. “When it comes to the kitchen, Joe Richardson was one hell of a detective.”

He picked up another item and his amusement left him. A glass dome with a polished mahogany base. He looked at what was displayed inside and seemed to float far away, as though drifting on a river of memories.

“Your father’s shield. Nice.” He was quiet for several moments. “I’m going to solve it, Kitz. His murder may be officially listed as a cold case, but you have my word. I’ll bring in the bastard who ordered his death. Or I’ll die trying.”

“I know you will, Horst. I know you will.”

He set the dome back on the credenza and stood quietly, resting his hand tenderly on top of it. “You didn’t bring me down here for a chat. What’s on your mind?”

“What can you tell me about Windy?” Sydney leaned her hip against her desk and urged Horst to sit. “How much trouble is she in?”

“Let me ask you something.” His voice suggested his curiosity was genuine. “Why are you so interested in this gal? I know she worked for you and all. But there’s something more, isn’t there?”

“She’s a good kid. Looking for a break.”

“She shot the mayor.”

“Are you so certain? I mean, really, Horst. Are you sure?”

“Look, word down at the department is that this Andrew Conyer fella showed up this morning, sayin’ he was her attorney. That’s the end of Wanda—Windy, whatever she’s calling herself—cooperating with me and mine, I can tell you that much. That guy charges an arm and a leg for his counsel. Two arms and a leg. And he’s gotten more than a few bad guys off. I know it’s none of my business, but are you the one footin’ his bill?”

“Are you saying she doesn’t deserve a defense?”

“She does. And don’t sidestep my question, kiddo. I know you’re sitting on a mountain of money. And I know you’re not afraid to use it when you think it can do some good. I’m going to thank you again for that fat donation you made to the Boys and Girls Club. We appreciate the new computers. But if you think your money is going to get Wanda Fields off, you’re wrong.”

“What do you have on her?”

“Read the papers, Kitz. Or let Conyer tell you what we got. It’s not good for us to be talking about this. I love you like you were my own, but it’s best we keep off this topic. I don’t want anything blowin’ back and queerin’ this case. Or botchin’ up what we got going, either. Deal?”

“Can you at least tell me if she’s safe? Well fed? Warm?”

“The jail’s not the Ritz, but it’s secure. The food’s not Hush Money, but she won’t starve. Monday’s visiting day. If you’re so curious, get on down there tomorrow. See for yourself.” He paused. “I get it. I do. Wanda…What do you call her? Windy?”

“Yes. Everyone does.”

He nodded. “Seems like a nice girl. I had to fight to keep my protective instincts at bay myself when I was interviewing her. But trust me. Without going into details, I can tell you one thing for sure. She killed the mayor. We didn’t have to take any time arresting her because we have her dead to rights. Three neighbors saw her enter the mayor’s house around what the coroner says was the time of death. Two more caught her walking away. Both of them said she looked a mess. One thought she might have spilled wine all over herself. Don’t even get me started about her prints all over the place.”

“She worked there. Of course you’d find her fingerprints!”

“Streaked through blood?” Horst shook his head. “Windy herself can’t tell us she didn’t kill him. Maybe Conyer can get her a lighter sentence. Maybe Windy felt she had to do what she did. I don’t know. But she shot him dead and things gotta run their course.”

“Can I show you something?”

“What?”

Sydney opened her top desk drawer. She took out the medallion she’d found on the floor on Hush Money’s hostess stand. She handed it to Horst.

“What’s this now?” He pulled a pair of reading glasses from his breast pocket and put them on. “Heavy.”

“It’s bronze.”

“Like the Olympic medals?” He examined the front. “Looks like a knight in shining armor. Some guy give this to you? You want me to check him out?”

“That the symbol of Madison’s sister city. Vilnius. It’s in Lithuania.”

“That so? What’s it mean to you?”

“I’ve been told that these medallions were gifts to welcome a trade mission from Madison. Like a symbol of friendship. Their town’s shield on the front. On the back a distinct representation for each role every particular mission member played.”

Horst flipped the medallion over. “The mayor was on this mission?”

“I think so. I also heard the medallions are valuable. Not some little good-luck charm a person might carry around in their pocket.”

“How’d you come to have it?” Horst’s tone had stepped away from that of a loving family friend.

“It was here. At Hush Money. In our lost and found. Well, not really, but on the floor beneath where we keep stuff customers leave.” She explained about the drawer where left-behind articles were kept. She told him about the gap and how some things, whenever the drawer was yanked hard, might get shaken and fall to the carpet below.

“Who found this?”

“I don’t know. I’ll find out. But think of what it means, Horst.”

“Why don’t you tell me what you think it means first?”

“I discovered the medallion today. Sunday. Before we opened for business. Hush Money’s opening night was Friday. That means whoever had the medallion left it here then or on Saturday.”

“Phoebe Millerman was here opening night, right? Could be she had the medallion. Dropped it in her drunken state. Maybe she doesn’t even know it’s gone.”

“Or maybe whoever killed the mayor stole it.”

Horst leaned back, a look of disbelief on his face. “You’re suggesting someone was at the mayor’s house, shot him, stole this gizmo, then went home, changed into their glad rags, and hit the fanciest restaurant in town while carrying some of the loot?”

“It sounds unbelievable when you say it that way, but who knows? Maybe. And if it was stolen, Windy certainly couldn’t have been the thief.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“For one thing, she doesn’t strike me as someone who steals. She works two jobs to support her kid. If she was prone to thievery, I don’t think she’d be that industrious.”

“You haven’t seen the things I’ve seen, Kitz. People you least suspect do all sorts of things.”

“Perhaps. But Windy couldn’t have brought it because she wasn’t here. Not on Friday. Not on Saturday. Someone else stole that medallion. Why couldn’t it be the person who killed the mayor?”

“We don’t know if it was stolen. Hell, we don’t even know if this is the mayor’s!”

“What other trade member would have the city’s symbol on their medallion?”

Horst nodded and Sydney felt the stirrings of hope. Those feelings grew when she saw him reach into his jacket and pull out a plastic evidence bag.

“You carry those around with you?”

“I got two jackets. I wear ’em to work. I keep ’em stocked.” Horst slid the medallion into the bag. He sealed it, initialed it, and jotted down the time and date.

“What’s the next step?” she wanted to know.

“I’m going to take this to the widow Millerman. See what she has to say. Maybe the mayor gave it to someone, I don’t know. But if it turns out to be what you’re thinking, that the medallion was stolen, then maybe you’re onto something.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning there might be a chance that whoever stole this medallion shot the mayor.” He tucked the plastic bag in his pocket and stood.

“And that’s good news for Windy, right?”

A veil of resigned weariness draped across Horst’s face. “No, Kitz. It’s very bad news for Windy.”

“What are you talking about? She wasn’t here Friday or Saturday. She couldn’t have left it.”

“But she’s been here every other day for, what, a month? Six weeks maybe? Training. Learning. Getting things ready. She’s been here dozens of times, right?”

“Yes, but…but…”

“She ever tell you she cleaned house for the mayor?”

“No. She didn’t. I mean, I knew she cleaned houses, but I didn’t realize the mayor was one of her clients.”

“Well, now you do. It’s always the simple answer, Kitz. Things add up just the way they’re supposed to. And from where I’m sitting there’s only one person linking the mayor’s house, which provided access to this medallion, and Hush Money. It’s a two-dot arrow that points straight to Windy Fields.”

He crossed to the office door. “I’ll check things out with Mrs. Millerman, but I think the likelihood that she dropped the medallion is about zero. I’m sorry, Kitz. Maybe it’s time to face facts. Don’t waste any more of your money on Andrew Conyer. A court-appointed can cut as good a deal as Mr. Fancy Pants can.”

Sydney didn’t know what to think. She didn’t know what to say.

“I’ll take a raincheck on that burger. And Kitz, I mean it. From here on in let’s you and me not talk about Windy and the mayor.”


Chapter 17

NOW

“You did what?” The vein in Andrew Conyer’s throat was throbbing. Sydney could see it from three feet away. She’d called him immediately after Horst left and asked him to come to the restaurant. The news she had to give him didn’t seem the type to be conveyed over the phone.

“I was certain Horst would see things the same way I did.”

Andrew ran an exasperated hand through his thick chestnut hair. “You thought giving a piece of evidence that builds yet another physical link between my client—the client you’re paying me to represent—and the person she’s alleged to have killed to the detective building a case against said client…You thought that would be a good idea?”

Sydney suddenly felt very small. The hot gaze of Andrew’s condemnation melted her into a pool of self-damning misery. “I see that what I did was wrong. But—”

“There is no ‘but,’ ” he interrupted. “I haven’t received the full extent of what the cops have against Windy yet. But they’ve given me a pretty good overview. And if half of what they’ve got holds up, it’s bad. Real bad. And the very last thing we need is another solid piece of evidence tying Windy to the mayor. Particularly since that piece of evidence suggests Windy is more than a murderer; she’s a thief. Juries don’t take well to patterns.”

“I’ve trusted Horst for years. He’ll do the right thing.”

“You bet he will. He’s the detective. Doing the right thing to him means building a case. Brick by brick. And you just handed him a keystone.”

She watched him pace her office. He stayed silent, but his anger radiated in steaming waves of disgust. Several minutes passed before he stopped and turned to her. She was grateful his voice seemed to have calmed a bit.

“Tell me again exactly how you came to have the medallion.”

Sydney recounted the story of finding it beneath the hostess stand.

“And which of your staff members put it in the lost and found?”

“I don’t know that. Not yet. After Horst left, I checked with every employee who worked either Friday or Saturday night and is also working tonight. None of them recall putting the medallion in the drawer. I’ve got calls out to three others who worked one of those two nights. It has to have been one of them.”

“Who are they?”

“Does it matter? I don’t want my staff to get worked up about this.”

“Of course it matters, Sydney!” The anger was returning to his voice. “We’ve got to know who left that medallion. Your servers will know at which table they found it, maybe even tie a face or a name to whoever left it behind.”

“Then what?”

Andrew inhaled deeply. She got the impression he was trying to calm himself before answering. “Then I go talk to that person. See what I can learn.”

“And if you get an inkling that they’re tied to the mayor’s murder, we pass that on to Horst?”

“Damn it, Sydney! No!” He stopped himself and took another deep breath. “Look. If you care about your friend, you’ll help me do my job. Not Horst. Me. Understand?”

“But if we can show someone else is likely to have killed the mayor, won’t that help Windy?”

“Reasonable doubt, Sydney. Reasonable doubt. If we give a name to the police and they check it out and there’s no connection, it makes us look desperate. But if we discover a connection and keep it quiet until trial, then we can introduce it before the prosecution has time to prepare a rebuttal. If we can divert attention away from Windy long enough to come up with a plausible alternative for the jury to consider, then we have—”

“Reasonable doubt.”

“Exactly. We’ve got to figure out who dropped that medallion. If it’s Windy, we say nothing. Trust me, the cops will take care of making sure the jury hears all about that. But if it was someone other than Windy, and your server’s testimony can support that? Well, then, we keep that as a secret weapon.”

His strategy seemed to make sense. But the thought of keeping evidence from Horst went against every cop-daughter cell in Sydney’s body.

“Horst himself suggested he and I not talk about this case.”

Andrew threw up his hands in celebration. “Amen to that, sister! I know he’s your friend. But a cop’s a cop. On the clock or not. He’s got a nose that will sniff out whatever dirt he needs to build a case. You’re spending a lot of money on me, Syd. Let me show you I’m worth it. Please. Don’t talk to the police about anything related to Windy Fields’s case. If they ask you any questions, you tell them to come talk to me. Got it?”

She felt like a naughty schoolgirl, ashamed to have been called into the principal’s office but happy to know her scolding was coming to an end.

“I’ve got it.”

“And get me what those servers know. Anything. Even if they can’t give me the name of the person who dropped that medallion. Hush Money was filled with people I know on opening night. If they can give me the slightest description, I might be able to figure out who’s who.”

“I’ll call you as soon as I know who put it in the lost and found.”

“The second you know.”

“I will. I promise.” She paused. She didn’t want to risk another tirade. But after her major blunder, she wanted to check with him before she acted. “I want to see Windy tomorrow. At the jail. Would that be okay with you?”

“I don’t see how it could hurt. She’s scared. She’ll be arraigned first thing in the morning. I’ll be there for that. Then I’m going to spend the afternoon learning the full extent of the case the prosecutor has against her. If you could time your visit for then, I’m sure she’d appreciate it.” He headed to the door, then turned around. “Remember, Sydney. Everything you say in that visiting room will be recorded. No impulsive reassurances. No Nancy Drew questions. Say nothing about the medallion. We don’t want to tip our hands to the cops in any way.”

His efforts to make sure she understood were beginning to seem like punishment. She wanted to tell him so, but knew she deserved every warning he felt it necessary to pass along.

“I only want to make sure she’s okay. Maybe bring her up to date regarding Gabby.”

“I’m sure she’ll appreciate that.” He headed to the door.

“You’re welcome to stay for dinner. On me,” she offered. “Call your wife. I pulled you away on a Sunday evening. It’s the least I can do.”

His face softened. “I’ve been a bear tonight, haven’t I?”

“You’re protecting your client. I understand. It’s what I’m paying you for, isn’t it?”

“You’re not paying me for harsh tones. If I came off too surly, please accept my apologies.”

“Only if you’ll accept my assurance that my mistake with Horst won’t be repeated.”

“That’s a deal.”

“Shall I have Sabrina hold a table for you and Cynthia?”

“Some other time. Cynthia was exhausted when I left. I’m sure she’s curled up in bed, binge-watching her shows until she drifts off.”

“You’re always welcome. I hope you know that.”

He nodded. “Remember. The second you know who found that medallion, you let me know. I have to know who dropped it.”

—

By nine-thirty the dining room of Hush Money was empty. A few patrons lingered over nightcaps in the bar, but Sydney knew they’d be gone within the hour. The midwestern work ethic was too strong for Madisonians to make Sunday a late night on the town.

“I’ll be in my office if you need me,” she said as she passed Sabrina at the hostess stand.

“I’m on my way out. Dianne and Steve are working the bar. They told me they have things covered.”

Sydney smiled. “You’re off tomorrow, right?”

“And Tuesday. Gail’s hosting the next two nights.”

“Good.” Gail was one of the three Sydney needed to check with for Andrew. “I’ll see you on Wednesday, then. Enjoy your time off.”

Sydney closed the door to her office, plopped into the chair behind her desk, then punched 2 on her speed dial. Veronica Pernod answered on the third ring.

“I wake you?”

“It’s not ten o’clock yet!” her best friend replied. “Just what kind of mole do you think I am?”

“The kind whose day starts with a six a.m. patient and who never knows when somebody’s going to go into labor in the middle of the night. I hope you’d be catching sleep whenever you can.”

“Nope. Just me sitting here. Trying to erase what’s left of my last pedicure. Getting reminded with every attempt to dab a cotton ball on my toe that those twenty extra pounds seem to have taken permanent residence around my midsection.”

“Leave it. They’ll take the polish off at the salon.”

“I probably won’t have time until next month. My toes look like little rotting shrimp. Half bare, half blue. I can’t stand it another minute. Whazzup with you? Another stellar night with the haves? What are you wearing?”

Sydney laughed at her friend’s question. “A simple sheath. Navy.”

Ronnie’s sigh was heavy. “Dry-cleanable, I’ll bet. With sexy shoes. And I’ll bet not one person squirted you with blood, urine, amniotic fluid, or any of those other substances I get baptized in every day.”

“Such is the life of an obstetrician. At least you get to wear sensible shoes.”

“That’s why I signed up for this gig. What’s new?”

Sydney related her gaffe of giving the medallion to Horst instead of Andrew. Ronnie listened as Sydney verbally beat herself up about doing something so stupid.

“Enough! You trusted Horst to do the right thing. Where’s the sin in that?”

“Oh, but Andrew was so angry. You should have heard him.”

“Did he get that genius-talking-to-a-third-grader tone he likes to use when he thinks he’s in the right?”

“Exactly! I was humiliated. I didn’t know you knew him.”

Ronnie’s silence lasted only a second. “I know men. Let’s say that.”

“Yeah, well, I need to do better if I’m going to be any good for Windy.”

“You’re doing plenty. She’s lucky to have you in her corner.”

“I’m going to see her tomorrow afternoon.”

“Come by for lunch. I was supposed to speak at this conference, but they had some sort of viral outbreak and canceled after half their attendees got sick. I had two hours blocked off and I’m gonna let it ride. Come rescue me and we’ll have one of those leisurely lunches I’ve heard rumors about.”

“You’re on. Pick you up at noon?”

“Perfect. Now let me get back to tackling these toes. And Syd?”

“Yeah?”

“Andrew works for you, Syd. Remember that the next time he cops an attitude.”


Chapter 18

NOW

Sydney nearly plowed into him as she jogged around the corner onto Wilson. He reached out and steadied her to keep them both from tumbling to the sidewalk.

“Clay!” She shuffled to gain her footing. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

He held her arms until she was fully upright. “I’m fine.” He looked to his right and left, as though surveying the early-morning traffic. “I suppose I should say something witty like ‘Nice running into you.’ ”

“Sounds more corny than witty. And you don’t strike me as the corny type.” Despite his harried demeanor, she liked the way the morning sun lit his eyes. “What has you out and about at this hour? I always suspected you saloon owners were part vampire. Never to be seen in the light of day.”

“Maybe more giraffe than vampire. Did you know giraffes only sleep two hours a day?” He looked away with an embarrassed half smile. “Smooth, huh? Impress the girl with my knowledge of mammalian sleep habits. Sorry, Syd. I can typically hold up my suave facade a bit longer before my inner geek exposes himself.”

“Are you trying to impress me?” She hoped the tease in her voice signaled she’d be quite pleased if he was.

He bent over to pick up the valise he had dropped when she nearly collided with him. “Actually, I’m escaping my accountant.” He nodded toward a two-story building across the street. “She likes to go over my weekend receipts first thing Monday mornings. Now there’s a vampire for you. Seven o’clock and she’s already digested the data my registers download to her computer every Sunday night after we close.”

“And her analysis?” Sydney had no interest in Clay’s bookkeeping. But it was nice to stand in the sunlight and hear his voice.

“Same thing every Monday morning. ‘Stop spending so much on talent. Find a way to stretch a few more drinks out of every bottle.’ ”

“My mother gives me the same advice.”

He glanced down at her outfit. “You’re a runner?”

“Some days more than others. I like the city in the morning. Being out here, watching it wake up.”

“You live near here?”

She knocked on the aluminum wall of the high-rise condo they stood in front of. “Right here. Eighth floor. You feel like coming up for a cup of coffee?”

He leaned against the side of the building, holding her gaze with a look that sent heat climbing up her spine.

“I’d love to,” he said. “But it won’t be this morning. Too many places to be before the Low Down opens. Raincheck?”

She pushed aside a small sense of disappointment. “Anytime.”

“What’s your day?”

“I’m meeting a friend for lunch. Then it’s back to the restaurants by four.”

He nodded but didn’t move. He seemed content to spend a few more moments looking at her. At last he pointed his valise ahead of him.

“See you soon?” he asked.

“You will.”

She watched him until he crossed the street and walked out of sight. Then she turned and entered her building. When the elevator doors closed, she pressed 8, sighed, and wondered why she’d been hesitant to tell Clay about her plans for a jailhouse visit with Windy.

—

Sydney parked her Mustang in the side lot at 11:45. She supposed she’d have to get used to Ronnie’s new business address. She understood that it made more sense for her friend’s clinic to be on Fish Hatchery Road. The proximity to St. Mary’s Hospital meant Ronnie could be bedside in less than five minutes, should any of her hospitalized patients need emergency attention. But as she sat in her car, looking at the low-slung modern building of brick, glass, and stainless steel, Sydney found herself missing Ronnie’s old Victorian on Regent Street.

Times change, she thought. Roll with them or get run over. Isn’t that what Mom always says?

Sydney crossed the wide patio that served as the clinic’s entrance. A woman came out of the building’s double glass doors. She stopped to put on sunglasses before walking toward the parking lot. It took a moment, but Sydney recognized her.

“Cynthia!”

The tall blonde stopped. She glanced toward Sydney but made no move to come closer.

“Did I startle you?” Sydney asked once she was close enough. “I’m sorry if I did.”

“Do I know you?”

“I’m Sydney Richardson. We met Friday at my restaurant. Hush Money. Thanks for coming, by the way. I hope you enjoyed it.”

A nervous smile disappeared as quickly as it had come. “Forgive me. I guess I’m preoccupied these days.” Cynthia turned and glanced toward the clinic. “Pregnancy jitters, I assume. Of course I remember you. And, yes, we had a wonderful time. Thank you for remembering me.”

“Andrew didn’t mention you were pregnant. Congratulations.”

Cynthia’s spine stiffened. “Why would my husband discuss my pregnancy with a restaurateur?”

Sydney decided not to respond to the condescension. “No reason. You wear it well. I hope you have as easy a time as possible.”

“Tell me how you know Andrew.” Cynthia spoke with an old-money presumption that made each statement more demand than request.

“We have business.” Sydney decided she didn’t need to provide the imperious woman with any further details. “As I do now. Have a great day, Cynthia.”

—

“So that’s everything there is to see.” Ronnie led Sydney back into her office after a brief tour of her clinic. “How do you like it?”

“It’s something else. I’ll give it that.”

Ronnie’s face melted in disappointment. “You hate it.”

“No! I don’t hate it at all. In fact, it’s quite stunning. Who did your design?”

“Lindsay Platt over at Whitcomb and Jones. You hate it.”

Sydney laid a reassuring hand on her lifelong friend’s shoulder. “Stop saying that. You know me. I’m not good with change. Maybe that’s why it took me nearly eight months to finally get over here to see it. It’s a masterpiece. The layout, the furnishings, even the art. It’s going to go a long way toward convincing couples struggling with fertility issues that they’re in the right place.”

“Don’t tell me you miss that drafty old house I used to practice in? Syd, the radiators sang so loudly every time we needed heat that I was terrified my patients would think someone was going into labor in the next room.”

“But it’s where you started.”

“Because it was all I could afford! I used to drool, literally salivate, whenever I dreamed of moving out of that place. Finally I did. Be happy for me, Syd.”

“Oh, Ronnie, I am. Just give me time to get used to all the sleekness, okay?” She leaned closer and whispered, “What did you do with Old Iron Guts?”

Ronnie burst out laughing. “Wasn’t she atrocious? A near-life-sized painting of someone who had to have been the meanest woman of her day. Remember when we saw her in that antique shop?”

“Antique shop? What delusion are you living under? Ronnie, that was a junk store. You’d just signed the lease on the Victorian. Every penny you could beg or borrow went to medical equipment and rehabbing the place. In those days neither one of us could afford to walk into any antique shop.”

“Call it what you will. There she was in all her glory. Glowering down at us from under an inch of dust.”

“Twenty bucks, as I recall. And you talked the guy down to thirteen. I remember you said it would take up an entire wall. And with that big metal frame, it did.”

“Cheapest piece of decor we could find.”

“I’ll bet it scared off half your patients.”

“It did no such thing, thanks to my clinic manager. Barbie used to tell people who asked—and of course everyone did—that the lady in the portrait was Millicent Denitra VandenHovel, of the Newport VandenHovels. She made up an entire backstory about how Millie was a suffragette instrumental in securing women the right to vote. She even decided that October fifth was Millie’s birthday. Every year the office staff would bring in cake and cookies. Patients came to love Old Iron Guts.”

“I never knew that story.” It often surprised Sydney that her friend might have a life that didn’t include her. “What happened to her?”

“A nonprofit is in the Victorian now. When Barbie took their exec on a walk-through, she told them her fable, which by now I’m sure she believes. They were so impressed they offered me five hundred dollars for the painting.”

“You made a profit?”

“Which I promptly signed over to Planned Parenthood.”

Sydney smiled. “Old Iron Guts would like that.” She paused. “Speaking of tough broads, I encountered one of your patients on the way in.”

Ronnie said nothing. Her ethics would demand no less.

“Cynthia Conyer. I met her opening night at Hush Money. She seemed aloof that night. Today she was downright rude. Like I was dust she needed to brush off her shoe. So now I know how you knew Andrew Conyer was a man used to getting his way. Cynthia told me she was pregnant. Another success for you, huh, Doc?”

“C’mon.” Ronnie shifted away from divulging any information about her patients with well-practiced grace. “I’ve got a two-hour window. Let’s get while the getting’s good.”

—

Ronnie flipped down the sun visor and fussed with her short blond pixie cut.

“I’m a mess! But it was worth it to ride in this convertible. Promise me you’ll never sell it, Syd.”

“How about I give you first dibs if I ever decide to.”

“Oh, no! I couldn’t. It doesn’t fit my style. Better to have a BFF who has one.” Ronnie pulled her purse from the backseat and got out of the car. “I gotta run. Thanks for lunch. Tell Nancy I said hi…and let me know when you want me to interrogate your handsome new man.”

“He’s not my man.”

Ronnie grinned. For a moment she wasn’t the respected women’s health physician. She wasn’t the scholar who’d entered medical school at an age when most girls were wondering who would ask them to prom. In that instant she was a playful woman. Teasing her friend about a boy. “Give me twenty minutes with him and I’ll determine whether he is or not.”

“Don’t you have patients to see?”

“I do. And you have places to be.” Ronnie’s impish smile disappeared, along with the teasing lilt in her voice. “Be careful, Syd. I can’t understand why you’re so involved with this Windy Fields, but I’m going to stand right beside you no matter what. Just promise me you’ll keep your eyes open. Lead with your head this time, not with your heart, okay?”

They’d taken the entire two hours Ronnie had set aside for her conference and enjoyed a long lunch at a barbecue joint that offered outdoor seating. As was typical for the two of them, they covered a wide range of topics. When the conversation got around to Sydney’s plans to visit Windy in jail, Ronnie struggled to comprehend Sydney’s involvement with a woman who’d just been charged with murdering the mayor, but it was obvious she was willing to substitute trust for true understanding.

“I’ll be careful. I promise.” Sydney shifted into reverse. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Let’s do something soon.”

—

Sydney was making her way through the downtown crush of busy Madisonians scurrying about their day when she heard her name. She turned to see a handsome man in a police uniform waving to her. She recognized him, waved back, and waited as he dodged traffic to jog across the street.

Rick Sheffield’s smile was as warm as she remembered. He looked up at the City-County Building. “What brings you down here? Anything you need a cop for?”

Sydney liked his open ease. It inspired confidence and trust. She wondered if it came from working with his canine partner. “I’m visiting someone. In the jail. I’m more than a bit nervous, if you really want to know.”

“Who’s your person and what’s their offense? And if it’s someone who’s run off with your chef’s burger recipe, let me know. I’ll get an APB out faster than you can blink. Throw a couple of choppers in the sky. Hunt this desperado down.”

“An employee. And if I told you what she’s been arrested for, you’d probably tell me to turn around and go back home.”

The look in Rick Sheffield’s eyes morphed from gentle teasing to understanding. “Wanda Fields. The mayor.”

Sydney nodded. She remembered that old saying: Madison is the world’s biggest small town. She wasn’t surprised this officer knew who she’d be coming to see. “This is the place, right?”

“It is. C’mon. Things can get a bit grim jailside. Let me see what I can do to get you to the right place.”

He waved his arm in the direction of the door and she followed, somehow confident this man would get her to wherever she needed to be. He led her down corridors and through reinforced doors, nodding to various officers they passed, giving each the impression the woman next to him had his approval, perhaps even his protection.

“I gotta leave you here,” Sheffield said when they got to a set of solid steel doors. “Do what the guards tell you. You’ll be fine.”

“Thank you so much. I appreciate this.”

His smile was mischievous again. “Do you, now? Enjoy your visit.”

Twenty minutes later she was seated in a plastic chair in front of a Plexiglas barrier in the basement of the City-County Building. She’d been patted down, led through a metal detector, and told the rules of visitation by a police officer who looked like her assignment to the city jail was a purgatory she was too bored to earn her way out of. There was a long line of visiting stations. Sydney was glad to see only two others were occupied.

“Wait here,” the officer ordered her. “Talk to your prisoner through the phone. Do not attempt physical contact of any kind. Not even by pressing against the glass. Your time here is monitored. Should we see any indication of you attempting to hand something to the prisoner, your visit will end. At that point the best you can hope for is an immediate invitation to leave. The worst is you’ll be facing charges yourself. There’s to be no sexual discussions, no loud talking that might interfere with the other visitors’ conversations, and when we say time is up, time is up. Got it?”

Sydney assured the woman she did. The guard nodded and turned, speaking Windy’s name into a walkie-talkie as she stomped away.

Sixteen minutes later a door opened behind the long row of visitor stations. Sydney drew in a startled breath as Windy walked toward her. The pale blue scrubs she wore seemed three sizes too big. Her brown eyes were wide, frightened. She picked up her pace when she saw Sydney. Both women reached for the phones mounted on either side of the glass.

Sydney’s eyes were drawn to the scratches on Windy’s pale arms.

“Have you seen Gabby?” Windy held her phone in trembling hands. “Is she all right?”

“I haven’t seen her. But I know she’s well. Aubree’s called me twice since you’ve been here. She assures me Gabby’s fine. She misses her mommy, of course, but she’s safe and well cared for. I’m sure she’ll be pleased to see you. I know I am.”

Tears streamed down Windy’s cheeks. She shook her head. Her shoulders heaved.

“I know things look dark, Windy.” Sydney kept her voice as reassuring as circumstances allowed. “But you’re not alone.”

It was several minutes before Windy could calm herself enough to speak.

“I’ve been arrested.”

Sydney made an exaggerated show of looking around the brightly lit cinder-block room. “You mean this isn’t the Hilton?”

Windy huffed out a tear-choked laugh. “I guess that was a dumb thing to say.” She looked at Sydney for several long moments. Sydney hoped she’d see the trust she was offering.

“I met your lawyer…my lawyer…Andrew. I met with Andrew. Twice now. He said you’re paying his fee.”

“I don’t want you to worry about that.”

“I don’t know if I can pay you back….”

“Like I said, don’t worry.”

“Andrew said you hired Aubree to take care of Gabby. Is that true?”

“I thought it would be better for her to stay with someone she’s used to. Aubree tells me she often watches Gabby while you work. That the two of you are close friends.”

Windy nodded. “Why are you doing this? For me, I mean? Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate it. Especially what you’re doing for Gabby. That policeman said they could call in social services.” Windy’s tears returned. “I don’t want my baby in a foster home!”

“Then it’s a good thing she’s not going to one.” Sydney struggled to keep her own voice light while her heart was breaking for the desperate mother sitting across from her. “I got a call from Andrew after the two of you met with the judge this morning. He’s taking care of things even as we speak. You should be released this afternoon. He’ll drive you home, Gabby will be there, and we won’t have another thought about foster care. How’s that?”

“Released?” Windy’s eyes shifted in confusion. “They don’t think I killed the mayor anymore?”

Sydney lifted her hand to the Plexiglas but pulled it back when she remembered the guard’s warning. She wanted so much to offer some sort of human comfort. “We’ll talk about that later. Okay? Andrew’s arranging your bond. It means the police are still going to do what they need to, and of course it means Andrew’s going to do the same. And while everyone’s busy doing their jobs, you won’t have to sit in here.”

“The judge said my bail was two hundred thousand dollars.”

“I understand that. And she set it that low because of who you are, Windy. You have no criminal record. You have ties to Madison. A daughter. Friends. A job.”

“I can’t pay two hundred thousand dollars!”

“It’s taken care of.”

“You? Why?”

“I’ve been asked that question a lot lately. Not sure I have an answer. I only know this is what I’m supposed to be doing right now.”

“Like, what?” Windy sounded doubtful. “You’re some superhero who saves damsels in distress?”

Sydney considered Windy’s question. Horst, her mother, Ronnie, Andrew…Every person she told about her desire to help Windy met her with the same concerns.

But not Rick Sheffield, she realized. He didn’t bat an eye when I told him I was here to see Windy.

“I don’t have any superpowers, Windy. But something tells me you deserve a friend right now. I’d like to be that, if you’ll let me.”

Windy sat there, head bowed, for several moments. When she finally looked up, her eyes glistened with new tears.

“You haven’t asked me if I did this,” she whispered brokenly. “You haven’t asked me if I shot the mayor.”

Sydney glanced toward the guard. She remembered Andrew’s warning: Every statement was being recorded.

“We’ll talk about that later,” she said firmly. “Right now I want you to focus on getting home to Gabby. My mom’s fixing up a basket of Roland’s greatest hits. It’ll be waiting for you when you get back to your apartment. Andrew’s going to pick you up and take you home. When you’ve showered and gotten yourself as pretty as I know you can be, I want you to call Aubree. Tell her to bring Gabby home. Then I want you to smile and laugh and promise your daughter that everything’s going to be okay. Because it is.”

Windy’s eyes flickered with a ray of hope. A small smile tugged on her lips. Sydney’s breath was pulled from her as, in one heartbeat, Windy’s eyes went dark. Her smile disappeared.

“No, Sydney. Nothing’s going to be okay. Not ever again.”


Chapter 19

FOUR WEEKS AGO

“Hold it right there, Windy.” The mayor closed the door to a wall safe while she stood in the doorway of his home office. He moved a wall panel back into position to cover the metal plate. “You must never come in while my safe is open. Do you understand that? In fact, don’t come into this room unless I’m here with you. That makes things easier for all concerned.”

Windy stood where she was told. He’d called her earlier that morning, insisting she be at his home at three-thirty. She knew from the tone of his voice that his wife wouldn’t be anywhere around.

“Come in, girl. Don’t stand there like you’re in enemy territory.”

But I am, she thought. I’m deep behind the lines.

She stepped into his office.

“I hope you were happy to get my call.”

I’m never happy to get your call.

The mayor reached into his pocket. He pulled out a fat stack of folded bills. She could see the top was one was a fifty.

“There’s five hundred dollars.” The mayor’s smile held no warmth. “That’s more than half your rent money, isn’t it?”

She said nothing. Her mind drifted back. She’d met men like the mayor before. Men who viewed the ring on their finger as nothing more than a reminder to be discreet when planning their sexual escapades. She’d become convinced some men actually preferred to be married when they set out to go where they never should. It somehow made the chase and the conquest all the hotter for the risk of getting caught. The mayor was like that. She’d seen it in his eyes the first time he came home in the middle of her cleaning day. Mrs. Millerman had been there and she had introduced Windy to her husband. The mayor had been polite. Shaken her hand. Said how pleased he was that she could help them out by taking such good care of their home. The words he spoke were as innocent as snow on Christmas morning.

But the leer in his eyes was another thing. He’d stood with his wife behind him, speaking civilly while slowly scanning her body. He’d let his eyes linger on her hips and breasts. When he raised his eyes to meet hers, there was no mistaking the message he was sending. Despite doing her best to keep her own eyes cold, Windy knew the mayor had assumed she’d be interested in accepting any invitation he’d decide to offer.

Men like him always assumed that.

After that day she made a point of never being alone with him. If the mayor happened to come home while she was cleaning, she’d hurry into the next room. There always seemed to be people coming and going from the mayor’s office. It wasn’t a problem to find someone standing by something that needed dusting.

Even with that, the mayor never missed an opportunity to soil her with sidelong glances.

Seven months ago she’d come to work tired after a night of no sleep. Her head ached from time spent worrying about finances. She’d received a letter from Gabby’s preschool. They’d raised the tuition. The same morning she’d heard from the mechanic. That noise rattling her fifteen-year-old Toyota was a timing belt screaming out its last goodbyes.

“It’s gonna cost at least three grand to replace it,” the mechanic had told her. “It ain’t the part so much as the labor. Gotta take the whole front end off to get to the damned thing. Car’s not worth more than a couple thousand as is. I was you, I’d scrap the damn thing and get a new car.”

She knew her bank balance by heart. She had $167.89 in savings. She’d hoped to spend at least half of it giving Gabby some sort of Christmas. Her checking account had the five dollars she needed to keep it active. She hadn’t made a deposit in months. She and Gabby were eating off whatever leftovers her housekeeping customers told her to throw out as she cleaned their refrigerators.

She’d been so tired that cold day in November. With just enough energy to do her job. The mayor had come up behind her before she realized there was no one in the house except the two of them.

It seemed so easy. All I had to do was kneel there. He put his hands in my hair and did the rest himself. It didn’t even take very long. He gave me a hundred dollars. He told me I was a smart girl.

Since that day she had been his. The mayor knew it. So did she. His requests became more and more frequent. The money disappeared like fog on a sunny day. But Gabby never went hungry. She was able to stay in the preschool she adored. And in a few weeks she and Gabby would have been in their small apartment for a whole year.

An entire year without an eviction. I’m giving my little girl some stability.

So when he called, she came. And now he’d laid five hundred dollars on his desk.

“What is it you want?” she asked.

He picked up the money clip, stepped around, and came to stand in front of her. He cupped a hand next to her cheek.

“You’re quite lovely, you know. In a homespun kind of way.”

She said nothing.

“It occurs to me we’ve never used one of the beds.” He looked at the ceiling, as though he had X-ray eyes. “God knows we have enough of them. Phoebe always wanted to fill ’em up with kids. Well, that never happened, did it? Only people sleeping in those rooms are donors or hacks.” He held out his hand, indicating she should follow. “Come. Let me show you.”

“I know what the upstairs looks like. I clean up there.”

The mayor’s smile never seemed to hold any good humor. Still, he offered it. “I don’t want you to think of yourself as a cleaning lady today.” He walked out of his office.

She knew it was her job to follow him.

These are the steps I vacuum. She kept her eyes lowered as they climbed. Here is the first guest bedroom. It’s done in shades of blue. She followed him down the hall. Past the main bathroom with those small hexagonal tiles she had such trouble keeping clean. Past the second guest bedroom, the one done in browns and greens.

He’s taking me to the master bedroom. He’s going to make a secret for himself. His wife will never know he fucked the help in her own bed. That’s worth five hundred dollars to him.

But he stopped at a door before they reached the master. She knew this room. It was the smallest of the upstairs quarters. Room enough for a queen-size bed and two nightstands. Mrs. Millerman had decorated it all in white. To make it look bigger, she’d said. White walls, white night stands, white chenille bedspread. It gave the feel of a little girl’s room. Small and pure.

It was Windy’s favorite room in the entire house.

The mayor opened the door and waved her in.

“Have a seat,” he said. “On the bed.”

She did as she was told, keeping her eyes on him as he moved about the tight space. He pulled the shades on the two windows, leaving the room cast in intimate shadows.

“Take off your blouse.”

He didn’t approach her. He leaned against the closed bedroom door and waited for her to follow his instructions.

“Your hands are shaking. Are you frightened?”

I’ll die before I allow you to add that bit of flavor to your sick stew.

“No,” she answered. “Chilly perhaps.”

He nodded. “It’ll warm up quickly, I promise.” He took her blouse from the bed. She was surprised to see him fold it neatly and lay it on the floor in the corner. “Now your slacks. Take them off.”

She again did as she was told.

It’s just a different room. It will be over soon. I can fill our freezer with food. Summer’s coming. Gabby will need new sandals. That little monkey grows so fast.

“I’d hoped you’d be wearing nicer lingerie.” He took her slacks, folded them, and laid them on top of her blouse. “Still, I guess those white cotton granny things appeal to some people. Crawl up toward the top of the bed. Lean against the pillows. Farther. There. Now tuck your legs to one side.” He paused, examining how he’s posed her.

Let’s get started. Let’s get this done.

“Take off your bra. The cotton panties may be a bit of whimsy, but that industrial bra has got to go.”

Her hands moved of their own accord. He took her bra and added it to the corner stack of clothing.

The mayor walked to the right side of the foot of the bed and paused, looking at Windy and saying nothing. Then he stepped to the left side and did the same thing. Finally he reached again into his pocket and pulled out the money clip he’d offered her before. He tucked it under her trousers.

“No need for anyone to see that, is there?”

Then he turned toward the bedroom door.

“You’re leaving?” Windy asked.

He gave her one last appraisal, long and slow. Then he opened the bedroom door. A man walked in. Short. Wiry. Dark-blond hair slicked straight back. He seemed hesitant. A nervous smile tugged at his thin lips. His eyes locked onto Windy, leaning back against the headboard. She watched his caution transform into something lustier as he untied the belt to his white cotton bathrobe.

Windy’s breathing was short and rapid. Her heart pounded in her chest. She glanced away from the stranger when he sat at the foot of the bed. Windy’s wide eyes flared toward the mayor.

“What is it you want me to do?”

He nodded toward the small man before answering her.

“Anything he wants you to.”

The mayor left the room as the now-naked man began his crawl up the bed.


Chapter 20

NOW

“I didn’t wake you, did I?”

Nancy Richardson chuckled into the phone. “Syd, it’s almost eight-thirty. Name a day you saw me sleep past five.”

Sydney looked across the rumpled blankets of her own bed and assumed her love of lingering under the covers must be something she’d inherited from her MIA birth parents. Neither Nancy nor Joe Richardson was one to slowly greet the morning.

“You have plans for today?”

“I got pansies I need to deadhead out back,” her mother answered. “Porch could use a good sweeping.”

“It’s your day off, Mom. Surely you can think of something more dazzling than gardening and house chores.”

“Don’t you worry about my plans. There’ll come a time when even you, Miss Doesn’t Want to Miss a Thing, will welcome the quiet calm of a day spent at home. I’ll probably swing by the Ten-Ten after dinner, see if there’s anything Roscoe needs.”

“I thought we agreed, Mom. You’re retired.” The first thing Sydney had done when that lawyer dumped fifteen million dollars in her lap was pay off the mortgage on the home she grew up in. Nancy fought her on it, saying the money was Syd’s and she should enjoy it. It took awhile to convince her mother that seeing her learn to stop pinching pennies would be the best kick she could get out of the unexpected windfall. Another wrestling match ensued when Sydney suggested it was time for Nancy to step away from the daily grind of running a neighborhood restaurant. But when Syd lined up a buyer willing to pay cash for the building and fixtures, Nancy warmed to the idea.

“I had plenty of that out-of-work stuff. While you were out seeing the world, I was home twiddling my thumbs. There’s only so many times you can rearrange a pantry, you know. You let me do my part with your restaurants. Gives this old lady a sense that she’s needed.”

Sydney smiled into her phone. Old lady. Nancy Richardson was the youngest sixty-four-year-old she’d ever encountered. “Then by all means, scoot on down to the Ten-Ten.”

“Maybe you could join me. Later, I mean. Swing by for a burger.”

She recognized her mother’s tone. “What?”

“What what? You have to eat. An innocent burger at the Ten-Ten with your mother makes sense.”

“Innocent, huh? What’s your plan?”

“Sydney Richardson! How you got so suspicious is beyond me. Would it be so terrible? Sharing a meal with your mother? Maybe spend some time with the good folks who like to hang out down there?”

“And there it is. What’s his name, Mom?”

“What’s whose name?”

“The man you want me to meet. The one this innocent burger is all about.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. But I could tell you that nice cop from the K-9 unit asked me about you. Rick Sheffield. The handsome one. Remember?”

Sydney recalled how kind he’d been when she was down at the jail to see Windy. She also remembered broad shoulders and a slow, teasing smile. “I do. He wanted you to tell him all about Dad.”

“And now he wants me to tell him all about you. Like, are you seeing anyone? Do you have a thing against dating cops?”

“And I have no doubt you matched him question for question.”

“I might know he’s got three brothers and a sister. None of them live in Madison. He was raised in Cincinnati. Parents are gone. He graduated from the University of Chicago. How’s that for smarts? Got accepted into Loyola Law but decided he’d rather be a cop.”

An image of Clay flashed in her mind. “Let’s table this, okay? I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Oh?”

“I want to go to the mayor’s funeral. You up for that?”

It took so long for Nancy to respond that Sydney wondered if the connection had been dropped.

“Think this through, Sydney.”

She knew that tone. Her mother used it whenever she thought her daughter’s impulsivity was about to land her in a heap of hurt.

“Hush Money’s part of the Madison scene now, Mom. The mayor’s wife was there on opening night. While her husband lay dead at home. The least we can do is go pay our respects.”

“Nice try. I know what you’re up to. You’ve got a bee in your bonnet to help Windy Fields and you think nosing around the funeral is going to give you some kind of clue about what to do next. Leave it be. Horst and I have talked about this. They’ve got more than enough to prove Windy killed the mayor. Get that fancy lawyer you hired to cut her some kind of deal. Look, Horst knows it’s you paying the lawyer. He knows it’s you who bailed her out. So you can bet the keys to your condo half of Madison knows it was you, too. Which means the other half will know in another forty-five minutes. You showing up at the funeral, being the woman who’s bankrolling the defense of his killer? That’s not showing respect. That’s something else altogether.”

“Windy needs my help.”

“Did she ask you for it?” She could tell her mother was struggling to keep her voice calm. “Honey, you can’t spend your whole life picking up strays.”

“You picked me up. You and Dad spent your life caring for this particular stray.”

“Is that what this is? You see yourself as some tossed-away little kitten who needs to pay it forward?” Her mother’s sigh relayed a heart full of sorrow. “Sydney, I wonder if you’ll ever see things the way I do. They way your father did. The day we learned you were born and would be ours…That was the greatest day of our lives. Every moment with you has been a gift. Well, except for those teen years. Your father and I were about ten minutes away from setting you out on the curb with a ‘free to a good home’ sign hanging around your neck.”

Sydney chuckled. “How did you guys put up with me?”

“We just held on to each other, buckled up, and rode out the storm. We knew we’d get our girl back.”

A wave of regret washed over Sydney. She knew intellectually it was every teenager’s birthright to wage war with their parents. It was all part of breaking free. But still, the memory of causing heartache to two such dear people was difficult to chalk up to a developmental stage.

“You think Dad would be proud of me?” Tears stung her eyes.

“I don’t have to think. I remember how his chest puffed out whenever anyone asked how you were doing. He’d take every compliment folks showered on you and wrap himself up in it like it was a toga made just for him. And I’ll tell you another thing. He’s proud of you still. The woman you’ve become. The success you’re making. Even the way you’re handling this whole legacy thing. You know, a lot of young women would have blown through that money on trips to Gay Paree or fancy baubles to show off to their friends. But you’re creating jobs. Helping other people. Dad’s as proud of you as I am. I know it.”

She wanted to believe it. And even a small part of her could accept the possibility that she was turning out okay. But deep in her gut she knew she had been, and still was, an inconvenience that needed to be removed. One whose very existence, according to her birth mother’s own words, threatened to destroy multiple lives. The one easiest to throw away.

Like yesterday’s garbage.

Yes, Mom. I’m that kitten who got thrown over the bridge. Only I was lucky enough to be saved by you and Dad. Windy wasn’t so lucky.

“Syd, don’t go to that funeral. I don’t want people whispering about my girl behind her back.”

“Then they can whisper to my face. I’m going. I could use a wingmom.”

She heard another noisy sigh through the phone. Nancy knew her daughter had made up her mind.

“I read the visitation’s at one o’clock. Funeral starts at three. You picking me up?”

“I’ll be at your house at one-thirty. That work for you?”

“Sure. Gives me time to do my chores. I just hope my pansies are the only thing getting their heads chopped off today.”

—

They walked into the Frank Lloyd Wright masterpiece that was the First Unitarian Society church a few minutes before two. Cars filled the parking lot and lined most of University Bay Drive. Sydney and her mother parked on a residential street three blocks away. Nancy used the walk as one last attempt to talk her daughter into spending the warm spring afternoon doing anything other than attending the mayor’s funeral. Within ten minutes of arriving, Sydney was sure her mother was wishing she’d taken that advice.

The mayor’s casket, draped with white roses, sat in the front of the sanctuary, centered against a wall of windows streaming in sunshine. The entire area was banked with blooming baskets, potted ferns, and standing arbors of flowers. A receiving line wound down one side of the elegant hall, past the casket, and out the side door to a reception room. Phoebe Millerman, the mayor’s widow, stood at the foot of the bier, greeting guests. A hum of soft voices drifted from various groups seated throughout the space. Nancy and Sydney took their place in line, and as they inched forward, Sydney was aware of a break in conversation whenever anyone’s eyes drifted their way. A meaningless smile would flash across the person’s face. Sometimes a small wave would be directed her way. But as soon as Sydney returned the greeting, the hushed talking would resume.

“Take it easy, Syd,” her mother whispered behind her. “Don’t let them get to you.”

Sydney wasn’t bothered at all. If she wanted to help Windy, she needed to see who was here. The next step would reveal itself.

She surveyed the crowd and recognized many as patrons of Hush Money. In the third pew Melanie White, her flaming red hair competing with her somber black suit, chatted with several people while her three-man entourage stood behind her.

What had Horst called them? Wynken, Blynken, and Nod?

The new mayor leaned in as those around her spoke. She occasionally pulled her attention away, scanned the room, and nodded her recognition to newcomers. When her eyes caught Sydney’s, the two women held each other’s gaze. Sydney got the distinct impression Mayor White was calculating how best to react. Should she be warm and gracious to a member of the downtown chamber and newest contributor to the city’s tax base? Or should she telegraph her disappointment that Sydney was obviously supporting the woman everyone believed was the mayor’s murderer? Sydney decided to give her a cue by offering a slight smile. The mayor responded in kind, then returned her focus to those seated around her.

She felt a hand on her elbow and turned, surprised to see a man asking the person behind her to step back.

“I saw you from across the room.” Brooks Janeworthy stepped into the now-available space. “I just had to come over to apologize for my abrupt departure the other day.” The little man was as overdressed as he’d been when he came by Hush Money looking for his lost sunglasses. He wore a navy three-piece suit with a white-on-white shirt so heavily starched Sydney wondered if the collar would slice a ring around his throat. His tie was silver and blue, matching the kerchief in his breast pocket. He wore his hair combed back and slicked, as he had when she first met him, and he carried the same walking stick he’d used to wedge his way past Nancy. “Perhaps I was experiencing a touch of whatever bug is going around.”

“Maybe you were overcome with grief,” Nancy offered. “What with the mayor getting killed and all.”

Janeworthy winced at the intrusion. Sydney could see it took a few seconds for him to make the connection that Nancy had been there when he came to the restaurant.

“Do you often bring employees to community gatherings?” he asked Sydney. “How very egalitarian.”

“This is my mother, Mr. Janeworthy. Her name is Nancy Richardson.” Sydney laid a gentle hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Mom, you remember Mr. Janeworthy. He’s the fellow who was looking through the lost and found.”

Nancy huffed out a greeting, turned on her heel, and focused on the snail-paced line.

“Oh my. It seems I’ve offended Mummy. I do hope she’ll forgive me.” Janeworthy’s cavalier tone suggested he had no such hope at all.

Sydney didn’t comment on the slight. “You knew the mayor well?”

Janeworthy tapped his cane twice against the slate floor. “My dear, are you new to Madison?”

“Lived here my entire life. Why?”

“Then I’ll assume you’re new to the commerce and industry that keep our beloved city running. Allow me to introduce myself as someone you’ll want to know better. I’m a developer. There are those who describe me as the most important developer in the city, but I’ll leave those assessments to the whims of others.”

Then why did you mention it?

“The renaissance along East Washington Avenue? Those are my buildings, my dear. The high-rise apartment cluster on the North Side? Mine as well. In fact, you could look at any building—any quality building, that is—erected in the past fifteen years. Make a twenty-dollar wager that it’s a Janeworthy. Odds are high you’ll win that bet.”

“So you and the mayor had business dealings.”

Janeworthy squirmed at her casual description of their association. “The mayor was an ambitious man, Sydney. I trust you take no offense in my calling you by your first name. You, of course, must call me Brooks.”

Sydney said nothing.

“Millerman had ambitions for this city. Big ambitions. But he needed cash. First to fill his campaign coffers each time he stood for election. Once the voters had their say, he needed even more money to implement his vision. Revenue from property taxes, sales taxes, visitor tax. That takes development. I build. People come. Millerman taxes. It’s far more than mere business dealing. The mayor understood he could do nothing without me.”

“Are you the only developer in the city?”

She enjoyed watching him squirm. Another small man trying to make himself larger by standing on what he thought were his monumental accomplishments.

Dad used to tell me if you ever meet someone blowing their own horn, it’s because no one else will do it for them.

“Of course there are other developers,” Janeworthy replied. “None as large as my operation. None so locally connected. Nor committed.”

“You must be devastated at the loss of such a partner.” Sydney moved ahead in line.

Janeworthy shrugged a thin shoulder. “Mayors come and go. Each election brings the possibility that voters will change leadership. They’re not unlike shoes or cars in that regard. They wear out. Need to be replaced. Or sometimes people just tire of their looks. We mustn’t get too attached. My buildings stay. My contribution grows. It doesn’t really matter who sits at the head of the table. I can work with anyone.”

“And now it’s Melanie White. Does Mayor White share your vision for development?”

Nancy’s elbow pulled her attention away before he could answer. They were next to greet the widow Millerman.

Phoebe’s eyes were ringed with the heavy bags of fatigue. She wore a dark gray dress covered in a black cape. Her salt-and-pepper hair was piled haphazardly atop her head. When Sydney stepped forward to shake her hand, Phoebe responded with robotic precision. One, two, three pumps, then release.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Millerman,” Sydney told the widow. “The city’s loss as well. Please accept not only my condolences but the sympathy of the entire Hush Money staff.”

An awareness kindled on Phoebe’s face. “You’re the woman who cut me off. At the bar. The night Roger was killed.”

Sydney bowed her head, hoping to signal her regret at that being the memory Phoebe tagged to her.

“It was a difficult time,” she said.

Phoebe gave a coarse laugh. “Difficult? Waiting for my husband? What’s your name again?”

“Sydney. Sydney Richardson. This is my mother, Nancy.”

Phoebe nodded her recognition. “Waiting for Roger wasn’t difficult at all. Second nature. Comes from years of practice. You kept me from making an ass of myself. In public, no less. I owe you.”

“You owe me nothing, Mrs. Millerman. I hope you’re being gentle with yourself as you grieve.”

Phoebe breathed another short guffaw. She turned toward the long line. “Sorry, folks. I need a break. Give me a few minutes to get off my feet, will you?” She turned back toward Sydney. “What do you say you and I grab a cup of coffee? You, too, Mom. Let’s have a chat, just us girls.”

Brooks Janeworthy stepped aside to let them pass. The sting he felt at being ignored by the mayor’s widow was evident to any who cared to notice.

Phoebe led them to a pew at the far end of the sanctuary. Nancy asked her how she liked her coffee.

“Black and strong.”

“I’ll go get you a cup.” Before she left them, Nancy threw Sydney a look warning her not to press too hard.

“I was the one who found him. His body, I mean. You sent me home in that cab. Again, thanks for keeping me from doing something that might have ended up in the papers. I lose my sense of decorum sometimes when I’ve had a bit too much sauce. The driver was nice enough to escort me to my door. Don’t worry. I tipped him big.” Phoebe glanced away. Her voice shifted to a softer, almost numb tone. “I walked into what I thought was an empty house. Something sticky was on the floor. I thought maybe Roger had spilled a beer. I flipped on a light and saw the bloody footsteps. Then the walls. A red trail like someone had dragged a hand across. I called out his name. I went down to his office. There he was…dead. The gun was there. Bloody. Needless to say, I sobered up real fast.”

Why are you telling me this?

Phoebe took a noisy breath. She leaned in toward Sydney.

“You’re funding Windy’s lawyer. And if the gossip spinning around town is right, you’re the one who made her bail, too.”

Sydney braced herself for a tirade. But Phoebe surprised her.

“It’s good she’s got somebody. I always liked Windy. Probably the best damned cleaning lady I ever had. Details. Girl paid attention to the details. I’ll miss her.”

“The police appear to have a lot of evidence against her.”

“So they tell me. But you think they’ve screwed it up, don’t you? Got anything by way of proof?”

Sydney shook her head. “Nothing beyond a hunch.”

“Never underestimate that. It was a hunch that told me to accept Roger’s proposal despite his having nothing in his asset column but big dreams and a bigger mouth. I could have married that handsome Billy Afton. He came from old money. Boring as hell, but deep pockets.” Phoebe chuckled. “Oh, my father was so upset when I told him I was marrying a penniless state worker. But it turned out okay. Things were good. At least for a while.”

“Do you think Windy killed your husband?”

Phoebe shrugged. “We’ll see what the jury has to say. I’ll tell you what. If she did kill him, I’m sure she had her reasons. A sweet kid like her? No one around to protect her? She’d be just Roger’s type.”

“Meaning?”

Phoebe’s face settled into a mask of resigned regret. “My husband was a good man once upon a time. I loved him dearly. But you know that old saying about power corrupting? Well, Roger loved his power. The more he got, the more he had to have. And with each step up the ladder he felt more entitled to the trappings. Access to women who got their panties moist screwing men whose names were in the paper being the perk he liked most.”

“Did Windy strike you as that kind of woman?”

“No. Not at all. It was more of a lion seeking out a wounded zebra kind of thing. Unprotected. That was another type of woman my husband liked lording his power over.”

“Do you think he might have been using her that way?”

Phoebe shook her head. “Roger kept his escapades quiet. At least he tried. Who knows? Maybe that was part of the kick for him.” She looked Sydney straight in the eye. “I have no idea whether or not he was using Windy. But he was involved with someone. That much I’m sure of. One of those women who like to sleep with power.”

“How can you be so certain?”

Phoebe leaned back. “You’re not married, are you?”

“No.”

“A wife comes to know her man. In ways he has no idea. His habits. His weaknesses. The way he acts when he knows he’s done something wrong, thinks he’s gotten it by you, but still feels that nagging twinge of guilt. For the past few months Roger’s been gone more than usual. Coming home later from meetings. Closing the door to his office when he was on the phone. He was sleeping with somebody. I’ve seen it too often.”

“Any idea who?”

“No. Like I said, he was kind enough to keep it quiet. But I knew. I think it might have been over, though. The last couple of weeks he’s been kinder to me. Softer. Like he’d made his decision.” She exhaled a heavy sigh. “Be married a couple of decades. You’ll know what I’m talking about.”

“It must have been difficult for you.”

Phoebe ignored the observation.

“Why are you telling me all this?” Sydney asked.

The widow nodded toward the crowded sanctuary. “These folks here? I think most of them are here to pay their genuine respects. Roger did a lot of good in this town and people are grateful. They’re gonna miss him.”

“I’m sure that’s true.”

Phoebe pointed toward the mayor’s casket. “Like that one.”

Sydney saw Cynthia Conyer looking down into Roger Millerman’s lifeless face. She gently placed one yellow rose inside his coffin before turning away.

“I know her.”

“I’m sure you do,” Phoebe said. “But she’s more than the wife of that lawyer you’ve hired for Windy. Cynthia Conyer is head of the Literacy Commission. She may look like a hothouse bloom, but she’s not afraid to get her hands dirty.” Phoebe smiled at some pleasant recollection. “I’ll tell you what. She wasn’t afraid to make demands, either. She rode Roger until he freed up tutoring spaces in buildings all around this city. Cynthia does a lot of good and she knows she couldn’t have accomplished much of it without Roger’s help.”

“Your husband was a great mayor.”

“Oh, I have no doubt a whole lot of folks feel that way. But there’s another group here today, too. The ones who really knew him. Had to work with him. Came face-to-face with his my-way-or-nothing steamroll. Got used by him, then tossed aside. And I’m not just talking about his women. No. There are people here for completely different reasons.”

“Which are?”

The look on Phoebe’s face morphed into disgust. “To make sure he’s dead, of course. Who knows? Maybe it wasn’t Windy. Maybe it’s one of these good citizens, who wants to make sure Windy gets tucked away and the case gets closed before somebody figures out it was them who actually did it. I just want you to know: No matter what you may be about to learn from Windy, my husband wasn’t some one-dimensional bad guy. Remember that, please.” Phoebe nodded toward Nancy, who walked their way carrying a paper cup of coffee. “I better get back in line. Thank your mother for her kindness, will you?” She stood and took two steps toward the mayor’s casket before stopping and turning back toward Sydney.

“Tell Windy no hard feelings. Like I said, good help is hard to find. Windy always struck me as a good girl.” She turned around and marched back to her place in the receiving line.


Chapter 21

NOW

Sydney intended to be the first one into Hush Money the next morning. But when she walked through the darkened dining area, she heard voices coming from the kitchen. It was only nine-thirty, but Roland Delmardo was already in high dudgeon.

“Get that idiot on the phone!” Sydney wondered to which of his staff the chef was barking orders. “I want them to come here and tell me to my face how exactly they determined these shrimp to be of sufficient quality for my kitchen. And you!” He turned to another assistant. “Why are you polishing the glassware this early? Our doors do not open until five o’clock. Do you think I have powers to keep the dust away until then? You never shine earlier than four. Never!”

“Everything okay in here?” Sydney asked. “Do I need to worry about bloodshed?”

Roland’s face registered his incredulity at her question. Sydney waved him over and escorted him into her office, waiting to clarify until the door was closed.

“What’s this yammer about blood?” he asked.

“Don’t you think you ride your staff a little hard, Roland?”

The chef drew himself to his full height, shoulders thrown back, right hand to his throat. “Do you have any idea how many people would stand in line and lick the soles of my boots if I thought they were dusty? Sydney, I am Roland Delmardo. You hired me to bring the highest level of culinary creativity to Hush Money. Do you have any complaints?”

“Of course not. You’ve far exceeded all my expectations. But Hush Money is more than a place to dine. I have hopes for the type of environment I want created here. I want a staff who will remain dedicated. A permanent workforce of respected employees who know how much I appreciate their hard work. I wonder if browbeating them is the best way to achieve that goal.”

Roland grimaced at her criticism. “The president himself had me cater his preinaugural family dinner. Perhaps you don’t know my responsibilities go far beyond putting a tasty scoop on a shiny plate. I am also a mentor. A teacher. Someone who will raise up the next generation of top-tier chefs. That is why the line is long of people clamoring to work for me. They understand my demands are high. They know they will emerge from my tutelage the best of the best. I will not apologize for my standards.”

“I appreciate that. I just wonder if you need to be so harsh.”

“This is my kitchen. Respect my methods.”

“Respect my employees.”

Roland held her gaze. She wondered if she’d pushed him too far. Hush Money had opened with great success. Would that success be sustainable if the restaurant lost the star power her chef offered?

He blew out a long breath. His face softened.

“Here’s my deal, Sydney. The first time—the very first time—you hear a complaint from one of my staff about the way I treat them, I’ll change my ways. Until such an imaginary time arrives, I ask you to trust that I know what I’m doing. Is that something you can agree to?”

She considered his offer. Her only kitchen experience had been in her mother’s diner. Nancy treated every employee like family. She also ran through short-order cooks as fast as pancake batter.

“I can agree, with one stipulation.”

“What’s that?”

“You are never—and I mean never, Roland—to speak to my mother the way you address your staff. She is not yours to train.”

She braced herself for an ultimatum. Instead a look of playful joy crossed Roland’s face.

“Girlfriend, I know how to keep my fingers, toes, and every other appendage attached to this fine body. If I ever spoke to Miss Nancy with so much as a raised inflection, I have a feeling she’d impress me with her creative use of a tenderizing mallet.”

Sydney chuckled. “You know her well. Thanks for the chat.”

He hadn’t cleared her office door before his bellowing began again. “Not on the marble, you idiot! Move that to the butcher block! The marble is for desserts!”

—

Sydney was an hour into her paperwork when she heard a knock. She looked up and saw Windy Fields standing in her doorway.

“May I come in?”

“Of course. How are you? How’s Gabby?”

Windy stepped inside, closing the door behind her. She kept her gaze lowered.

“She’s fine.” There was a tremble in Windy’s voice. “We’re fine. More than fine. I can’t thank you enough for putting up that bail money. I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I’m going to pay you back. I promise you.”

“How many times do I have to tell you to not worry about that? You keep working with Andrew. Show up where and when you’re supposed to. Other than that, focus on your little one.”

Windy glanced up. “We had a fine day yesterday. I kept her home with me all day. We played. Took a bubble bath together. Made tacos for dinner. Might not sound like much, but it was heaven to me.”

Sydney pondered the simple joy of mother-and-daughter time. She’d enjoyed many similar days with Nancy.

Yet not one with the woman who’d given her birth.

“What brings you in?”

“I don’t have my schedule. Thought I’d stop by and see when you needed me.”

Sydney took a deep breath. Would she have the same work ethic after just being released from jail? “Where’s Gabby?”

“She’s with Aubree. I told her I’d let her know what my hours were as soon as I found out.”

“Windy, sit down, will you?” Sydney waited until the young woman was seated across from her desk. “I’m happy to help. I hope you know that. But I think the best place for you right now is with Gabby. And Andrew, of course. Your defense has got to be your top priority.”

“I got nothing to tell him. That night’s nothing but a blur. It’s like you and him want me to tell you I didn’t kill the mayor. But I don’t know that.”

“You don’t know that you did, either.”

Windy sucked on her lower lip.

“I need the money,” she confessed. “I appreciate you paying for Mr. Conyer and all, but Gabby and I need to eat. We need a roof over our heads.”

“Why not let me give you a stipend until all this settles out?”

“A what?”

“A salary. Money to cover your expenses until this is all behind you and you can come back to work.”

“Money for nothing?”

“Money to allow you to stay focused on what’s important right now. You and Gabby being together. Working with Andrew on your defense.”

Gabby was quiet for a nearly a minute.

“You don’t want me here,” she said at last. “Folks will talk. Hush Money can’t have a murderer waiting tables.”

Sydney didn’t respond. She had too much respect for the young mother to lie. The truth was Sydney could offer as much help as she wanted behind the scenes, but to flaunt the woman accused of killing the city’s top citizen would put the entire enterprise at risk. Too many people were counting on Hush Money for her to place it in jeopardy.

“I’ll quit. As generous as you’re being, I can’t have you paying me to do nothing. I still got two customers who say I can clean for them.”

Sydney flashed on Phoebe Millerman’s regret at losing such good help.

“And might be there’s another restaurant that’d hire me. Not as fancy as Hush Money. Maybe you’ll give me a reference?”

Sydney remained silent. She recalled her mother’s warning about saving strays.

“Come with me.” She stood and headed toward her door, but Windy remained in her seat. “C’mon. I have an idea.”

They walked into Roland Delmardo’s kitchen.

“Chef Roland,” Sydney called out. “You remember Windy Fields.”

The chef raised one perfectly groomed eyebrow. “I remember she was to clean oysters for me last week. I remember she didn’t show.”

Windy lowered her head.

“She was otherwise detained.” Sydney rested a hand on Windy’s shoulder. “We need to reassign Windy for a bit. Keep her out of the front of the house.”

Roland looked at Windy. “You’re the one who murdered the mayor.”

Windy gave a small nod. “That’s what the police tell me,” she whispered.

Roland shifted his attention to Sydney. They held each other’s gaze for a long moment. Then the great chef sighed, wiped his hands, and walked over to Windy.

“Well then, Miss Killer, you ought to be pretty handy with a knife.”

—

Sydney stepped out onto Wisconsin Avenue a few minutes past noon and smiled into the soft summer sunlight.

“Sydney!”

She turned to see Andrew Conyer headed her way. He waited until he was next to her to speak. “I’m on my way to see you.”

“And I’m on my way to lunch. Care to join me?”

“I don’t have much time.” Even his startling good looks couldn’t hide the concern on his face. “There’s news regarding Windy’s case.”

“I was going to grab something from a truck. That quick enough for you?”

Andrew glanced at the myriad food trucks lining the square around the Capitol. “So long as we take it back. Your office or mine. We’ll need some privacy.”

Sydney pointed to the shining chrome beast parked directly in front of them. “How’s Thai? We can step right back into Hush Money.”

He nodded. They stepped up to place their order.

“Pork pad thai,” Sydney requested. “Two stars.”

“I’ll have the same.” Andrew hadn’t bothered to look at the menu. They stepped aside and let the couple behind them order.

“Congratulations, by the way,” she told him. “On the pregnancy. This your first?”

Andrew blinked. “How do you know about that?”

Sydney smiled. “Oh dear. Is it too soon? Not going public yet? I’m sorry. I ran into Cynthia as she was coming out of Veronica Pernod’s office. I’m afraid the beans got spilled.”

“How do you know Dr. Pernod?” He glanced down at Sydney’s abdomen. “You’re not…”

“Pregnant? No. Ronnie’s been a friend since grade school. Kindergarten, actually. I swung by to have some time with her, saw Cynthia, and there you have it.”

Andrew seemed to relax. “That explains it then. Yes. This is our first. We’re quite excited. But it’s still early. So if you wouldn’t mind keeping it under wraps, I’d appreciate it.”

“Enough said. Is Cynthia feeling well?”

“Floating on a cloud. We both are. Your friend is an excellent doctor.”

“She is that. You’re in good hands.”

“I know that now. I have to tell you, when I first walked in and saw that hideous portrait, I wondered what we were getting ourselves into.”

Sydney laughed. “Old Iron Guts. Quite an imposing figure, wouldn’t you say?”

“I remember Cynthia saying if Dr. Pernod had half the steel of the woman in the portrait, we were exactly where we needed to be.”

The swarthy man in the food truck leaned out to call that their order was ready. Andrew handed him a twenty-dollar bill, told him to keep the change, and turned toward Hush Money. Sydney followed, then led the way back to her office. As they passed through the kitchen, they saw Windy standing at the butcher block. Her head was down as she focused on chopping a mound of carrots. Sydney bumped her office door closed with her hip and urged Andrew to use her desk as a table. She set her own food down, grabbed two bottles of water from a small side cooler, and settled into her chair.

“You have Windy back at work?” he asked.

“She isn’t comfortable with handouts. She was either going to work here or somewhere else. I figured the closer we kept her, the better.”

Andrew considered the options. “You’re right, of course. How’s she doing? Any new insights?”

“Says she still can’t remember much about that night.”

Andrew stabbed a plastic spoon into his pile of noodles but brought none to his mouth. “The police are sure they can piece together what happened.”

“I spoke to Phoebe yesterday.”

“Phoebe Millerman? When? Why?”

Sydney noted the surprise in his voice. “At the funeral. Mom and I went to pass along our condolences. Phoebe suggested we chat. She told me there were people who might not be so upset that the mayor was dead.”

“You? Of all the people to share her concerns or doubts with, she chose you? Do you know her well?”

Sydney took a bite of noodles, shook her head, and waited until she had swallowed to answer. “I met her on Hush Money’s opening night. She was more than a little drunk. Making a bit of a scene. I put her in a cab and sent her home. She told me yesterday she was grateful. She also led me to believe she had warm feelings for Windy.”

Andrew played with his food in silence for a moment. “Tell me about this scene she was making.”

“Now you’re sounding like Horst. He thought it was a little too convenient that Phoebe was here, on a big night, making sure everyone knew who and where she was.”

“She said her name?”

“In a don’t-you-know-who-I-am kind of way. She didn’t like the idea that it was last call for her.”

“Did she make a big deal out of the time?”

Sydney thought back. “She said she’d been waiting for her husband for several hours.”

“And of course, the bartender can verify that?”

“Along with perhaps fifty or sixty dinner guests.” She could almost see Andrew’s theories swirl across his face.

“It’s not like it would be the first time a wife offed her husband. After all, rumors have run rampant for years about the way Roger Millerman treats women. Particularly his wife. Maybe she’d had enough. Maybe she caught him red-handed. One humiliation too many. She kills him, cleans herself up, and heads out to Hush Money. Where dozens of folks will swear she was drinking her troubles away.”

Sydney recalled the look on Phoebe’s face when she discussed how she had once deeply loved the man who would become mayor. She shook her head. “That doesn’t feel right to me.”

“That’s not for us to decide, is it? Remember what I said? All we need is reasonable doubt. The prosecution’s going to mount an ironclad case that Windy’s the killer. It’s our job to put a crack in it. To offer the jury someone—anyone—who might have killed Millerman. Someone other than Windy.”

“But Phoebe?”

“You’re paying me to get Windy out of this jam. If you’re convinced she didn’t do it and you want to find the real killer, hire a detective. I’m the attorney. And I need a list of plausible alternatives to do my job. Which reminds me. Which of your servers turned in that medallion?”

Sydney shoved her plate away. “I have no idea. I’ve spoken to every server who worked Friday or Saturday. No one remembers picking up the medallion and putting it in the lost and found.”

“It’s a pretty distinct object. Surely someone recalls.”

“No one. I even checked with the cleaning crew. Kitchen staff, too. No one retrieved it.”

“Damn it! We need to know how it got there. We need to place it in somebody’s hands. Somebody other than Windy. Because if we can’t, the police are going to make the only conclusion they can.”

“Which is?”

“That Windy Fields is the one person with access to the mayor, the medallion, and Hush Money. We need to link that medallion to someone else.”

The tension in his voice alerted her. “You said there was something new.”

“There is. And it’s not good. I got a call from the state’s attorney. There was a 911 call the Friday afternoon the mayor was murdered. It slipped by them at first.”

“What do you mean ‘slipped by’?”

“It was from a cellphone. No corresponding landline address popped up. The call ended abruptly. Only one word spoken. The 911 folks could narrow the origin to a certain tower. Put it out over the air, and a couple of squad cars canvassed the area. They saw nothing out of the ordinary. It was only after the arrest was made that the 911 operator went back to relisten to the tape. Call came in synced with the coroner’s TOD. Cell number matches a private cellphone found at the mayor’s residence. The prosecutor’s making a case that it was the mayor naming his killer. Like I said, the call ended after the mayor said one word.”

“And that was?”

“Windy.”


Chapter 22

NOW

Got time for a walk?

The text came from Clay around three-thirty. After all the paperwork, the kitchen drama, and the latest setback with Windy’s case, Sydney thought a stroll with a handsome man was just the ticket. She texted back.

Meet you in front of the Low Down in five minutes. Work?

His reply came thirty seconds later. I’ll be the one standing there, smiling.

—

Clay leaned against the iron rails fronting the steps leading down to his place when she walked up. He opened his arms wide and Sydney walked into them, not caring that the streets were filled with people enjoying the lovely day. They embraced. Clay gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.

“How’s your day going so far?” he asked.

She pulled him away from the railing and steered him toward the square. “Better now. Tell me, does it get any easier? This restaurant business?”

“Want me to tell you about the day my cooler went dead? Cost me forty pounds of ground sirloin and about two hundred dollars’ worth of dairy products. I’m too much of a gentleman to talk about the night, deep in the middle of an August heat wave, when all the plumbing backed up in the ladies’ toilet. Yessiree, that was one glamorous night for yours truly.”

“Well then, let’s pretend we don’t have a care. Ten-Ten’s humming like clockwork. Thank God for Roscoe Donovan. That man makes sure I don’t have a worry in the world.”

“Roscoe’s a pro, that’s for sure. And Hush Money? How go things there?”

Sydney slid her arm into his. It felt as natural as breathing. “I’ve got a bit more than an hour before it opens. I can pretend all is well, can’t I?”

“The greater the glitz, the greater the grind. Give me a good old-fashioned neighborhood joint any day of the week. Is it your chef?”

“Roland’s a big part of it. He runs at a higher throttle than I do. But we had a nice talk this morning. I think we’ve come to an understanding. Besides, he was awfully kind to Windy Fields today. He didn’t need to be, and I appreciate that.”

Clay stopped walking. “Windy’s out of jail? You have her working?”

“She was released Monday afternoon.” Sydney pulled him back into their stride without offering the fact that she had put up Windy’s bail. “She’s got a little one to care for. I’ve got her in the kitchen. Tucked away from any judging eyes.”

“You’re an all-in kind of gal, aren’t you?” She liked the appreciation in his voice. “I have a feeling having you in the corner is a very good thing. What are you like when someone disappoints you?”

“You planning on doing that, are you?”

“No, ma’am, I am not. But what’s it going to be like for you when your faith in Windy doesn’t prove warranted?”

They walked as she considered his question. They’d gone nearly a block before she answered.

“Windy’s not going to disappoint me. I suppose we’re all capable of doing things we never thought we could. If it turns out Windy murdered the mayor, I’m prepared to accept that.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. I’m not blind. I know it looks bad for her. Especially after this morning.”

“Now what?”

Sydney told him about the 911 call. “The prosecutor thinks it was the mayor using his last breath to identify his killer.”

“Pretty high drama, don’t you think?”

“Dramatic enough for a jury. At least that’s what Andrew’s thinking. He’s working hard. He says we need to come up with at least one other person who could have killed the mayor. But to tell you the truth, I think he’s convinced Windy did it. If she did, though, I know she had her reasons. Does that sound cruel?”

“In what way?”

“Can there ever be an understandable reason to kill someone?”

Now it was Clay’s turn to be silent. His voice had lost all its previous playfulness when he finally answered.

“Yes, Syd. I think there are some people who just need to be gone.”

They turned another corner and headed toward Hush Money’s glass facade.

“It may not make sense, but Windy needs someone. It’s going to be me.”

“Then I won’t press you on it again. How’s that?” He patted the hand she had tucked into his elbow. “We’ve got a new performer tonight. Slingshot Billy. Old-timer. Ever hear of him?”

“Plays blues on a steel guitar. Has that one song about trying to ride a bicycle with one bum leg. He’s a big name. How’d you get him?”

“I knew his kid back in college. Spent a couple of weeks over spring break one year traveling with his band. Slingshot’s finished a weekend in Chicago and is headed to Minneapolis for a four-day gig starting on Friday. He had the downtime. My place is on his way. I suggested he swing by for a couple of nights.”

She slowed as they approached her restaurant. “You’ve got quite the storied history, don’t you, Clay Hawthorne? I have so much to learn about you.”

“And I’m willing to tell as many boring stories as you’ll sit for. How about it? Swing by after the fancy folk leave your place? I’ll get Slingshot to save the bike song until you get there.”

“It’s a date. And speaking of fancy, I need to get home and change.” She looked down at the capris and T-shirt she was wearing. “Gotta take a turn toward the glam.”

He looked her up and down. “You look just right to me.”

She was about to thank him when a voice shrilled.

“Sydney! How delightful!”

She turned to see Brooks Janeworthy, walking stick tucked under his arm. He wore a peach-colored sport coat over creamy wool trousers.

“And who is this?” Janeworthy extended his hand to Clay. “Brooks Janeworthy. New friend, I hope, to your obviously old friend Sydney.”

Clay shook his hand and introduced himself.

“What’s your line, Hawthorne? I pride myself on knowing everyone who’s anyone in this town.”

“Clay owns the Low Down Blues. Over on Pinckney.”

Janeworthy nodded thoughtfully. “Ah, yes. What a limestone jewel that building is. Did you know it was built on the site of the very first state legislature building? Quite historic. You’re in the basement, I believe.”

“We are. How do you know so much about the place?”

“Brooks is a developer,” Sydney offered. “Buildings are his thing.”

“Among other areas of interest.” Janeworthy appraised them as though they were a puzzle that needed solving. “So you two are a team? Just a couple of tavern keepers trying to make it in the crazy, cutthroat world of Madison’s social scene. Do I have it right?”

Sydney saw Clay’s spine stiffen. He was about to answer when the front door of Hush Money opened and three employees who had spent the day prepping the evening meal spilled out into the street.

“Hey, Syd,” said Artie, the freckle-faced kid who always followed Roland like a puppy dog. “We’re all set.”

“Yeah. And the sauces are to die for.” Monica, who Sydney knew had her eye on becoming Roland’s sous chef, winced at her wording. She turned to the young woman standing next to her. “Sorry, Windy. That didn’t come out right.”

Sydney looked to see if Windy had taken offense. But Windy didn’t seem to have even heard Monica’s clumsy remark. Her eyes were on Janeworthy. Her mouth moved wordlessly.

And her face was drained of color.

Sydney looked back to the foppish developer. There was no mistaking the look of panic on Janeworthy’s face.

“Enjoy your evening.” His words, directed to Sydney and Clay, were mechanical.

Janeworthy turned and scurried down the street. Sydney stepped over and draped an arm across Windy’s shoulder.

“Are you okay? Do you know that man?”

Windy’s eyes filled with tears. Sydney felt her quiver.

“I’ve got to go.” Windy pulled away.

“Windy, wait,” Sydney called after her.

“I’ve got to catch my bus. Tell Roland thanks for everything.”

The small group watched her disappear into the late-afternoon crowd.

“What got into her?” Monica asked, bewildered. “Was it what I said?”

Sydney looked at Clay, holding his gaze as she answered.

“No, Monica. I think it was something else altogether.”


Chapter 23

THREE WEEKS AGO

“Brooks!” Roger Millerman called his guest into his City Hall office. “Come on in here, man. Good to see you. Thanks for taking the time.”

Brooks Janeworthy hadn’t expected the hearty welcome. He wasn’t sure what the etiquette was when greeting someone who’d recently arranged for the kind of clandestine liaison he’d experienced a week earlier.

“I’ll always have time for you, Roger.” He tapped his walking stick twice for emphasis, then handed the mayor a bottle of Georges de Latour Private Reserve. “Cabernet sauvignon. A favorite of yours, I’m told.”

Millerman scanned the label and smiled. “It is, indeed. Never was one of those lighter wine types. Give me something with some heft to it.” He set the bottle on his desk before returning to his chair. “There’s no need for gifts. But I’m gonna enjoy it nonetheless. It’s very kind of you.”

“My only regret is that I have no English wine to offer. For all the glories that nation has given the world, I’m afraid wine isn’t one of them.”

The mayor kept his eyes on him. Brooks straightened his shoulders, allowing Millerman the opportunity to admire his herringbone sport coat and thin-striped tie, straight from Savile Row.

“With your love for all things British, I’m surprised you’ve never moved on over. Madison’s a lot of things, but highbrow isn’t one of them.”

“I make it across the pond at least four or five times a year. I keep a flat in Kensington, actually. Perhaps you and Mrs. Millerman will do me the honor of allowing me to host you sometime. You’ll find there’s no place like London.”

“You never got the itch to make those visits permanent?”

Janeworthy wondered where this conversation was headed. “One makes one’s way where there’s the least resistance. I’d have to have an entirely different pedigree to break into the old-school ties that are the calling card for the English development game. Either that or be a Russian oligarch. Madison has been very kind to me.”

“You’ve made a fortune here, that’s for sure.”

He squirmed at the mayor’s crass mention of money. “And I hope my contributions to the city have warranted whatever advantages I’ve received.”

The mayor waved to a chair opposite his desk. “They have, indeed. When I think of what this skyline looked like twenty years ago, well, let’s just say Madison was looking mighty prairie. You’ve put us on the map architecturally.”

“I’ve done my best.”

The mayor’s lack of response rekindled Janeworthy’s sense of discomfort. He glanced behind him to make sure the door to the mayor’s office was closed.

“I must say, I’m at a bit of a loss as to how to comment on our last interaction.”

Millerman’s face reflected confusion.

“At your home.” Janeworthy leaned forward and whispered, “With the young woman.”

“That? I don’t want you to give that a second thought. That was nothing more than one friend doing a solid for another. You seemed to me like a man who needed to get out of his own space. Blow the dust out of the pipes, if you know what I mean. Least I could do was hook you up with the right mechanic.”

Janeworthy might have been offended by the mayor’s continued crudeness had he not been such a willing participant.

“I was happy to set it up,” Millerman continued. “Fellow like you must not get a chance to meet the kind of cosmopolitan women London has to offer here in the heartland. As long as you two kids had a nice time, that’s good enough for me.”

“I’m assuming she was a…a…professional? I, of course, would be more than willing to reimburse you any expense you incurred.”

The mayor leaned back in his seat. “Don’t mention it again. Like I said. Friends helping friends. Nothing more.”

Janeworthy nodded. “Perhaps you can relay my appreciation on to the young lady.”

“Will do. Now let’s get on to why I asked you down here. I’m sure both of us have busy days planned. Brooks, I need you to step away from the public market project.”

Janeworthy fell back against his seat as his breath rushed out of his lungs. The development of a public market had been his primary focus for the past fourteen months. He’d invested tens of thousands of dollars in design plans and legal fees. He’d spent another hundred thousand in earnest monies to secure two possible sites. He and his team had been lobbying the Common Council for months, and until this moment the mayor had been a vocal champion of the need to build a permanent, year-round gathering place for local vendors and farmers. The city stood poised to add millions of dollars in tax revenue once the market was fully operational. It would be another jewel in Janeworthy’s portfolio, not to mention contributing significantly to his overall net worth.

“I don’t understand. Is it the council? I haven’t sensed a strong resistance. Quite the contrary. They see the economic boon the market will bring the city. Not to mention the revival of a blighted neighborhood.”

The mayor shook his head. “Nothing like that. Of course the council’s on board with this. It’s a win-win situation. Mom-and-pop businesses grow. Tourists come. City gets a big payday. No. There’s no opposition to the market. I just have to make sure you’re not the guy driving the bus.”

“But this was my idea! Everyone knows that!”

“Let’s not get too full of ourselves, okay? Public markets have been around forever. Seattle, Portland, New York. Hell, I’ll bet even your beloved London’s got one. Let’s not pretend this is a wheel you invented.”

Janeworthy tightened his hold on the chair’s arms to keep his hands from shaking. “No one thought of bringing such a market to Madison before I did. This is my vision, Roger. I’ve invested time, energy, and a not-insignificant amount of money into this project.”

“And your efforts are appreciated. It’s time for a new face, that’s all. You have to admit, our skyline’s looking a little uniform, what with most of the buildings coming out of your shop. This is our chance to make a splash with some new blood.”

“Do you have someone in mind?”

Millerman shrugged. “You know the drill. It’s all about the optics. This one’s going to a minority. Or a woman. And if God sees fit to send me a female minority with experience in bringing in a project like this, I just might have to start believing again.”

“I’ll fight you on this. I’ll not have all my work sacrificed so you can look like the hotshot looking out for the little guy.”

“I’m looking out for the city, Brooks. We’re not all hand-tailored suits, you know. City contracts need to benefit as many as possible.”

“I’m the only one who can bring this in. You know that.”

“What I know is you’ve had more than your fair share of TIFs, guaranteed cost overruns, and sweetheart deals. Relax, Brooks. This isn’t the only thing left to build in Madison. There’s more cookies in the jar.”

“But it will be the biggest for the next five years.”

“And that’s why I have to make sure it’s not going to you.”

Janeworthy couldn’t fathom the ease with which the mayor was disregarding him. He’d built his career lifting this city up. He’d contributed to each of Millerman’s elections. He’d even accommodated the mayor’s demands for the inclusion of low-income housing in several of his latest developments. He was not about to be cast aside so some demographically appealing Johnny-come-lately could capture his gem.

“I’ll sue. I’ll take this to the newspapers. It is the very picture of fiduciary malfeasance to put a project of this magnitude into the hands of anyone of less than my stature.”

“There’s that ego again, Brooks. Take a deep breath. Like I said, we’ll do business again. I need you to step aside. And I need you to be very vocal in your support of whichever development firm I choose.”

“Isn’t the selection up to the Common Council?”

Millerman’s smile was cold. “Like I said, whichever development firm I choose. Can I count on you?”

Janeworthy’s right hand slipped free of the chair’s arm and slid down to the walking stick lying across his lap. Then his left hand followed suit, each gripping the stick with such force his knuckles turned white.

“You’re the mayor, not the king. I don’t know who you think you are to dare to assume you have such power.”

The mayor sighed. He leaned forward and inserted a thumb drive into his desk computer. He was silent as he manipulated the mouse. Finally he turned the monitor around, allowing Janeworthy a full view, and clicked the mouse one last time.

A small bedroom came into view. Decorated entirely in white. The camera angle was such that the bed dominated the image.

Sitting at the head of the bed, posed in vulnerable provocation, was a young woman. Dark hair. Dark eyes. Naked except for white cotton panties. Her eyes were focused off camera, as though she was seeing something just out of view.

Janeworthy’s stomach lurched as he watched himself climb onto the bed, crawling up to where the woman sat. He saw his hands move to her shoulders. His mouth on her neck. His knees urging hers open.

“Turn it off,” he said.

“But we’re just getting to the good stuff. I particularly like when she tries to push you away. If you’d like, I can turn up the volume. You very clearly hear her protesting. But you manned up, I must say. It wasn’t long before she was lying there, totally submitting to you. Yes, sir. You’ve got quite the seductive style.”

“Turn it off.” Janeworthy was sickened by the begging in his own voice.

The mayor spun the monitor back around, clicked a few more commands with the mouse, pulled the thumb drive out of the computer, and tucked it into his trouser pocket.

“I’ll let the Common Council know we’ll need proposals from developers at our next session. I don’t care what reason you give the press when they ask why you’ve bowed out of the selection process, so long as it doesn’t blow back on my own plans. Hell, tell ’em you’re looking into overseas projects for all I care. Look on the bright side, Brooks. This could get you—what did you call it?—across the pond? This could get you there faster than you planned. Can I count on you?”

Janeworthy’s hands held their grip on his walking stick.

“Big smile, Brooks. All’s well with the city. Forward. Ever forward. You in?”

Janeworthy relaxed his hands. He stood, this time truly needing his cane to remain upright.

“I’m in,” he whispered.


Chapter 24

NOW

Sydney glanced at the clock in her darkened bedroom. 6:22.

Why am I awake?

She snuggled back down into her covers and willed herself to sleep, but images of the night before flashed through her memory. Hush Money’s tables had been filled with festive diners. She’d been surprised at how little discussion she overheard about the mayor’s funeral. Her crew had operations well in hand and Sydney had spent most of the night at the Ten-Ten.

Horst is better at this than I am. I wanted so much to talk about Windy’s case. But he kept to his guideline that our conversations steer clear of that. I couldn’t ask him about the 911 call.

Instead Horst had kept their talk focused on music, food, and their mutual plans for the summer. Anyone overhearing their conversation would have thought they were exactly what they were: lifelong friends as dear as family. No one would have guessed they were currently on opposite sides of a murder investigation.

I don’t want to choose sides. I just want Windy safe.

Sydney took a deep breath and tried to shift her thoughts. She’d left the Ten-Ten and gone to Clay’s place a little before midnight. The room had been packed. Every blues fan in a hundred-mile radius had been crammed in, wanting to hear the great Slingshot Billy. Clay had saved a spot for her at the corner of the bar. She’d settled in and listened to Slingshot’s blues for nearly an hour, loving that she felt so comfortable in that space. Clay hadn’t had much time to spend with her. He’d asked her to stay until they closed. The look in his eyes when he promised to walk her home had suggested he’d have plenty of time for her after that. But after one glass of wine, the day’s events had pulled at her, urging her to call a cab, get to bed, and sleep till noon.

So why am I awake?

She focused on her toes, willing them to become heavy and relaxed. Then she moved to her calves, her thighs, her hips, and her belly. She tried to envision each body part growing heavier and heavier, pulling her deep into sleep.

It didn’t work.

She glanced again at the clock. 6:37.

Sydney flung the covers back and sat up. She went to her bathroom and emerged ten minutes later, teeth brushed, hair pulled into a runner’s knot, and wearing her workout clothes. By eight o’clock she was sitting at her kitchen counter, a two-mile run behind her and finishing her bagel, orange juice, and coffee.

Maybe Nancy and Joe are finally rubbing off on me. Not so bad, this early-morning stuff.

Her phone warbled. She didn’t recognize the number on the screen.

“Hello.”

“Sydney? This is Windy. Windy Fields. Am I calling too early? I’m sorry if I am.”

Sydney assured her she was fine. “What’s up?”

“I’m supposed to be at Hush Money by ten. Chef Roland’s going to help me some more with my knife skills.”

“He told me you’re doing a wonderful job.”

“Chef’s been very nice. You gotta get past his bluster, I guess. But if you don’t listen to that stuff, he’s really kind of a good guy.”

Sydney could think of dozens of people who would have disagreed with Windy’s generous assessment. “Is there a problem?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Andrew just called. Says I should meet him at his office at nine o’clock. I told him I have to work. He tells me never mind about that. Says it’s real important.”

Sydney wondered if Andrew had told her yet about the prosecutor’s latest piece of evidence.

“You should go. Don’t worry about Roland. I’ll let him know what’s going on. If you’re up to it, come to work when you’re done with Andrew. That sound okay?”

There was no response.

“Windy? Do you think you can come to work after your meeting with Andrew?”

“Oh, yes. Of course. It’s just that…I was wondering if…I hoped maybe…”

“What is it, Windy?”

“I know you’re already doing so much. But I was wondering…Could you maybe be at that meeting? I know Andrew is supposed to be on my side and all, but sometimes he scares me. Big words. Fast talk. That tone in his voice. All those assistants running around acting like he’s God himself. You think you could come with? Just to sit with me?”

—

Andrew raised a curious eyebrow when his receptionist escorted Windy and Sydney into his office.

“Are you sure you want her here?” he asked Windy.

“If I need to sign some sort of paper, I will. Besides, she might as well get a good idea what she’s paying for, right?”

He turned toward Sydney. “This okay with you?”

“I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”

Andrew leveled a stern gaze. “I’m not so sure how comfortable I am with this. I know your relationship with Detective Welke is lifelong. Windy and I are going to be discussing things. Things that were, that might have been…both working for her and against her. I can’t risk you tipping our hand to the prosecution in even the most casual way.”

“It won’t happen.” She was beginning to understand why Windy needed someone in the meeting.

He sighed, glanced between the two women, and threw his hands up in reluctant acceptance.

“Windy, I want you to listen to a piece of evidence the prosecution recently released to us.”

He entered a few commands into his computer. A crackle came over the speakers.

911. What is your location, please?

More crackle.

911. What is your emergency?

A gurgling sound was followed by a throaty gasp.

Windy.

Then it ended.

“This is the recording of a 911 call received the night the mayor was killed,” Andrew explained. “It came from a cellphone. Couldn’t be traced to an address. Police sent patrol cars out to the general area but didn’t find any disturbances. They chalked it up to a prank call until you were arrested. Your name in the paper jogged the operator’s memory. She went back, pulled the call from the logs, and gave the number to the police. It belongs to a private cellphone they found at the mayor’s residence. The time of the call coincides with the coroner’s estimated time of death.”

“I don’t understand.” Windy turned to Sydney, eyes wide, face pale. “What’s this mean?”

“The prosecutor is going to present this as the mayor’s using his last thrust of earthly strength to name his killer. One gasp. One name. Windy.”

Windy groaned. Sydney leaned over and placed a hand on her knee.

“Do you remember this?” she asked. “Were you there when the mayor made that call?”

“Of course she was there,” Andrew said. “Her blood, prints, and DNA are all over the place. She was covered in the mayor’s blood when they picked her up.”

Windy began rocking back and forth.

“I think it’s time we shifted focus,” the lawyer announced.

“Meaning?” Sydney asked.

“Our original plan to create reasonable doubt by presenting a theory of someone else shooting the mayor gets blown out of the water by this tape. It’s time to work toward as palatable a consequence as possible for Windy.”

“Some sort of bargain?” Sydney translated.

“A plea arrangement.” Andrew’s voice softened. “Look, I don’t know how much Windy’s shared with you about her relationship with the mayor. But it seems there were sexual expectations on his part. Forced sexual expectations.”

Sydney recalled Phoebe’s description of Windy as a vulnerable zebra to the mayor’s predatory lion.

“I’m sure I can explain Windy’s violent, desperate reaction. The murder weapon wasn’t registered. There’s no indication Windy ever purchased any firearm. I could make a case the gun was there. The mayor became sexually aggressive. She reacted on instinct. If I’m lucky, I might get it down to involuntary manslaughter. A few years in minimum security. And there’s always time reduction for model behavior.”

Sydney was thinking about the impact a “few years” away from her mother would have on little Gabby when Windy whispered her solution.

“I could say I didn’t kill him. I could say I didn’t kill the mayor.” Her voice trembled. “What if I said he was standing there. I walked in. He was holding the phone.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “So much blood. He was covered in blood.” She opened her eyes and looked up at Andrew. “He looked at me. Right at me. He said my name. Maybe like he was calling out to me.”

“What?” Andrew pressed. “You’re remembering this now?”

“I don’t know what I remember! But it makes sense, doesn’t it? Maybe he called me earlier. Wanted me to come over.” She rubbed her forehead frantically as she turned to Sydney. “It’s like I have this memory, but then the image floats away. It was Hush Money’s opening night. I needed to be at work. He told me it was important. Said it wouldn’t take more than twenty minutes.” Shame crept into her voice. “I went by on the way to work.”

“Is this a memory or is this what you’re prepared to say?” Andrew asked.

“I don’t know. It’s like something’s trying to come up, but it’s getting blocked. It makes sense to me, though.”

“And the mayor was already shot when you arrived?” Sydney asked.

“By whom?” Andrew demanded. “You told me there was no one else at the house.”

Windy looked away. Sydney could see the effort she was putting into trying to recall. Finally Windy shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s like everything is blank. But then I see him. In my mind. I see him, see the blood. Talking on the phone.”

“That must have been when you were hit on the head,” Sydney offered.

“Let’s not plant suggestions, Sydney. Windy, this is the time to be absolutely straight with me. Did you see anyone else at the mayor’s house that day?”

She started to shake. Then cry. Sydney crossed over to her, taking her into her arms. Rocking her.

“It’s okay, Windy. It’s okay…”

“It is most assuredly not okay,” Andrew insisted. “Think, Sydney. Windy’s been telling everyone—us and the police—that she has no recollection of that night. She’s confronted with the 911 call and suddenly she’s been given the gift of total recall? In an instant she has an explanation for why there’s a recording of the mayor gasping out her name with his dying breath?”

“But it makes sense,” Sydney argued. “Someone was in that room. The person who shot the mayor was there when Windy walked in. Millerman’s on 911, calling for help. He sees Windy. Calls out to her. The real murderer is behind her, strikes her, and makes a run for it.”

“Or, more likely, Windy hurts her head during a struggle. Or maybe she bangs her head herself to build a case for self-defense. Think like a prosecutor, Sydney. The only blood at the scene is the mayor’s and Windy’s.”

“But I’m remembering something. At least I think I am!” Windy cried.

“I believe her,” Sydney insisted.

“What you believe doesn’t matter,” Andrew said curtly. “What matters is what a jury believes. And if I go to the prosecutor right now with Windy’s newfound ‘memory,’ I can tell you exactly what she’s going to believe.”

“Listen to me, Andrew. Just for a minute.” Sydney stood away from Windy and went back to her own chair. “I went to the mayor’s funeral.” She told him what Phoebe had offered about her husband’s ruthless hold on power and about the many people he’d offended along the way. She included the widow’s remarks that some people might have attended the mayor’s funeral just to make sure he was dead.

Andrew brushed her off. “Politics is a rough game. People who play know that.”

“But Phoebe herself said maybe there was someone there who wanted to make sure no one was thinking that they did it. That’s how cruel she said her husband had become. She called him a predator. Certainly Windy can testify to that.”

Andrew shook his head. “ ‘Maybe’ doesn’t cut it. Especially the ‘maybe’ of a spiteful widow.”

“You said it yourself,” Sydney persisted. “All we have to do is offer a plausible alternative to Windy as the murderer.”

“That was before the 911 tape.”

“But now we might have an explanation for that.”

Andrew threw up his hands in exasperation. “What we have is a desperate countermove. That’s how the jury is going to read her sudden recollection.”

“So find a psychologist who can testify the recording was enough to jog her out of her traumatic haze. Listen.” Sydney again turned to Windy. When she spoke she kept her voice gentle. “I haven’t had time to talk about this with you, Windy. But I think there’s something Andrew needs to know.”

Andrew was furious. “For the love of God, Sydney! If it’s something that will help us out of this mess, speak.”

“Yesterday, Windy. Outside Hush Money.” Sydney looked at Andrew. “Do you know Brooks Janeworthy?”

“The developer? I’ve met him a few times. Bit of an oddball. Does good work, though. What’s he got to do with this?”

“I was outside Hush Money late yesterday afternoon. He came up and started chatting. Windy came out with some other employees. When Windy saw Janeworthy, she went white as a sheet. Ran off. Janeworthy did the same.”

“I still don’t see what that has to do with—”

“The mayor made me!” Windy interrupted. “Well, maybe he didn’t make me. But he paid me five hundred dollars.”

“To do what?” Andrew demanded.

Windy’s tears began again. It took her several long minutes, but she was able to choke out the tale of the mayor leading her to the upstairs bedroom, ordering her to strip, and posing her on the bed. Telling her to do whatever the little man wanted.

“I saw that man yesterday. He’s the one the mayor brought into the room.”

“You’re saying the mayor pimped you out to one of the biggest developers in the city?” Andrew exclaimed. “Why would he do that?”

Windy shook her head. “I don’t know,” she whimpered through red eyes. “But he did.” She paused, gasping for air. “I got the impression it was taped.”

Andrew stared at Sydney, speechless.

“How do you know Janeworthy?” he asked finally.

Sydney told him how Janeworthy had come into Hush Money looking for his sunglasses. She reminded him about the faulty lost-and-found drawer and how the sunglasses had been on the floor. “That’s when I found the medallion, too. Janeworthy knew what it was. And when he flipped it over and saw it was the mayor’s, he beat feet out of there.”

Andrew was silent. Sydney could see how deeply he doubted the story he’d just heard.

“Now what?” Sydney asked.

“Who the hell knows?” he muttered. Then he shrugged. “We’ve got one hope.”

“And that is?”

“We find that tape.”


Chapter 25

NOW

Sydney stood in the doorway of her office and watched Windy mimic Roland Delmardo’s moves.

“You lay the knife here.” He positioned the utensil next to the gill of a seven-pound wild-caught salmon. “Angle it just so. Do you see?”

Windy nodded.

“Catch underneath the first bone, then shimmy the blade straight on back.” The master chef deboned the fish in less than five seconds. “Now you try.”

Windy’s hand was steady. Sydney marveled at her focus. Could this be the same young woman who, less than two hours earlier, had been a shivering, crying puddle pleading her innocence of murder?

She’s never had the luxury of collapsing, Sydney realized. She’s always had to keep on going.

“Almost!” Chef Delmardo said when Windy was finished. “It is unlikely you’ll ever reach my level of expertise. None have. Never expect to be as great as I am.” He handed her a pair of slender tweezers. “Now, until you find your own mastery, search for stray bones. Get every one! If you don’t, and a patron pulls a sliver from their mouth, it’s my name they’ll remember. But rest assured, I will know it was you who failed me.”

Sydney went back into her office, grateful that Roland’s tutorials gave Windy a break from her troubles.

We need to find that tape.

Andrew had said he’d get his investigators tracking down leads. Until then, he didn’t want either of them speaking of this.

“We don’t want to warn anyone off. Put this tape thing out of your minds,” he’d said.

Windy and Sydney had returned to Hush Money after the meeting. Windy had immersed herself in kitchen prep. Despite Andrew’s warnings, Sydney could think of little else other than finding that tape. She tried distracting herself with receipts and invoices, schedules and deliveries, publicity and wine lists. But it was no use. She was determined to give Andrew the evidence he needed to help Windy.

And her musings always suggested the same starting point.

She reached for the phone. She was surprised when Phoebe Millerman picked up after the third ring.

“Mrs. Millerman. This is Sydney Richardson. I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“You might be surprised how welcome a disturbance is right about now. Call me Phoebe, will you?”

“Of course.” Sydney wasn’t sure how to proceed. An image of her mother, shaking her head in disappointment at her impulsivity, flashed into her consciousness. “Phoebe, do you recall our conversation a couple of days ago?”

“A couple of days ago I was burying my husband. Is that when you mean?”

Sydney winced. “Yes. We spoke of your fondness for Windy Fields.”

“And you told me you had a hunch the cops had it wrong. That Windy didn’t shoot Roger. What’s on your mind today, Sydney?”

“I’d like to speak to you in confidence.”

It was several moments before there was a reply.

“At least someone would be talking to me about something other than how sorry they are for my loss. I don’t think I ever realized how mechanical that sentiment sounds. Maybe it takes hearing it a few thousand times before its triviality clicks in. But that’s all people say to me these days. And even that’s getting less and less. Roger got buried and everyone wants to be done with it. Except for the cops, of course. At least I can get back into my house now.”

“What does that mean?”

“This your first murder?” Phoebe’s voice had a challenging tone that sounded more defensive than defiant. “That night I found Roger was the last one I spent at home. My place became a crime scene. Nobody but cops going in or out. Neighbors tell me they saw ’em haul out rolls of carpet. Bags of stuff. Bright lights flashing inside from all the photos being taken. They finally called me about a half hour ago. Said the scene’s been released, whatever the hell that means. I can finally kiss this hotel goodbye. Although maybe I should wait and see what kind of a mess they left before I check out.”

“I had no idea. I hope you know you’re always welcome here. The very least I can offer is a well-cooked meal.”

Phoebe managed one shrill laugh. “At this point, honey, I’d be more interested in your bar than your dining room. Still, it’s a nice gesture. Why the call?”

“I’d prefer not to discuss it over the phone. Would it be possible for us to meet?”

“You really don’t think Windy killed Roger, do you?”

“I don’t know. I sure hope not.”

Another period of silence lingered. Phoebe’s voice was more vulnerable when she finally spoke. “He was a good man once. I loved him. He deserves to have the right person held responsible.”

“Can I meet you? Anywhere. Anytime you’d like.”

Phoebe sighed. “I’ve got two meetings downtown this afternoon. And I gotta pack up and check out of this place. I could be home around five-thirty. Does that work for you?”

“Of course. If you want, I’ll be there a little before and we can walk in together. There’s no need for you to be alone the first time you step back into your house.”

She heard a choke in Phoebe’s voice. “That’s very kind of you. I appreciate that. We’re on Gregory Street.” She gave Sydney the address. “And I wouldn’t mind if you brought a bottle of your best.”

—

“You look cute behind that desk.” Clay leaned against the doorframe.

Sydney wiped the last smear of her egg salad sandwich from her lips. “How’d you get in here?”

“Well, that’s a fine welcome. Should I leave?” The tease in his eyes told her he knew she’d have none of that.

“Of course not. Come in. It’s just that our doors don’t open for another four hours.”

“Ah, but your staff comes and goes. I followed one in.” He pointed over his shoulder. “Is your kitchen always this loud? I had the impression high-end joints like this operated in reverent silence. Maybe with a violin concerto always playing in the background.”

“Are you nuts? It’s utter chaos in the back of the house. All the elegance gets saved for the front.” She liked the way he looked. Faded jeans and a T-shirt so well worn it looked as soft as a cloud. “What brings you by?”

He stepped into her office and closed the door. “You left early last night. Didn’t even get a chance to hear Slingshot sing that song you like so much.”

“I was beat. I loved what I heard, though. And he sure packed them in.”

“He always does.” Clay’s smile hinted at a casual intimacy. “You all rested up now?”

“I suppose so. What do you have in mind?”

“You got a bike?”

Sydney leaned back. “You mean a bicycle? Yes, I have one.”

“You got a couple of hours?”

“What in the world is on your mind?”

He walked behind her desk, reached for her hands, and pulled her up.

“The day is beautiful, Sydney. What do you say you and I take a little ride.”

“Right now?”

“You and me. Down the path, by the lake, through town. Get out of this place for a bit and let the breeze blow through that beautiful black hair of yours.”

“You’re crazy. I can’t just go for a bike ride.”

“Why not? No trust in your staff?”

“Of course I trust them.”

“Then it must be an overly inflated sense of your own importance.”

She smiled. “Maybe that’s it.”

He took her hand. “C’mon. Grab your purse or whatever you need. My bike’s outside. Hop on the handlebars. I’ll ride you to your condo. You grab your bike. We’ll go for a pedal and I’ll have you home in plenty of time to get gussied up to meet your first customer.”

“I’ve never ridden on a set of handlebars in my life.”

His eyes were raw magnetism. “If we’re lucky, that’ll be one of many firsts we share.”

—

Thirty minutes later she was pedaling west on a paved path. Lake Monona was on her left, and the magnificent convention center, designed as Frank Lloyd Wright’s gift to Madison, was on her right. The sun warmed her skin. The water glistened silver. Gulls called overhead and the wind caressed her face. She glanced in her rearview mirror and saw Clay biking two lengths behind her.

Perfection, she thought. Sheer perfection.

They biked westward down State Street, then followed the path until it intersected with several others in front of Camp Randall Stadium. She stopped and waited for Clay to meet her.

“Which way?” she asked.

He pointed farther west. “It’s a bit of a hill. Got it in you?”

She adjusted her helmet and gave her best iron-man stare. “Bring it.”

Traffic on the bike path was light. A few mothers pushing strollers and the occasional dog walker were all they encountered as they made their way across town. The path was elevated here and Sydney looked down into the neatly tended back lawns of bungalows and foursquares. She realized the path ran behind Gregory Street and wondered which one of the houses belonged to Phoebe Millerman. She pushed the thought away and refocused on the ride. She’d meet Phoebe that evening. Now it was time to enjoy this found moment of pleasure.

Sydney’s legs were burning by the time they crossed Odana. Clay had been right. While the hill wasn’t steep, the climb was long and steady. By the time they got to Midvale, she was grateful the traffic was heavy enough to stop them.

“How much farther?” she asked when Clay pulled alongside her.

He pointed to his left. “That’s Yuma. We’ll cut to the right there.”

“Where are we going?”

He nodded toward the clearing in traffic. “Follow me.”

They entered a tucked-away neighborhood of cozy homes with well-tended yards. Giant maples canopied overhead. Clay slowed and signaled a right turn into the driveway of a house situated directly across from a triangular park. He stopped.

“Who lives here?” Sydney asked, bringing her bike alongside his.

“I do. How’s a glass of iced tea sound?”

“You live here?”

“I do. Surprised?”

Sydney took another look at the wholesome quaintness of the house. “I guess I am. I would have figured you for a place downtown. This is a family neighborhood.”

He walked his bike and parked it at the top of the drive. “I told you you didn’t know any of my secrets. C’mon.”

She followed him through a side door that led directly into a well-appointed kitchen.

“Here’s another surprise,” she said. “What self-respecting bachelor keeps his place this neat?”

“One who’s smart enough to bring in a cleaning lady once a week. I eat most of my meals out. It’s easy to toss an occasional coffee mug into the dishwasher. Want a tour? It’ll take all of two minutes.”

“Lead on.”

A small office was to the right of the kitchen. The desk and cabinet were piled with papers and files. A digital piano stood against one wall and two guitars rested on stands in the middle of the room.

“Let me guess,” Sydney said. “Your cleaning lady doesn’t touch this room.”

“There’s a method here, I swear. It may look chaotic, but I can find anything I need in less than an hour or two.”

He led her into the living room. Sunlight streamed through a wide picture window, bouncing off polished maple floors. A classic Danish modern sofa and two chairs were clustered on one side of the room. A sleek ebony baby grand piano atop a thick gray rug anchored the other. Several original paintings, modern, with bold strokes of color and shapes, accented white walls.

“Impeccable taste, Mr. Hawthorne. I’m impressed.”

A short hallway led to a guest bath. Functional and tidy, with no sense of femininity.

“In case you want to freshen up,” Clay said before pointing to a small guest room. “And in case you want a nap.”

He passed one closed door and went into the master bedroom. “Here’s where I bunk. There’s another bathroom in the corner there.”

Sydney liked the simplicity of the room. A queen-size bed covered in a dark gray duvet. Two nightstands. Another guitar on a stand next to a teak bureau.

“You’re never far from your music, are you?”

He shrugged. “Never know when the mood is going to strike.” A hesitant look came over his face. Sydney sensed a vulnerability in him she’d never noticed before.

“So what’s next?” he asked. “That iced tea or another one of my secrets?”

She touched his arm, hoping he’d feel the trust she was willing to offer.

“Iced tea can wait.”

He walked back down the hall and stood in front of the closed door he’d passed earlier.

“Here’s the reason I live in a family neighborhood.”

He opened the door. The furnishings inside weren’t as sophisticated as those in the master but were still decidedly male. A double bed was centered on the far wall, covered with a corduroy spread the color of oak leaves in autumn. Shelves were filled with trophies, ribbons, and photos of a young man with hair as dark as Clay’s in various sports uniforms. An electric guitar and amp stood in one corner.

“You don’t live alone! Clay Hawthorne, if you’re about to tell me you’re married, I’ll let you in on one of my secrets. I have a killer right hook. And I’m not afraid to use it.”

He rested a warm hand on her shoulder. “Easy, there, slugger. I’ve never been married. This room belongs to my son.”

It took a few moments before she responded.

“I’ll take that iced tea now.”

They went back into the kitchen. Sydney sat at a glass-topped breakfast table while Clay poured their drinks. He settled in across from her.

“Maybe it’ll be easier if you ask questions and I answer,” he suggested.

She nodded. “What’s your son’s name? How old is he?”

“His name is Steel. He’s twenty-one years old.”

“Twenty-one? But you’re forty. That means…”

“I can do the math. Yes, I was quite young when Steel was born.”

“Steel?”

“It was his mother’s idea. She wanted to name him after me. I wasn’t feeling too good about myself in those days and suggested she come up with something better. She decided ‘Steel’ was stronger than ‘Clay.’ Like I said, we were young.”

“His mother?”

Clay’s smile disappeared. “Miranda. At least that’s the name her parents gave her. The name I knew her by. Over the years she’s used others. Rainbow…Zephyr…I think there was a year or two when she went by Glow Beam.”

“Sounds like a free spirit.”

“Or something.”

“You never married?”

“No. I grew up in Montana. Bozeman. Mom and Dad had a ranch. Some cattle. Mostly horses. Miranda and I met in high school.”

“You were a cowboy?”

“You could say that. I loved everything to do with horses. Not so much the cattle. But my dad did his best to make sure I appreciated the ranch life. I was an only child. I guess he wanted me to follow in his footsteps.”

“Owning a blues bar is a long way from ranching.”

“My mom loved music. She had me taking piano lessons from the time I was four. Dad didn’t much take to that, but he could see I loved it. It was an idyllic childhood, actually. All the rough-and-tumble of the ranch coupled with the heavenly escape of the piano. I was lucky enough to get a full scholarship to Oberlin. By then even Dad had to admit I probably had more of a future in music than in horse trading.”

“I’m sure they’re very proud.”

Clay took a long sip of his tea. She watched a cloud of emotions wash over his face, a mixture of sadness and regret.

“I was at Oberlin one semester. I loved it. I couldn’t wait to come home and show my folks all that I’d learned in just a couple months. My mom had the piano tuned and ready for a Thanksgiving recital. That’s when I found out Miranda was pregnant.”

“So you asked her to marry you?”

“Of course. This was my doing. I had to make it right. My parents were devastated. They begged me not to marry Miranda, but I couldn’t see being one of those fathers who dropped by from time to time. Turns out I didn’t have to worry about that.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning Miranda was as disinterested in being a mother as she was in being a wife. She turned my proposal down flat. I can’t blame her. I was a skinny, pimpled kid. What did I know about being a husband or father? Her parents had thrown her out. She was living with friends. After Steel was born, she suggested I take him home. Said my parents and I could offer him a more comfortable landing spot than she could. She came by every day. About a month later she stopped. Her friends said they woke up one morning and Miranda was gone.”

“Where?”

“I have no idea. That was the last I saw of her.”

“Steel’s never met his mother?”

Clay shook his head. “There have been a few letters over the years. She sends them to my parents’ place. Last one was about six years ago. It was postmarked from someplace in Mexico.”

“My God! You were nineteen! What did you do?”

“I dropped out of Oberlin. Worked the ranch for a year. Grew up fast. My parents were more than generous. Steel and I stayed with them. I knew I’d never be able to provide for him the way he needed on a ranch hand’s wages. So I enrolled at the University of Montana. Mom took care of Steel during the week while I was in Missoula. I’d come home every weekend. I graduated with a degree in business. Music became my minor.”

“How’d you end up here in Madison?”

“Been coming here since I was a kid. Dad would haul horses here to sell every year and I always tagged along. I loved the place. When I graduated from college, Steel was needing to start school. Madison’s got great ones, so we moved here.”

“How’d your parents feel about that?”

“Mom was crushed, of course. She felt she was losing us both. But I got steady work. First at the state. Then with a bank. We always made it back to Bozeman for Christmas and two weeks in the summer. Dad made sure Steel knew his way around a horse. But I never felt right wearing a suit and tie. My heart was always in music. The whole time I was doing the junior executive thing I’d sit in on bands whenever I could. Got to know folks in the business. Four years ago the chance came to open the Low Down and I jumped at it.”

“Where’s Steel now? I’d love to meet him.”

Clay was quiet for a time. “I wish you could. He’s quite the young man. I just wish he knew it.”

“Sounds tough.”

“It is. Like I said, he’s a good guy. Smart. Strong. Honest. Kind. With fingers that can coax sounds out of a guitar like his old man only wishes he could.”

Sydney had a difficult time thinking of Clay as anyone’s old man.

“But there’s something missing in him,” Clay continued. “Maybe it’s not having a mom. Maybe it’s something I dropped the ball on. I don’t know. He graduated from West High with high honors. Got accepted here at the university. Northwestern, too. He did one semester here, then dropped out. Said school would always be there, but he needed to get to know himself better.”

“Lots of kids aren’t ready for college.”

Clay shook his head. “It’s bigger than that with Steel. There’s a self-doubt about him that he’s trying to shake. I was about a year or so into the Low Down when he dropped out. He worked for me for a while. Prep work, cleaning up, stuff like that. He’d take the stage on Wednesday nights. Had himself quite a loyal following. But that wasn’t enough, I guess. He quit. Went out to Montana for a spell. Came back and found work driving a school bus. That lasted about a year. Ten months ago he decided he needed a road trip and headed off to Europe. Works odd jobs to pay his way. Last card I got from him was from Passau, Germany.”

“He’s having quite an adventure.”

Again Clay was quiet. “I don’t know if I’d call it that. He’s searching. My fear is he’s looking in the wrong place.”

Sydney reached across to lay her hand on his. “He’s your son, Clay. He knows he’s loved. And it sounds like he’s got all the raw material for turning into as spectacular a man as his father did. Give him time. He’ll come back.”

Clay’s weak smile seemed more politeness than agreement. He looked at his watch.

“Well, Miss Restaurateur, time for you to swap those shorts for something more elegant.” He stood and took their glasses to the sink. “I hope I haven’t scared you away.”

Sydney tried to imagine Clay at nineteen, faced with the overwhelming task of raising a child while still one himself. The sacrifices he had made.

He could have tossed his son aside. He could have burdened Steel with the same lifelong sense of not belonging anywhere that my birth parents laid on me.

She stood, crossed to the sink, and wrapped her arms around him. He pulled her close. His kiss was long, warm, and tender. He held her, his cheek pressed to hers.

“One thing you need to know about me, Mr. Hawthorne,” she whispered. “I don’t scare easily.”


Chapter 26

NOW

Sydney pulled her car in front of the Millerman home a few minutes earlier than Phoebe had suggested she arrive. The house was dark. No car was in the drive. An overlooked remnant of yellow crime-scene tape clung to a rosebush in front of the white clapboard Dutch Colonial.

She’s going to be home soon. She’s going to walk into that house and nothing’s going to be the same. Her husband is dead. Her home will be trashed. She’s no longer the city’s first lady.

Sydney recalled the weeks and months after her father’s death. She and her mother had sleepwalked through a dense fog of pain and bewilderment. How could he be gone? What was normal supposed to look like now? She remembered having to manually override her instinct to set three places at the dinner table. To correct herself each time she responded to a teenage friend’s invitation with “I have to ask my dad.”

You’ll never get over this, Phoebe. You’re forever changed. A widow now. Every truth you held will be tossed aside.

But grief was something a person could get through. New routines established themselves. The expectations of daily life contributed to a protective scab covering your heart’s wound. New people entered your world, promising a future that could take many different routes.

Like Clay. She smiled at the memory of his kiss. He’d made himself vulnerable to her by sharing his home and the story of raising his son. I wish you could meet him, Dad. You’d put him through the wringer, I’m sure. But Clay would be up to the task. You two would be friends.

She sent a silent thought to her father, wherever the universe held him.

I love you, Dad. Ever and always.

A dark Chevy pulled into the Millerman driveway, snapping Sydney back to the moment. A tumbled shock of salt-and-pepper hair told her it was Phoebe behind the wheel. Sydney left her car and walked up the drive.

Phoebe remained motionless in the driver’s seat, staring straight ahead. Hands on the wheel.

Sydney tapped on the window. She hoped her smile would encourage the older woman to remember she didn’t have to enter her home alone.

Phoebe responded with a mirthless, abbreviated purse of her lips. She got out of her car.

“Look at me. Miss Hotshot First Lady. With nobody to walk me in but a stranger. How’s that for a turn of the tide?”

“Every friend starts out as a stranger. You ready for this?”

Phoebe took her time looking at her house. Her face gave no clue to what emotions she might be experiencing. Sydney assumed years spent in the glare of public politics had taught her such inscrutability.

“Roger and I bought this house when we didn’t have two dimes to rub together. Spent the entire first year with nothing but a bed and a card table.” She glanced toward Sydney. “We made good use of that bed, I’ll tell you what. Our idea of a fun Saturday in those days was to walk through furniture stores. Pretend we were outfitting a particular room.” She nodded to the second-story windows. “Two of those bedrooms were supposed to be for kids. One’s my office. The other we use for extra storage.”

“If only life went the way we hoped.”

Phoebe shrugged off the platitude. “It’s part of the ride, isn’t it? Seeing what each day brings. God, he wanted kids. We both did. I sometimes wonder if maybe he wouldn’t have become who he did if we’d been able to have a couple. Might have given him some balance. Showed him there was more to life than power.” She paused. “We spent a lifetime filling this house up. Thing by meaningless thing. Now it’s my job to empty it out again.” She squared her shoulders. “Come on, stranger. Let’s see what the cops left me with.”

The dark shadow of graphite coated the front doorjamb and porch railings. Leftovers from the forensic team’s fingerprint search. Phoebe held the screen open with her hip while she inserted the key in the front door. Sydney noted the slight tremble in the widow’s hand.

Phoebe clicked on a hallway light when they stepped inside. Sydney gasped. Phoebe remained composed.

The graphite smears covered nearly every surface on the entryway and front room. Dark stains, unmistakable deep tinges of rusty red leaving no doubt they were blood, soiled the hardwood floors and plaster walls.

“Where’s my rug?” Phoebe asked. “Roger bought me that Persian for our sixth anniversary.”

“The police must have taken it. Evidence. Would you like me to make a call? See what else they might have?”

Phoebe ignored her questions. Her eyes lingered on the rust-colored streaks along the walls. She walked down the hallway.

“This is where I found him.”

Sydney followed her.

“His chair’s gone,” Phoebe said. “And look.” She pointed to two holes in the wall where plaster had been removed. “What do you think that’s about? Bullet holes? Handprints?”

“I could try to find out. I have a friend who’s a detective. As a matter of fact, he’s the lead on this case.”

Phoebe spun around to give her a curious stare. “And you’re looking to clear the woman he’s arrested? How’s that work out over Friday-night beers?”

“As you said, it’s all part of the ride. Want to check out upstairs?”

The two of them climbed a staircase in the rear of the house. Sydney was grateful to see nothing was disturbed on the second floor. She could sense Phoebe felt a similar relief. At least one part of her home was untouched by the savagery of her husband’s murder. Phoebe sat on the bed in the master bedroom, looking like a woman who couldn’t take one more step. She pointed to a pair of upholstered chairs flanking a small table on the opposite wall. It was the kind of arrangement decorators offered up as a place for morning coffee or evening wine.

The still-taut fabric suggested the setup hadn’t gotten much use throughout the years.

“I want to thank you, Sydney. For being here, I mean. This is harder than I thought.”

“Maybe it’s too soon. Would you like to go back to the hotel? I can arrange to have a crew come in and clean up this place.”

A weary smile crossed Phoebe’s lips. “You mean someone like Windy? This would be right up her alley. What with her eye for detail.” She ran a hand across the heavy damask bedspread. “But this is my home. My mess to clean up. I thank you for your kindness. Truly.”

Phoebe seemed lost in memories as her fingers traced the intricate pattern of the bedclothes. After a while she brought her attention back to Sydney.

“You said you wanted to speak to me in confidence. We seem to be sisters of the trench, don’t we? No other person on earth has walked me past my husband’s blood smeared on my living room walls. What’s so secret you’re willing to step into my little house of horrors?”

Sydney thought about challenging Phoebe’s description. But the few interactions she’d had with her had taught her Phoebe was a woman who used gallows humor as a first line of defense. She’d let that protection stand.

“I’ll speak frankly.”

“I’d appreciate it. There’s enough bullshit in my life to choke an elephant.”

Sydney imagined that was part and parcel of a life in politics. “You told me Windy would have represented one kind of woman the mayor might have been interested in. Young. Vulnerable. Alone. You compared him to a lion seeking out a wounded zebra.”

Phoebe nodded. “I had no illusions about the man my husband had become.”

“I’m sorry to tell you I’ve come to learn your assessment was accurate. Mayor Millerman had indeed been using Windy. Sexually.”

“Sex had nothing to do with it, Sydney. Sex was just the weapon. It was always about power with Roger. I’m sorry Windy got used that way. Nobody deserves that.”

“No. They don’t.” Sydney was impressed that Phoebe held no jealousy or recrimination toward Windy.

“I’ve also learned your husband used Windy to exert his power over others. Well, at least one other. Windy tells me he arranged for her to put another man in an incriminating situation. She says she has a feeling your husband taped the encounter.”

“You mean like blackmail?”

“Maybe.”

Phoebe shrugged. “Roger was never one for pornography. If there was a tape, I’m certain it wasn’t for his own viewing enjoyment. Any idea who the man was?”

“Brooks Janeworthy. Do you know him?”

“That foppish flower? Of course I know him. He’s been to dinner here at least two dozen times. Drank tea instead of coffee after dinner. Always looking for Roger’s support with zoning variances or tax packages. He’s become a very wealthy man thanks to my husband.” She paused. “Brooks Janeworthy? Now there’s a bet I would have lost. I figured him to be about as asexual as fungus. Too caught up in his own appearance to cast a longing eye on anyone else.”

“Apparently even fungi have desires.”

“But why would Roger need that kind of hammer over Janeworthy? I always got the impression Roger had the upper hand in their relationship. Brooks never seemed to fight him over anything. Roger selected the parts of town to be developed. Brooks followed his lead like the lapdog he is. Take the public market, for instance.”

“I’ve read about that.”

“It’s going to be huge. At least it was. Who knows what Melanie White’s plans are now? The market was to have been the crown jewel in Roger’s administration. A destination stop that would bring Madison into the league of the most sophisticated cities of the world. Some members of the Common Council, including our newly sworn-in mayor, wanted the market downtown. But Roger was having none of it. He recognized the power that project could bring to raising up some of the more neglected parts of the city. He worked with Cynthia Conyer to include a literacy location within the market. People from the neighborhood—adults as well as children—could use it as a learning resource as well as a hub for jobs and commerce. Janeworthy kowtowed every step of the way.”

“Maybe there was some other project. Or perhaps it had nothing to do with construction at all.”

“If Brooks Janeworthy was involved, it had to do with development. That’s all that man lives and breathes. Builds high-rises all over town. No doubt to overcome his own shortcomings.”

Sydney smiled at Phoebe’s ability to bring bawdy humor to such a dark time.

“You know I’m hoping Windy didn’t kill your husband.”

“You’ve made that abundantly clear. And the prosecutor has assured me no one else could have.”

“It looks bad for Windy. The police aren’t looking anywhere else. That’s why we have to. They won’t stop looking at Windy until we’re able to produce another, more plausible alternative.”

“And you’ve decided it’s Brooks Janeworthy? I don’t mean to stick my finger in your bubble gum, but any twelve-year-old could take that piece of fluff.”

“Not if he had a gun. And you said yourself, Janeworthy was so wrapped up in his own image he had little interest in anything else. What might he do if he felt his public image was vulnerable?”

Phoebe considered that for a moment. “So your plan is to find the tape? If it exists.”

“Yes.”

“And you think Roger hid it here?”

“Either here or at City Hall. And I don’t have an in down there.”

“Even if you did, it wouldn’t do you any good. Melanie White wasted no time clearing out Roger’s things and installing herself in the mayor’s office. She even had one of her people deliver boxes of my husband’s personal belongings to me at the hotel three days ago. Besides, Roger would never make himself vulnerable to public exposure. If he was holding something to use against someone, he’d have it here.”

Sydney thought about the blood-soaked office downstairs. “Are you up for me having a look? With your permission, I could go alone. There’s no need for you to see that again.”

“This is my home, Sydney. I’ll get used to it. Besides, I’ve known my husband more than three decades. If he’s stashing something, I’ll be able to sniff it out.”

“Thank you, Phoebe. I know how difficult this must be.”

Phoebe stood, smoothing her hands over her flowing dark skirt. “One thing’s for sure. Windy did or didn’t kill my husband. Either way, I want to know. Come on. If Roger had a tape, it’s in his safe. Let’s see if the police found it.”

They took the front stairs this time. Each woman kept her hands to her sides. Neither felt the need to warn the other to steer clear of the dusting residue coating the banister. Sydney was impressed with Phoebe’s straight-ahead determination as they passed again through the blood-spattered hallway and entered her husband’s work zone. Phoebe walked directly to the floor-to-ceiling drapes framing a wide window overlooking a rear patio. She pushed the heavy material to one side, exposing a wall paneled in mahogany.

“No dust here,” she commented. “Must have figured if there was no blood on the curtains, why look behind them?” Phoebe flattened her hands against a panel, pressed, then lifted a two-by-four-foot mahogany veneer free from the wall, revealing a black steel-plate door with a mounted keypad. “Roger had this installed about two months after he won his first election to the Common Council. Used to have a rotary combination lock. He liked new gadgets. Got the keypad about two years ago.”

“Do you know the combination?”

“Let’s see. There was a time Roger shared everything with me.” She keyed in a series of numbers. The red light on the keypad remained unchanged. “Well, it’s not our anniversary anymore.” She sounded more sad than disappointed. “Let’s try his birthday.” She keyed in another set of numbers. The light remained red. “Here’s a long shot.” Again she keyed in a series and frowned. “Surprise. It’s not my birthday, either.”

“Did he have a favorite pet? Maybe a lucky number?”

Phoebe shook her head. “He always said we’d get a dog when we had kids.”

“A hobby? Maybe a favorite golf hole? An address of his bowling alley? Anything like that?”

“The only thing Roger loved was this city. And being its mayor.” Her eyes brightened. “Hang on.”

She tapped her fingers over the keypad. When she was finished, the red light turned to green. An electronic lock slid open with a subtle beep. Phoebe opened the safe.

“Wow! What was it?”

“Three-four-one-eight-five-six. March fourth, eighteen fifty-six. The date Madison officially became a city.” Sydney heard the wistfulness in her voice.

“He was a good mayor.” Sydney hoped Phoebe could remember the positive.

Phoebe waved away the attempted kindness. “Shall we?”

Phoebe pulled out a black velvet pouch. She opened it. “His father’s watch.” She set it aside and reached for a manila envelope. “Oh my. There’s got to be a thousand dollars here. Maybe more. What would Roger need with that much cash?”

Sydney recalled Windy telling her the mayor paid for her sexual performances with crisp hundred-dollar bills.

“Who knows?” she evaded. “Lots of people like to keep cash around. Do you see anything that looks like it might hold a recording?”

Phoebe pulled out a red file folder. “This is marked with my name.” She opened it, glanced down, and looked back to Sydney. “You keep looking.” She stepped over to the window seat and settled in to examine her find.

Sydney went to the safe. There was a gift box containing a gilded pen set. It was engraved to Roger. With the eternal gratitude of the U.S. Senate. Another box was small and square. She opened it and discovered a ring. Platinum with a sizable solitaire diamond. She assumed it was Phoebe’s engagement ring and pushed it to the side, as she did the deed to the house, the couple’s passports, and several insurance policies. She pulled out another file, this one marked Melanie, and set it aside. She made one final reach to the back of the safe. Her fingers felt hard plastic. She reached in blindly, bringing a small rectangular container out into view. It was blue. A soap container one might keep in a traveling kit. She opened it. Inside were two thumb drives. Each with a lanyard attached. One was gray, the other white.

“This could be it!” she exclaimed. “Phoebe, did Roger keep a computer here? I need to see what’s on these.”

Phoebe didn’t respond. She stared straight ahead, her hand covering the open file in her lap.

“Phoebe? Did the mayor have a computer? Did the police take it?”

Still the widow didn’t respond.

Sydney walked over and sat beside her. “Are you okay?” She glanced down at the file. “What did you find?”

Phoebe looked up. Tears pooled in her eyes. “It was over. All over.”

“What? What was over?”

Robotically Phoebe lifted the red folder. She spoke aloud, more to the room than to Sydney in particular. Her tone was drenched in disbelief. “He was leaving me. After all these years. All I’ve done. What we’ve been through. The son of a bitch was going to divorce me.”


Chapter 27

NOW

“What is it with you, Sydney?” Andrew made no attempt to contain his anger. “Is it something medical? ADD maybe? Perhaps some sort of brain malfunction that makes you forget promises you’ve made? Or are you simply a person whose word can’t be trusted?”

It was nearly seven o’clock. Andrew had tried to hold off Sydney’s request that they meet right away.

“Cynthia’s battling monster nausea. Morning sickness in the evening,” he’d explained. “Poor thing. Part of the experience, I suppose. I wouldn’t feel right leaving her.” He’d suggested they meet first thing in the morning. But when Sydney told him she’d just left Phoebe Millerman’s and had two thumb drives to review, Andrew’s tone had instantly shifted. He’d meet her in twenty minutes, he’d told her. Sydney had been waiting for him in front of his building.

“You always ride your bike to work?” she asked as he pulled off his helmet.

“Any chance I get. It’s faster when traffic’s heavy.” His tone was tight with anger. “And it lets me blow off a bit of steam when things aren’t going well.”

There were still a few junior associates milling about at Andrew’s firm. She was grateful he waited until he closed his office door before unleashing his tirade.

“What is it about confidentiality you don’t understand?” he rasped. “I specifically told you not to discuss the possibility of a tape with anyone. My investigators are more than capable of finding it. That is, if it exists. I’m still trying to reconcile Windy’s maybe, possibly, it’s-all-so-foggy memory of not having killed the mayor.”

“I’m paying you to believe she didn’t.”

“You’re paying me to mount the best defense possible. I’m trying to do that. Why you keep sabotaging my efforts at every turn is beyond my comprehension.”

“I have these.” She handed him the thumb drives. “They were in Roger Millerman’s private safe.”

“And how exactly did you get these?”

Briefly she told him about her conversation with Phoebe.

Andrew slapped his right hand hard on the back of his leather chair. “Damn it, Sydney! Can’t you see what you’ve done?”

“I got the tapes! Your investigators wouldn’t have been able to get inside Millerman’s office without Phoebe. She trusts me. I was able to get it done.”

“What you were—are—is reckless. Careless. Clueless.” He pointed the storage drives at her. “These could hold recordings of Common Council meetings, for all we know. Or maybe the mayor was into cat videos. We have no idea what these are. However, we do know the dead man’s widow now knows our defense strategy. You don’t think she’s going to go straight to the police with that? Once again you’ve handed the prosecution a conviction on a silver platter! We had one shot at reasonable doubt. We needed to catch the prosecution unaware. I can hear the opening arguments now.” He shifted his pose as though addressing a courtroom. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, you’ll hear the defense throw alternate suspects at you. One after another. Don’t confuse desperation with plausibility. The police have investigated these alternatives, and the conclusion that must be drawn is that only one person had access to the mayor that day. Only one person could have killed him. Wanda Fields!”

“Phoebe won’t do that!”

“Why wouldn’t she?”

“Because no one who knows Windy could think she’d have it in her to kill anybody.”

“Would you have thought she’d allow herself to be pimped out? Or that she would pick up extra cash servicing the mayor when his wife wasn’t home? Don’t be naive, Sydney! People do all kinds of things folks who know us wouldn’t expect. It’s dangerous business to ride on trust. We’ll get surprised every time. Hell, I trusted you when you said you could keep this quiet. Look what that got me.”

Sydney had no rebuttal for his assessment. She had gone against her word. She’d acted impulsively and now she’d risked destroying Andrew’s entire defense. She tried to tell herself it wasn’t like her to be so impulsive, but her brain instantly shot down that rationalization. Hadn’t she impulsively decided to support Windy despite the solid case the police had? Rashly spent twenty thousand dollars on Andrew’s retainer? Several thousand more posting Windy’s bail? Hadn’t she recklessly given the medallion to Horst? She had even acted in brazen disregard of all her employees when she placed Windy in her kitchen, running the risk of jeopardizing the entire restaurant if people decided they didn’t like her support of the mayor’s killer.

“Let’s see what’s on the drives before you condemn me.”

Andrew stopped pacing his office long enough to give her a long, disgusted glare. “You have Phoebe Millerman’s permission to be in possession of these? She knows you intend to look at them?”

Sydney thought back to earlier in the evening. When she had left, Phoebe had been distraught over her discovery that her husband had been planning on leaving her. Had she specifically given Sydney permission to take the tapes? She’d certainly allowed Sydney to go through the safe. Of that Sydney was certain. And she knew about Brooks Janeworthy. Phoebe might have been vocal about her doubts, but there could be no question she knew Sydney and Andrew were looking for the tape Windy thought had been made of their encounter.

“I showed her the drives. I told her I wanted to see what they held. I even asked if I could use the mayor’s computer, but there wasn’t one.”

Andrew was quiet as he weighed the legalities. “Barring any will that might say something contrary, we can assume any property the mayor left behind will be inherited by his wife. These tapes are technically hers. Think hard. Did she give you permission to view them?”

Sydney tried to re-create her last few moments with Phoebe. “I told her I was taking them. I thanked her for her help. I asked her if there was anything she needed. She was so upset…”

“About what?”

Sydney told him about the red file with Phoebe’s name on it. “It was a listing of property. Marital property, I assume. Two columns. One for what he wanted, the other for what he proposed to give her. He had a time line, too. A contact list of four divorce attorneys. An outline of his reasons. Phoebe said it was just like him. She said he always sketched out his thoughts before giving a speech of any consequence. There was no other conclusion for her to come to than that the mayor was planning on leaving her. And from the looks of things, he planned on telling her very soon.”

Andrew’s face flushed crimson. He ran a hand through his thick hair. “Do you have that file?”

“No. Phoebe was holding it when I left.”

“The reasons the mayor gave? For divorcing her. What were they?”

“What you’d expect. They’d grown apart. Their interests weren’t the same. He no longer found her attractive.”

“No mention of someone else? A lover maybe?”

Sydney shook her head. “Would that matter?”

“Everything matters.” He resumed his pacing. But this time his movements seemed less driven by anger than by possibility. “The night the mayor was killed. You told me Phoebe was at your restaurant.”

“She was. She waited several hours for Roger.”

“And you sent her home in a cab? After she made a scene?”

“This again?”

“Yes, Sydney. This again. Only now we have a concrete motive. Phoebe devoted her life to her husband’s career. Suddenly she learns he’s dumping her. Stripping her of her first lady title. Leaving her with a diminished social status. At her age. Women have killed for far less.”

“This evening was the first Phoebe learned about her husband’s plans. I’m sure of it.”

He stopped and leveled a condescending stare. “Another one of your hunches, Sydney?”

“Phoebe didn’t murder her husband.”

“And I’ll say again it doesn’t matter whether she did or not. Phoebe had access to every inch of that house. She knew the mayor’s schedule. She had her alibi set up by being at Hush Money’s opening. The only snag was Windy walking in.”

“So you believe Windy now? That she just happened to arrive moments after the mayor was shot?”

“It’s not important what I believe. It’s what I can sell to a jury. Phoebe shoots her husband, gets surprised by Windy, knocks her out cold, and heads over to Hush Money. It’s simple. It’s logical. And every juror on the panel will be stunned to think the police failed to investigate the surviving spouse. Especially when they find out he was planning on dumping her.”

She could tell he was warming up to the idea.

“More importantly,” he added, “Phoebe Millerman will not betray this strategy to the police. I could even make the case she wanted you to pursue Brooks Janeworthy. Maybe she knew the tapes existed and wanted to toss you a bouncing ball to chase. Let the prosecution prepare for Janeworthy. We’ll spring Phoebe on the jury and still maintain our element of surprise.”

“Phoebe didn’t kill the mayor.”

“You can say that as many times as you’d like, but it’s not going to change things.” He took a deep breath and gave her his first smile of the evening. “I was harsh on you earlier. Rightly so. However, in the end I think things turned out better than we could have hoped.”

“Does that mean you don’t want to see what’s on the drives?”

“Pet videos? Pictures from the mayor’s last trade mission? What does it matter?”

“You’re not interested in who murdered the mayor?”

He must have seen the disappointment on her face. He glanced at his watch and sighed. “What the hell.” He went to his desk and powered on his computer. “Cynthia’s probably resting. Let’s have a quick look.” He held up the two drives. “Which first?”

She pointed to the gray. Andrew inserted the drive and clicked it open. Within twenty seconds a scene unfolded that left no doubt Windy had been telling the truth about her encounter with Brooks Janeworthy. She looked so vulnerable. So desperate. Janeworthy, on the other hand, seemed to be enjoying his rough-handed use of the young woman.

“Enough.” Sydney turned away from the screen. “I don’t need to see any more.”

Andrew appeared genuinely shaken by what he had just viewed. His jaw was set in firm determination as he pulled the gray thumb drive from its port and replaced it with the white.

“The mayor was a bastard,” he spit. “I don’t care what he’s done for this city. Nothing earns anyone a pass for that kind of disgusting privilege.”

He tapped the second drive open. They watched as another scene came into view. An office. Sydney didn’t recognize the two men, but she immediately identified the woman.

“Can you turn up the audio?” she asked.

Andrew manipulated the mouse, and the conversation between the three parties on the screen was amplified.

“No,” Sydney whispered.

“My God.” This time it was Andrew who couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

Nearly twenty minutes later the scene ended. Neither of them moved. After moments of stunned silence, Andrew was the first to find his voice.

“That’s a motive for killing if ever I saw one.”

“What do we do?” Sydney asked. “This is big. Maybe the biggest thing ever.”

Andrew pulled the thumb drive from the computer. He took both devices and placed them in a locked desk drawer. “What are your plans tonight?” His gaze held as much threat as it did determination.

“I’m going to check in at Hush Money and the Ten-Ten. I’m meeting Ronnie, my best friend, at her place for a glass of wine.”

“You’re not going to the Ten-Ten tonight.” His tone left no room for negotiation. “I can’t risk you getting another wild hair and discussing what we’ve discovered. And you’re not going by Dr. Pernod’s, either. It’s imperative no one knows we’re in possession of this evidence until I outline the best way to deal with it. Do you hear me?”

Sydney nodded.

“I’ll make some calls. People I trust. I’ll speak in hypotheticals and get their input. In the meantime, I don’t trust you to keep this under wraps. I’m half tempted to bring you home with me and lock you in our guest room. If you truly want to do what’s best for everybody, you’ll go home, hide your phone, and stay put until I call you.”

“I’ve apologized, Andrew,” Sydney protested. “I understand the gravity of this situation. But please remember, you work for me. I won’t stand for you treating me like a child.”

“Then show me you have an adult’s restraint. Go home. Take a night off. Say nothing. Nothing. Do you understand me?”

She nodded again, too angry to challenge his disrespect, ashamed that her own actions had inspired his distrust.

Andrew pointed toward the locked desk drawer. “Loose talk? About this? This is the stuff that gets people killed. Do you understand that?”

Sydney held his gaze. She reached for her phone and punched 2 on speed dial while keeping her eyes on Andrew.

“Ronnie?” she said when her best friend answered. “Listen, I’m not going to make it tonight. Something’s come up. Can I get a raincheck?” She assured her she was neither ill nor blowing her off to meet Clay. She hung up after promising to call the next day to set up another time for them to meet.

When Andrew walked her to the door in silence, Sydney had the distinct impression she was being dismissed.


Chapter 28

NOW

“What’s jail, Mommy?”

Windy looked up from the outline of a princess in a ball gown she was coloring with her daughter. Gabby’s hair was still damp from her evening bath. Ringlets of wet hair clung to her soft skin.

“It’s a place where people go sometimes.”

“Is it a fun place? Are there toys?”

Windy traced her finger around a blue turtle on her daughter’s soft flannel pajamas.

“No, honey. It’s not a fun place.”

“Then why did you go there?” Gabby used a chunky green crayon to color the wheels of a fantasy pumpkin carriage.

“Who told you I went to jail?”

“Travis.” Gabby was referring to Aubree Daniels’s six-year-old son. “He said you went to jail and got locked up in a cage. Like the bunny rabbit in his room. He said you had to eat rotten food and couldn’t watch TV or take a bath.”

Any hope Windy had harbored of keeping Gabby out of this mess vanished. She should have known better. While she trusted Aubree with her daughter’s well-being, she had no doubt that son-of-a-bitch husband of hers would take great pleasure in dispensing whatever dirt he happened across. Even to his own little boy. Frank Daniels was the kind of man who made himself feel bigger by making others smaller.

Windy took the crayon from Gabby’s hand and pulled her onto her lap. Her daughter’s featherweight body folded instinctively into the curves of her own.

I can’t protect you, she thought. My one job is to keep you safe. And I’ve failed.

“I love you, Gabby.”

“How much?” Gabby wiggled in anticipation of a familiar game.

“Ten thousand pounds.”

“Then I love you ten thous—ten thands—”

“Ten thousand,” Windy pronounced.

“I love you ten thousand plus ten thousand pounds.”

“I see.” Windy made an exaggerated thinking pose. “Well then, I guess I love you a hundred miles.”

“Then I love you two hundred miles.” Her daughter giggled at her triumphant one-up.

“I love you more than the stars and the moon and the trees and the animals and the birds.”

Gabby put a tiny finger to her chin. She took her time. Finally she looked up at her mother, her innocent brown eyes twinkling with delight.

“Mommy, I love you more than everything that is. You can’t come up with anything more. I love you more than that!”

Windy smiled at the pride shining in her daughter’s face.

“Well, I certainly can’t top that.”

“No, you can’t, Mommy. You can’t beat me on this one!”

Oh, but little one, I can. You’ll never be able to understand how much I love you.

“Then I guess you have me. But you know I love you, right?”

Gabby snuggled in even closer.

“Remember when you stayed with Aubree and Travis for a couple days?”

Gabby nodded. “It was fun for a little bit. We made a fort in the backyard. But they have bad movies. Just trucks and animal ones. They don’t have not even one princess movie.”

“Maybe Travis doesn’t like princess things.”

A cloud of disbelief floated across her daughter’s face. “Who doesn’t like princess movies?”

“Apparently Travis.”

“Because he’s a stinky boy?”

Windy gently jostled the cherub in her lap. “Gabrielle Elizabeth Fields! Is that a nice thing to call somebody? I thought Travis was your friend.”

“Not if he doesn’t like princess things. And not if he says you got put in a cage.”

Windy thought of her own mother. That woman would never think to lie in order to protect her child.

Life is tough, she remembered her mother telling her. The quicker you learn that, the better off you’ll be. Nobody’s gonna care if you cry. So if you’re looking for sympathy, Wanda, try the dictionary. You’ll find it right there between shit and syphilis.

But I won’t lie to you, Gabby. I may not be able to protect you, but I won’t lie. At least not to you.

“Mommy did go to jail. That’s why you stayed with Aubree and Travis.”

“Why?”

“Well, jail’s a place you go to when somebody thinks you did something you shouldn’t have. You stay there until they decide what to do next.”

“Like when I was little and I threw the flowerpot off the porch? I said I didn’t, but I did. You told me to stay in my bedroom.” Gabby lowered her voice in imitation of her mother’s irritation. “I’ll deal with you later, young lady! Is jail like that?”

“You’re so smart. Yes, jail is like that. Remember later, when I came into your room? I told you that Mrs. Reslin from next door saw you playing with the flowerpot. She said she saw you lift it up and hurl it down the steps. Remember that?”

Gabby nodded, all playfulness gone from her face as she recalled her crime. “I got in trouble. For not telling the truth.”

“That’s right. We talked about how you could come out of your room if you admitted what you did, said you were sorry, and helped me clean up the mess.”

“And you said being mean when I feel itchy on the inside is never a good thing. Remember that, Mommy?”

Oh, sometimes grown-ups get itches that only being mean can fix.

“I do remember that. And I’m glad you do, too.” She took a soft breath. “Some people think Mommy did something she shouldn’t have. Remember when the police came to the house?”

“Yes.”

“They came to take me to jail so I could wait until they figured out what’s going on.”

“What did you do, Mommy?”

I won’t lie to you, Gabby. I won’t leave you with that memory.

“I don’t want to tell you right now. Is that okay?”

“Did you smash a flowerpot? Was it that bad?”

“No, honey. Nobody thinks I did anything like that.”

“But you had to admit what you did? And say you’re sorry? Did you have to help them clean up a mess you made?”

Windy thought of the old nursery rhyme she used to read to her daughter. There’s no cleaning up this mess, Gabby. Not all the king’s horses nor all the king’s men could make this go away.

“I think people are still trying to figure out what to do with me.”

Gabby was quiet. She leaned into her mother’s chest and for the first time in nearly two years stuck her thumb in her mouth.

“I love you, Gabby.”

Her daughter stayed silent.

“I love you twenty times twenty.”

Gabby didn’t respond.

“I love you one million years.”

Her daughter still avoided the game. Windy tightened her arms around her and began to rock. She hummed “Silent Night,” despite the calendar marking the day as mid-June. Gabby had been born two days before Thanksgiving five years ago. Christmas carols were the first songs she’d heard as an infant, and the ancient tune always lulled her to sleep.

I’ll have to remember to tell the social services people that. Wherever Gabby goes when they take me away, they need to know this song will soothe her.

She pressed her lips against her daughter’s soft hair and breathed in the sweet scent of lavender shampoo.

I will always love you, little one. You will come to hate me. They’ll take me away and you’ll spend your life trying to forget the love you once felt for me. You’ll wonder why I chose to do the thing I did, knowing it would pull us apart forever.

But I did it for you, my darling.

Windy rocked her child, hoping to fill the tyke with as many good memories as whatever time they had left to share would allow.

Remember this, my sweet Gabby. Remember. I may lie to others. I’ll never lie to you.


Chapter 29

NOW

“How do you get these eggs so creamy?” Sydney took another bite. “Every time I try I end up with hard bullets of yellow ick.”

Nancy Richardson stood in front of the stove where she’d prepared Sydney’s meals from infancy through college. “Two little tricks. First, a splash of water in the eggs. Mix ’em up good and frothy. Second, pour ’em into a hot pan. Let ’em cook for about twenty or thirty seconds. Then turn that heat down low and stir as they set. Easy. It’s not like I’m concocting something exotic like in Roland’s kitchen.”

“There’s nothing more satisfying than perfectly scrambled eggs, Mom. And you make the best.”

Nancy poured herself another cup of coffee and joined her daughter at the breakfast nook table. Each sat in the spot she occupied at every meal. Nancy took the chair closest to the kitchen, ready to jump up if anyone needed anything. Sydney sat to her right. The red vinyl chair to Nancy’s left, Joe’s seat, would forever remain empty.

“You want to tell me what’s got you here at this hour?” Nancy asked her daughter.

“I told you. I woke up early. Went for my run and was starving.”

“You own two restaurants. Roland could have whipped you up something fabulous with ingredients I’ve probably never heard of. Even Roscoe would have put something together at the Ten-Ten. Why drive across town?”

Sydney arched an eyebrow. “Nancy Richardson,” she teased. “Are you hiding some man back in the bedroom? Am I cramping your style with an early-morning drop-in?”

Nancy took a casual sip from her cup. “I know the sound that souped-up Mustang of yours makes. I have plenty of time to scoot my lovers out the back door whenever I hear you coming. I was tiring of Eduardo, anyway.”

“Eduardo, huh? Some kind of Italian playboy?”

“Better than that. He has the secret for an exquisite marinara. Now that he’s taught me, I’m done with him.” Nancy stepped away from their game. Her face was serious. “What’s on your mind?”

Sydney had thought of little else since she and Andrew reviewed the contents of the thumb drives Roger Millerman had kept locked in his safe. On the one hand, she was excited about what they could mean for clearing Windy. The sexual encounter between Brooks Janeworthy and Windy was damning enough. But it was the second recording that had Sydney on edge. What was going on in that meeting put Sydney, Andrew, and anyone else who knew about it in mortal danger.

But keeping silent about it all made her miserable. She’d spent a sleepless night, tossing in her bed, fearing what Horst would think when he found out what she’d uncovered. Would he view it as a betrayal? Would her mother interpret her silence as disloyalty to everything she and her father stood for?

But she had to remain quiet. She opted for a dodge.

“I met a guy.”

“Tall, dark, and handsome? Hangs with a gorgeous golden retriever named Jocko? That guy?”

“No, Mother. Another guy.”

Nancy shoved her coffee cup aside. “Who? Where? When? Who?”

“Ever the cop’s wife, huh, Ma? His name’s Clay Hawthorne. He owns a bar on the square.”

Nancy’s eyebrow shot up. “A saloon owner?”

“Think of it as a music venue. The Low Down Blues. Do you know it?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. I’ve never been, but Doris and her husband go there.” Doris was Nancy’s favorite book club member. “They have good things to say about it.”

“Clay books some big names. It’s a nice place. I’ll take you sometime.”

“Soon.” Her mother’s face wrinkled in concern. “The hours he must keep. Drunks around all the time.”

“Have you forgotten what I do for a living? His hours aren’t that much later than mine. And I’ve never seen anyone drunk at the Low Down. Clay wouldn’t put up with that.”

“You’ve been going to this bar for how long?”

“It’s not a bar, Mom. It’s a great little place to hear wonderful music. And I’ve been going awhile. I heard about the place when I came back from traveling. It became routine for me while we were putting the restaurants together. I’d swing by for a glass of wine at the end of the evening.” She thought about the baseball bat Clay had given her when Hush Money opened. “He’s given me some pointers.”

Nancy looked unconvinced. “What kind of pointers?”

“He’s a great guy, Mom. A single father. Raised his son all on his own.”

“Raised? How old is this bartender?”

“Will you relax? He’s forty. Five years older than me. And before you start clucking, remember Dad was seven years your senior.” She told Nancy about Clay’s decision to drop out of college when he discovered his girlfriend was pregnant. How he had raised his son after she disappeared from their lives. “He even lives in a regular neighborhood. Lawn, garage, rosebushes, the whole shtick.”

“You’ve been to his home? How long has this been going on? Why is this the first I’m hearing about anything?”

“Gee, Mom, I don’t know. Maybe because of exactly how you’re acting now? I wanted to make sure this thing was going to last awhile before I brought you and your third degree into it.”

“Does Horst know?”

“No. And when I do introduce Clay to Horst, I’m counting on you to shut down any interrogation. Clay doesn’t need some detective grilling him like he’s the linchpin in some terrorist cell.”

“Then I’m going to have to meet this Clay person first. After that I’ll let you know what I’m going to say to whom.”

Sydney took the last bite of her eggs and washed it down with a long gulp of orange juice. She hadn’t meant to bring up Clay. She’d done it to avoid the subject of Windy’s case. But now that she had, it felt good. She wanted to bring Clay further into her circle.

“I’ll tell you what. Let me see what Clay thinks about meeting each other’s people.”

“What? Does he have something to be ashamed of?”

“No, Mother, I’m sure he doesn’t. It’s just that you’re…you’re…”

“I’m what, Sydney?”

“You’re a lot, okay? So is Horst. I want to make sure he knows what he’s in for. Let me run it by him and we’ll set something up.”

“By the weekend. I’m free every night.”

Sydney reached over to pat her mother’s hand. “I’ll see him tonight. I’ll bring it up, I promise.”

Her mother nodded. She was quiet for a moment. Sydney knew better than to try to imagine what was going through her mind.

“Clay, huh?” Nancy finally said. “That his real name? Sounds like something from a romance novel.”

“It gets better.”

“Oh?”

Sydney grinned. “His son’s name’s Steel.”

“Oh, good lord.” Nancy Richardson shook her head. “This weekend, Sydney. I meet this guy no later than Sunday.”

—

Once again Hush Money’s tables were filled by six-thirty. Sydney had already made one pass through the dining room, greeting patrons and wishing them a delightful evening. She recalled how Clay had described Hush Money as a celebration kind of restaurant and wanted to make sure she did all she could to make her diners’ experience as memorable as possible. A party of four at table two announced they were marking the publication of one of the men’s third book.

“Really?” she asked. “What’s the title? I’m always looking for a good new read.”

The author’s smile was modest. “It’s called Sewer Renaissance: A New Look at Wastewater Management. Something tells me it’s not the type of book you’d want on your nightstand.”

“Sounds like a niche read to me. Congratulations. Here’s hoping everyone who should read it does.”

She felt her face flush when she recognized the woman dining alone at table five. She was as elegantly dressed as she’d been on opening night. Sydney carefully took in the woman’s features.

Her nose is straight. Like mine. Her eyes could be green.

She approached the table.

“Welcome to Hush Money. Are you enjoying your evening?”

“I am, my dear. I think this will become the restaurant I visit each time I come to Madison.” Her voice was soft yet throaty. “You’ve created a masterpiece here, Sydney.”

“Forgive me.” Sydney’s flush deepened, this time accompanied by an electric hum racing up her spine. “Have we met?”

The woman’s smile was indulgent. “It is I who should apologize for being so familiar. Everyone knows Sydney Richardson is the force behind this lovely establishment.”

“You’re not from around here.”

“No.” She hesitated. “I have…ties to the area.” The woman gave a general wave to include the entire space. “And now, of course, I have this wonderful place to entice me.”

She could be the right age.

“You’re welcome here anytime, Miss…Mrs….?”

The woman’s soft blue eyes held Sydney’s. “My friends call me Elaina.”

“Elaina.” She suddenly felt weak in the knees. “Please. Enjoy your meal, Elaina. I look forward to seeing you again.”

“And I you, my dear. You’ve brought to fruition a magnificent vision. You’re making people quite proud.”

Sydney nodded her thanks and walked over to where Anita Saxon stood. Her sommelier was resplendent in a white satin tuxedo.

“You look like a woman who needs to sit down,” Anita commented.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re as pale as a ghost.” Anita’s accent made even the most casual observation sound profound. “Shall I bring you water?”

Sydney silently chastised herself for being rattled by the solo woman diner. I have to stop this. I have to stop looking for phantom parents at every turn.

“I’m fine, Anita.” She willed her voice to sound stronger than she felt. “Do me a favor. The couple at table seven. They’ve been married thirty-two years.”

“Ah! An anniversary. How lovely.”

“No. Not their anniversary. His wife starts chemotherapy on Monday. This is what he called their ‘last hurrah’ before she begins treatment.”

The festive look on Anita’s face immediately shifted to one of concern.

“Can you find out what they’ve ordered, please?” Sydney asked. “Pair it with the perfect wine. On me.”

“Of course. And please, Sydney, go sit somewhere for a moment, will you?”

“One last time, I’m fine.” Sydney walked toward the bar, forcing herself to avoid another look at the woman at table five.

As in the dining room, every seat in Hush Money’s bar was filled. In addition, at least half a dozen people stood, drinks in hand, talking in intense, low voices. Sydney wondered if they were all waiting for their dinner reservations or if her elegant bar, located directly across from the Capitol and small enough to command a certain elite status, might be emerging as the place for politicos to grab a drink and swap inside stories before heading to the next fundraiser or evening committee meeting. She stood to the side and watched three waitresses weave their way through the space, balancing cocktail glasses on small trays, while two bartenders in crisp white shirts filled drink orders with a seemingly choreographed grace.

Her stomach tightened when she got a good look at the group sitting in the far corner. Melanie White, Madison’s new mayor, was holding court. Four men and two women were clustered around her. Her three-man entourage stood behind her, checking their phones and trying to look important.

Turn around. Walk away.

Her mind turned again to the white flash drive she and Andrew had viewed the night before. The tape showing Melanie, unmistakable with her flaming red hair and distinctive voice, promising, demanding, colluding to do the unthinkable. Negotiating her prices. Sydney studied the faces of the people engaging the mayor in conversation. None were those of the two men recorded on the drive.

Of course not. The conversation they were having would never be held in a public place.

Her gaze stayed riveted on the mayor. So young. So sure of herself. Listening to those speaking to her with an imperial bearing. Giving the occasional brief nod. Dismissing, sometimes, with one wave of her hand.

Roger Millerman knew what you planned. He had the proof.

Andrew’s voice echoed in her memory. He’d warned her of the dangers of what they now knew. She was to do nothing—say nothing—until he could confer with colleagues as to how best to proceed.

Turn around. Walk away.

At that moment Melanie White looked up and caught Sydney’s gaze. For several seconds the two women held each other in a mutual stare. Melanie was calm yet studied. Sydney got the impression she was sizing her up, perhaps wondering if she was worth the time to acknowledge.

Sydney put a smile on her face and walked toward the group.

“Welcome, Mayor White. It’s so nice to see you again.”

Melanie looked back toward her trio of toadies. The nearest bent over and whispered in her ear.

“Ah, yes. Sydney,” the mayor said. “Everyone, this is Sydney Richardson. She owns this place.” Melanie returned her attention to Sydney. “And if my sources are correct, you’ve also opened up a cop bar. Did I hear correctly?”

If you know me well enough to know that, why the pompous show of your flunky reminding you of my name?

“The Ten-Ten,” Sydney replied. “It’s a neighborhood pub. But we’ve been lucky enough to have Madison’s first responders make it their hangout.”

“How fitting. You being a cop’s daughter and all.”

Why do you know so much about me?

“You never know when you’re going to need to call in law enforcement,” Sydney said.

Melanie cocked her head.

Careful. Don’t tip your hand.

“And we hope you and your type stick around, too,” Sydney continued.

“My type? What would my type be?”

Deplorable. Despicable. The kind of people who don’t give a damn about the law.

“Political, of course.” Don’t give it away. She can’t know we know. “We hoped our proximity to the statehouse might draw the legislative crowd. We’re thrilled that even the local government sees us as a suitable place to relax.”

A man spoke. “Well I, for one, will be back. It’s a great-looking joint and your bartenders aren’t afraid to pour.” His comment brought nervous laughter from everyone except the mayor. “Then we can really get some work done.”

“Spoken like the lobbyist you are, Adam,” Melanie White said without taking her eyes off Sydney.

“It’s true,” the man persisted. “Get a couple of stiff drinks into any elected official and you might finally hear some truth.”

Another round of anxious guffaws ensued. Sydney didn’t shy away from the mayor’s gaze.

“We didn’t call it Hush Money for nothing.”

The look on Melanie White’s face shifted from imperial boredom. “There’s no need to fret about that, Sydney. It’s my intention to run an absolutely transparent administration. Your bartenders can pour as strong a drink as they’d like. No one on my team has anything to hide.”

For whose benefit are you making that announcement?

“Is there something I can do for you, Sydney?” the mayor asked icily.

Sydney realized she was being dismissed.

“Just know you’re welcome here. I want this to be the place where you’ll always get the treatment you deserve.”

A look of questioning concern crossed the mayor’s lovely face.

“Enjoy your evening,” Sydney said. “Let us know if there’s anything you need.”

—

The mysterious woman at table five was gone by the time Sydney returned to the dining room. Anita told her the couple at table seven had been appreciative of the wine she’d sent over. And each time Sydney stepped into the kitchen, she noticed a distinct diminishment in the level of drama. She nearly stopped dead in her tracks when she overhead Chef Roland compliment the pastry chef on her lemon soufflé.

Around nine-thirty, with the last round of diners finishing their meal, she started down the hallway toward the Ten-Ten, only to turn around before entering the bar. She’d bet good money her mother was there. That would mean Horst now knew about Clay, which would bring questions she was in no mood to answer. Besides, it was difficult enough holding what she now knew about Brooks Janeworthy and Melanie White. She didn’t want to run the risk of proving Andrew right about her apparent inability to hold her tongue. She turned on her heel and headed back to her office. She checked her cellphone and found two texts, both from Andrew, asking to speak to her. She glanced at her watch, hoped it wasn’t too late to be calling the home of a pregnant woman, and dialed his number.

“Who have you spoken to about this?” Andrew wasted no time getting down to business.

“No one.” She was irritated by his assumption. “I did see our new mayor, however. She was here at Hush Money.”

“Did you speak to her?” The worry in his voice was obvious.

“Yes. Nothing of substance.”

“Damn it, Sydney! We can’t risk her knowing anything. Not until we’re ready to act.”

“Relax. She had her entourage with her. I welcomed them to the restaurant. That’s all.”

Andrew was quiet for a moment. “Your tone of voice. Your mood. The look in your eye. You gave away nothing?”

“She seemed a bit guarded. But I’m sure it was nothing I said or did.”

His worry morphed into irritation. “You can’t be sure of that. Don’t speak to her again. Not until we know what’s next.”

“Did you make any headway?”

“I reached out to two people I know in the FBI. I spoke in broad strokes. No names. No specifics.”

“Did you link what we saw on the tape to the mayor’s murder?”

“No. The last thing we need right now is a planeload of agents swooping in to investigate Melanie White.”

“You think it’ll come to that?”

“Sydney, we have a tape of the president of the Common Council making a deal to sell her vote on a multimillion-dollar development project! Specific dollar amounts are agreed upon. Time lines discussed. We have her assuring them she can handle any push-back from the mayor. And to top it off, we have them promising to deliver the election to her when she runs against the mayor. I’ve been able to identify the two men in the recording. One’s Benjamin Roethken.”

“Who’s that?”

“He owns the company contracted to provide and maintain the voting machines for the entire city. What we have, Sydney, is Melanie White conspiring. Not only pay for play on the development contract. We have her agreeing to a plot to compromise the integrity of an election. That’s as bad as it gets.”

“Bad enough to get Roger Millerman killed?”

“Melanie White’s looking at decades in a federal prison. If she had any inkling Millerman might reveal what she was up to, what do you think she would have done to keep that from happening?”

“Phoebe did say Melanie wasted no time clearing out Roger’s office and moving herself in. Maybe Roger let her know about the tape. She could have been looking for it.”

“I want you to think about that. A person who’s killed once has just lowered their barrier to killing again. Remember that anytime your urge to be helpful threatens to get the better of you.”

“What about Janeworthy? Did you speak to anyone about him?”

“Don’t need to. As despicable as what Millerman and Janeworthy did is, no laws were broken. But that doesn’t mean he’s off the hook for Millerman’s murder. Janeworthy spends a lot of time and money sustaining his image. If the mayor was blackmailing him, it’s not beyond the pale to think Janeworthy would take lethal steps to eliminate the threat. And he’s already made the link between Windy and you. He’ll assume she’s told you what happened that day at the mayor’s home. What he doesn’t know is that we have the tape. If he were to find out, you’d be as great a threat to him as Millerman was.”

“So what do we do?”

“Nothing. I’ll follow up with my friends at the Bureau. I’ve got my trial team working on the best ways to introduce alternative theories of who might have killed the mayor. In the meantime, we let the police go right on thinking Windy’s their killer. She’s doing a good job laying low?”

“As far as I know, she comes to work, goes home, plays with Gabby.”

“Good. We have to keep her away from Janeworthy. There’s not much chance he’ll be dropping by Hush Money. Not after the scene you described when the two of them met on the street.”

“I agree.”

“It shouldn’t be too much longer. I’m pressing hard for a court date as soon as we can get on the judge’s docket. What are your plans?”

“For what?”

“For staying safe. For keeping this quiet.”

Sydney thought for a moment. It hadn’t occurred to her that she would need her own safety plan.

She recalled the night she had discovered her front door unlocked but shook the thought free. It was a memory lapse. No sense making something bigger of it.

“I live in a high-rise. There’s no listing of who occupies which unit, but I’ll let the concierge know not to let anyone up unless I’ve approved it.”

“Can you do that without tipping your hand?”

“I’ll say I have a disgruntled employee.”

“That’s good. I’m sorry it’s come to this, Sydney.”

“You sound like you think this is going to get worse before it gets better.”

“It’s going to be what it has to be. And sometimes that’s no good for anybody.”


Chapter 30

NOW

“So when’s the big meet-up?” Ronnie refilled Sydney’s wineglass before settling back on her sofa. “And can I be sitting in a corner eavesdropping?”

On impulse, Sydney had decided to call her best friend to make good on the raincheck. After the day she’d had, she had been delighted to learn Ronnie was available.

It was nearly midnight. Sydney knew she should head home, but Ronnie had built a small fire in her bungalow’s brick-and-slate fireplace, chasing the chill from a rainy summer night. It had been too long since she’d had an easy and undisturbed conversation with her best friend. She was in no hurry to end it.

“Mom was pretty adamant about it happening by the weekend. I don’t know what she thinks is so magical about the timing.”

Ronnie laughed. “Are you kidding me? Her thirty-five-year-old single daughter announces she’s met a guy. That alone would be enough for any mother to spring into action. Think, Sydney. How many times—say, in a given week—do you think Nancy Richardson wonders if she’ll ever bounce a grandchild on her knee?”

“Oh God! She tries so hard not to bring it up, but I can see it in her eyes. Back when I told her I wanted to build a couple of restaurants, I swear the first thing she did was look down at my belly. Like she could see, actually see, cobwebs accumulating in my empty uterus.”

“Then you understand why she might be eager to meet your new fella. She’s going to be sizing up his soccer dad potential.”

“No. You don’t think…”

“What business am I in? Do you think when the prospect of infertility rears its head that I only deal with anxious parents? It might surprise you how many calls I get from wannabe grandparents. Trust me. Nancy’s going to be envisioning him sitting at the Thanksgiving table spooning creamed sweet potatoes into some toddler’s face before you’ve even finished the introductions.”

Sydney took a sip of her wine. She sighed. “Sometimes I forget you’ve known my mother nearly as long as I have.”

“And it’s not just the make-me-a-grandma aspect that’s got her pushing this. You didn’t just meet a guy. You met a guy with an adult son. A musician. Who runs a bar. Listen closely, Syd. That sound you hear is your mother’s worry ratcheting up to panicville.”

“I don’t think of the Low Down as a bar. You sound like my mom.”

“I don’t care if Adele in all her holiness is headlining the Low Down. As far as your mother’s concerned, if people come, sit, and pay money to get a glass of something alcoholic delivered to them, it’s a bar. Your mother—any mother—wants you to marry a guy who’ll go to work after a seven-thirty breakfast, come home no later than five-thirty, and earn the kind of living that keeps her daughter in a five-bedroom house and her grandchildren in private school. Her warning bells are going off, that’s all.” Ronnie twirled an end of her short blond hair and raised her chin in defiance. “And since I haven’t met the man myself, you’re without your most powerful defense weapon. Maybe you need to introduce me to him first. I can give Nancy all the assurance she needs that you haven’t fallen for some guy who’s going to whisk you away, only to return you to her two years hence addicted to heroin and sporting a ‘tramps like us’ tattoo on your lower back.”

“I’ve got to talk to Clay. This has gotten bigger than a simple meet-and-greet.”

“Thirty-five. No children. Not one damn thing involving you and a member of the opposite sex is simple to your mother anymore.”

“As always, you’re probably right.”

“No ‘probably’ about it. Trust me. I’m a genius. I’ve got the paperwork to prove it.”

Both women laughed with the kind of wine-fueled heartiness that compelled them each to automatically put their hands over their mouths and quiet themselves.

“Wait a minute,” Ronnie said. “This is my house, not a dorm room. We can chortle with gay abandon, make all the noise we want.”

Sydney leaned back, allowed her laughter to play out, and let her eyes feast on this wonderful gift of a woman who’d been standing beside her since kindergarten. The keeper of all her secrets. The holder of all her fears and dreams.

“Kind of hard to believe, isn’t it?” she asked. “How’d we get here? You a hotshot fertility OB-GYN. Me with two restaurants.”

Ronnie lifted her glass. “Two very successful restaurants.”

“We’ll see about that. But still, does it sometimes seem unreal, Ronnie? Don’t you wonder how we got this far this fast?”

“None of it was fast. I worked hard. Still do. You do, too.” She paused. “And you can get that self-damning look off your face. I know the money you got surprised with has gone a long way toward making Hush Money and Ten-Ten happen. But your success is yours. You made it happen. I gotta tell you, if someone handed me fifteen million dollars, I’m not so sure I’d be thinking about working. But you are.”

“Maybe so.”

“Own it, Syd. You may have gotten a bit of a leg up, but you’re your own woman. A good one, at that.”

Tell that to the parents who handed me off to a lawyer rather than raise me.

Sydney shoved the thought away. “Still, it all seems so grown up. There’s a whole lot of times I don’t feel like one.”

“Me, either. I swear, if you asked me real fast how old I was, I’d probably give you a knee-jerk reaction and say something like seventeen.”

“So what kind of miracle put us here?”

“No miracle. Just one day after another. Accepting what life hands us on any given day and deciding to do the next right thing. That’s how we got here.”

“No divine plan? No mysterious force guiding us?”

Ronnie looked down into her wineglass and considered the questions. “I don’t know the answer to that. One of the great things about being a physician is I get to see miracles up close and personal. I don’t mean the whole miracle-of-modern-science stuff. That kind of thing I see every day. I mean the flat-out, can’t-explain-it, shouldn’t-have-happened-yet-it-did kind of thing. Those are miracles. Like a woman I’m working with now. She and her husband had been seeing me for years. Desperate to get pregnant. We ran tests. She was fine. His sperm, though? It was a billion to one he’d ever impregnate anyone. Neither was interested in sperm donation or adoption, so they came to accept the fact that they would be a childless couple.”

“And now they build orphanages in Ethiopia.”

“No. Nothing like that. They hunkered down and focused on their careers. She walked into my office about a year later. Pregnant.”

“By him?”

“So says the DNA. She’s due in about three weeks. Those are the miracles I’m talking about. You and me and how we got here? That’s just one day following the last.”

Sydney considered her friend’s assessment. Perhaps there was nothing mystical about life. Maybe it was all nothing more than action and reaction.

“And right now, if I know what’s good for me, I’ll put my one foot in front of the other and head home. I’ve got a busy day and I know you, Dr. Pernod, probably have an even busier one.”

“I don’t know about that.”

Sydney set down her wineglass and stood. “Well, at least a day that’s filled with important-sounding tests and the possibility of new life.”

“You okay to drive?”

“That’s why I’m leaving that second glass of wine right there on the table. Come on. Walk me out.”

“Are you dodging the whole when-do-I-meet-Clay thing? Because I can get Nancy on the phone right now. The two of us can do a gang-up on you that Houdini himself couldn’t escape.”

Sydney reached down and pulled her friend into a standing position. “Like when I was scared to get fitted for braces? You came over and asked Mom to take us for ice cream. I had no idea the two of you had colluded to get me into the car.”

“I hope you thank us every time you see your beautiful smile. When do I meet Clay?”

Sydney knew there was no winning this one. “Are you free tomorrow night? Say around nine-thirty? Meet me at Hush Money. We’ll walk over to the Low Down. Maybe then I can convince you it’s more than a bar.”

“Barring any surprises, I’ll be there. And don’t worry. My interrogation will be so subtle Clay won’t even know he’s under the microscope.”

“If only I could hope the same thing from Mom.” She dug her keys out of her purse.

The rain had stopped and despite the damp grass, Ronnie didn’t bother to change out of her slippers for the short walk to Sydney’s car.

“Thanks for the visit,” she said. “It’s been too long.”

“Another one real soon,” Sydney promised. “And of course there’s tomorrow.”

“I’ll be good. You have my word.”

The two women hugged good night. Sydney was stunned that her car door sounded so loud as she opened it. A second thunderous pop brought a spray of sparks from the concrete.

“Sydney!” Ronnie yelled. “Get down!”

A third gunshot ended in Ronnie’s pained scream. Sydney felt the air whoosh as a fourth bullet barreled past her ear.

“Ronnie!” she screamed to her friend, flattened on the grass. “Help! Somebody help us! Help!”

Porch lights came on at the houses on either side of Ronnie’s bungalow. They cast enough light for her to see the flood of red covering her friend’s white T-shirt.

“My God!” a man in striped pajama bottoms cried out. “What’s happened?”

“Call 911!” Sydney shrieked. “Now!”


Chapter 31

NOW

It was just after dawn when Sydney walked into her condo building. The concierge stood behind his desk, his morning-bright smile disappearing when he saw the ravaged state of her cocktail dress. Instinctively Sydney followed his gaze and looked down at the stains of dried blood, mud, and grass that marred the delicate butter-colored chiffon. She reached a hand to her head and felt the snarled tangle of hair and twigs.

This ain’t no walk of shame, buddy.

“Miss Richardson. You okay? You want I should call somebody?”

Sydney waved him away as she passed to the elevators. She could explain, of course. But why burden the kid?

I’ll bet the ink’s still wet on your high school diploma. What if I told you I spent the night at the hospital? And before that I was dodging bullets. I got lucky. My friend didn’t. She spent four hours in surgery before they wheeled her into intensive care. What’s that? You say I look tired? I don’t see why I should. Between waiting for the surgeon’s reports and answering ten thousand questions from the police, I had a perfectly lovely evening.

Three police cars and an ambulance appeared in the blur of time after Ronnie went down. EMTs loaded Ronnie onto a stretcher and wanted to do the same for Sydney, but she waved them away, insisting she was fine. The paramedics settled for her sitting in a second ambulance. She needed to be examined, they told her. Sydney didn’t fight them. Her only demand was that she be taken to the same hospital as her friend. It didn’t take long for the ER physicians to clear her.

Ronnie was another story.

A trauma team ran alongside her gurney, calling out readings and barking orders as they rushed her down the hall. A nurse told Sydney they’d taken her to surgery. She directed her toward a waiting room.

“Are you family?”

“Yes,” Sydney lied. “Sisters.”

The nurse handed her a square brown pager. “The surgeon will update you on this. Can I get you anything?”

Sydney thanked her but declined. She sat on the green vinyl couch and closed her eyes.

You said there was nothing mystical to life, Ronnie. You said it was one foot in front of the other. Take what happens and make the next right move. What step led to this? What are we supposed to do now?

“Kitz?”

Sydney opened her eyes to see Horst Welke standing in front of her. The big man wore jeans and a maroon velour sweatshirt under his jacket. He sat next to her and pulled her into an embrace. “Thank God you’re all right.” He kissed her hair and released her.

“How’d you get here? How’d you know?”

“Shots fired. I got the call. The officers said two women. House titled to Veronica Pernod. Your car in the driveway.”

“Does Mom know?”

“It’s almost one a.m. I didn’t want to disturb her until I knew what was happening. You want me to call her?”

Yes! I want my mother. Someone shot my friend. They almost shot me. Yes! I need my mother.

“No. Let her sleep. I’ll swing by her place in the morning. She’ll be worried sick about Ronnie. There’s time enough for her to fret.”

“What about Veronica’s parents? Should we call them?”

Sydney shook her head. “Her father left the family ten years ago. Ronnie hasn’t heard from him since. Her mom’s traveling. Last I heard she was in Thailand. Something to do with a cultural exchange program, I think.”

Horst took her hands in his. “Tell me what you need.”

She focused on the concern and compassion in his eyes.

How many times are we going to meet in emergency rooms, Horst? How many times will we walk out of here with fewer people to love than when we walked in?

“Did you guys catch him?”

“The person who fired the shots? No, Kitz. But we’ve got people on the scene. Gathering evidence. Checking with folks living around there.” He pulled a notebook and pen from his jacket. “You said ‘him.’ Did you see someone?”

She shook her head.

“What about a car? Did you see how this shooter got there? Might have gotten away?”

“No.”

“Did anybody say anything to you before it happened? Maybe come up to you and ask a question? Maybe ask for money?”

She shook her head again. “We were saying goodbye. We’d had a glass of wine. Talked. We were relaxing.” Sydney felt miles away from the man sitting next to her. Her words came out in a robotic cadence. “We’re going to get together again tonight. She’s going to meet Clay.”

“Clay?”

She shook her head and her mind snapped back into the moment.

“He’s a friend of mine.”

“This friend have a last name?”

“Clay Hawthorne. He has nothing to do with this. He doesn’t even know Ronnie.”

“A friend of yours? Why don’t I know him?”

I can’t get into this now. Ronnie’s in surgery. Please, God. Please don’t let her be dying.

“Can we talk about this later?”

“These minutes are precious, Kitz. Impressions get fuzzy. Memories fade. I know it’s hard, but you have to tell me everything you can remember. It’ll help us. It’ll help Veronica.”

She knew he was right. How many times had her father talked about his cases? He had taught her the first few hours were the most important. How every case, from a minor shoplifting incident to cold-blooded murder, grew more difficult to solve with every tick of the clock. She pulled her thoughts away from scalpels and operating rooms and blood and focused on her time with Ronnie. They’d relaxed. Ronnie had poured her a second glass of wine. She hadn’t drunk it. It had been time to get home. Ronnie had walked her to her car.

“I teased her about walking out in her slippers. The rain had stopped, but the grass was wet.”

Horst nodded. “Did anyone else comment on that? Someone walking by, perhaps?”

Sydney strained to recall. “No. There was no one. I opened my car door. I heard it.”

“What? What did you hear?”

“It was loud. I thought maybe my door needed oil. But I heard it again. Saw sparks by my feet. I heard Ronnie scream. She was yelling at me to get down.”

“Veronica realized it was gunfire?”

“I guess. Maybe. Her screaming…It was so filled with fear…with pain.” For the first time since the incident Sydney began to cry. “Horst! Ronnie got shot! Somebody shot Ronnie!”

Horst rocked her while she wept. Sydney leaned into him and tried desperately to believe the warmth of his embrace could make everything all right.

The pager in her lap vibrated, startling them both. Sydney picked it up. A message appeared in the center, amber letters across a brown screen.

2 bullets removed. Surgery proceeding.

“Two. There were two,” Sydney whispered.

“They know to save those bullets, Kitz. Evidence.” Horst used his thumbs to wipe away her tears. “Your friend is strong. Like you. The bullets are out. This is good news.”

There’s no good news to be had here. When Ronnie’s at the hospital, it’s supposed to be to guide a new life into the world, not fighting for her own.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Good news.”

“When’s the last time you ate anything?”

“I can’t think of that now.”

“How about some coffee, then?”

She shook her head.

“Anything else you can remember? Don’t filter anything.”

She didn’t have the energy to tell him there was nothing.

“Use your senses, Kitz. Think back. Did you smell anything when you walked outside?”

“The rain. Everything smelled earthy.”

“Okay. Good. How about something that didn’t belong? Maybe cigarette smoke or the aroma of food? Perfume? Smell anything like that?”

“No. Nothing.”

“Okay. You’re doing great. How about hearing? What did you hear when you stepped out onto Veronica’s porch?”

A sharp stab of grief pierced her heart. “Ronnie was laughing. Reminding me about our date tonight.”

“Date?”

“I told you. We were going to meet Clay.”

“And it was a date? You were fixing Veronica up with your friend?”

“No. Clay’s a man I’ve been seeing. Ronnie wanted to meet him.”

Horst’s body stiffened. He scribbled in his pad. “Clay Hawthorne?” He spelled the last name. “Do I have it right?”

She nodded.

“Did this Clay person know you would be at Veronica’s tonight?”

Sydney realized the dots he was connecting. “No, he didn’t. And Clay has nothing to do with this. Like I said, he doesn’t even know Ronnie.”

Horst tapped his pen against the notepad. “Do you and Veronica talk about intimate things?”

“She’s my best friend! My sister! We talk about everything.”

“Has she said anything about worries lately? Maybe about someone being a little too close? Perhaps a patient of hers angry with her? An ex-boyfriend who can’t let go? Anything like that?”

“No. Her patients love her.” Sydney’s voice wobbled. “Everyone loves her!”

“Easy, Kitz. I’m just doing my job.”

Sydney looked down at the pager, too desperate to speak to anyone. She willed another message to appear. One that would tell her Ronnie was safe.

None came.

Horst patted her knee, then stood. “I’m heading back down to the scene. I’ve got two officers right here for you. If you need anything, remember anything, you go to them. They’ll know what to do.”

Sydney nodded.

“And when you’re ready to get some rest, you tell them that, too. They’ll drive you home.”

“My car’s at Ronnie’s.”

“Your car’s evidence right now. My officers will take you home.”

She squeezed his hand. The next hour was filled with two different officers asking her the same questions Horst had. By the time the first officer came back in to start the cycle again, Sydney was making no effort to hide her irritation. Fortunately, the pager vibrated again.

Surgery complete. Patient resting in recovery. Will transfer to ICU approximately 90 minutes.

The next hour and a half inched by. Finally a nurse came to escort Sydney to the ICU.

“She’s heavily sedated,” the nurse said, “but I believe she’ll be able to hear you.”

Sydney entered the glass-walled room. Ronnie was a pale ghost lying in the bed. Her blond hair was brushed back away from her ashen face. Tubes seemed to crisscross every inch of her body. Machines purred and beeped as they monitored her friend’s life force.

“Just a few minutes,” the nurse instructed. “The best thing for her now is sleep.”

Sydney stepped toward the bed and reached for Ronnie’s hand, careful not to disturb the oxygen monitor on her index finger.

“Hey, Ronnie,” she whispered. “The doctors say everything went well. Now it’s up to you, honey.” She swallowed hard, trying to keep the tears out of her voice. “Don’t worry about anything. I’ll call your clinic. Your patients will be fine. I’ll find a way to reach your mom. All you have to do is get better, okay? Heal.” She bent over to kiss the limp fingers. “I need you, Ronnie. Come back to us.”

She straightened, still holding her friend’s hand. Willing those pale fingers to curl around her own in assurance she’d been heard.

Ronnie’s hand remained limp.

The nurse came back into the room, telling Sydney the visit was over.

“I’ll be back.” Sydney found a spot on Ronnie’s forehead to kiss. “Next time you’ll be awake, okay? Rest well, sweet girl.”

A police officer was waiting outside the ICU. Tall. Muscular. Thick dark hair. Chestnut eyes focused on her. A beautiful golden retriever alert at his side.

“Officer Sheffield.”

“Friends call me Rick.” He glanced down at his partner. “This guy’s Jocko.”

Sydney was impressed with how the animal’s deep brown eyes eased her tension.

“How you doing?” Sheffield asked. “Or is that too stupid a question to ask someone walking out of the ICU?”

“My friend…Ronnie…” She ran a hand through her hair. “Shooting.”

“You don’t have to say anything. I know what happened. I know it’s bad.”

Sydney felt her throat close. Without thinking, she stepped toward Rick Sheffield. He opened his arms, pulled her close, and stood steady as she cried for the second time that evening.

She didn’t argue when he suggested it was time for her to go home. Except to give him her address, she said nothing during the ride to her condo. Sydney flipped down the visor and used the mirror to focus on Jocko. The dog, in the cruiser’s backseat, stared back at her. In his eyes she saw the wisdom of the ages. Sydney sensed him offering her his strength, sending her a trans-species oath that everything would work out okay.

Sheffield pulled his cruiser to a stop in front of her building.

“I could come up,” he offered. “Jocko and I could hold the fort while you get some sleep.”

“Thanks. But I’ll be okay. I have lots to do.”

“You won’t do anybody any good if you crash. Get some sleep.”

She forced a smile. “I promise.”

“Call me if you need anything.”

She nodded.

“Can I see your phone?”

“What?”

“Your phone. May I see it, please?”

She reached into her purse and handed it to him. He took it, manipulated the keyboard, then handed it back to her.

“There. You have my number. It’s under ‘Rick the Cop’ in case you forget my name.”

“Thanks.”

“Use it. Anytime. Any reason.”

She pulled herself away from her numbing fatigue to turn toward him. She saw a face filled with compassion and kindness.

“You’re one of the good ones, aren’t you?”

His smile was easy. “My mom likes to think so. Now go. Get some sleep.”

—

Sydney closed the front door behind her and let herself slide down to the floor. Her exhaustion was total. She drew her knees to her chest and rested her head on them.

I should take a shower. Clean up. Get to the restaurant.

Minutes passed before she gathered enough strength to pull herself up and walk to her master suite. She tossed her purse on the bed, unzipped her wreck of a dress, wiggled free, and kicked it to the side.

I’ll take a long, hot shower. Drink some coffee.

She sat on the side of her bed, then leaned back.

She didn’t move again until her phone rang at 9:32.

“Where the hell are you, Sydney?” She was becoming skilled at recognizing Andrew’s voice, even when it sounded this angry. “We agreed to meet this morning.”

It took her a moment to orient. There was a moment of blissful ignorance when her only thought was that she had disappointed Andrew by missing an appointment. Then the events of the previous night rushed in.

Ronnie’s in the ICU. Someone shot at us.

“I had a rough night, Andrew.”

“Were you drinking? You didn’t talk to anyone about what’s going on with Windy’s case, did you?”

“No. Nothing like that. I spent the night at the hospital.”

Andrew’s voice shifted from anger to confusion. “The hospital? What happened? Are you okay?”

She pulled herself upright. She kept her gaze on the view outside her bedroom window. East. Toward the blue-collar side of Madison. The smokestacks and warehouses always gave her comfort. They reminded her the city was more than political correctness and intellectual posturing. It was filled with good people working hard to raise families and live honest lives. She needed that reassurance as she told Andrew about the happenings of the night before. She couldn’t allow the impulsive cruelty of one person to break her love of this place.

“Dr. Pernod’s been shot? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Two bullets to her chest. Surgery went as well as could be expected. She’s in the ICU now.”

“My God! Cynthia’s due to see her next week. I can’t believe this!”

“I’m sure the clinic will make arrangements for all Ronnie’s patients to be well cared for.”

He must have heard the irritation in her voice. “I’m sorry, Syd. That was selfish of me. Of course my thoughts are with Dr. Pernod. And you. Are you sure you’re okay?”

I may never be okay again. Didn’t you hear me? A bullet flew past me and struck my friend.

“I’m fine. A little tired.”

“Then get some rest. What I’ve learned can wait until you’re feeling better.”

“Tell me now,” she urged. “Especially if it’s good news. Have you heard anything more from your friends at the FBI?”

“I’d rather not discuss it on the phone. I’ll tell you when I see you. For now, sleep until your body says it’s ready to wake up. Focus on you. On your friend. I’ll take care of the case. Call me when you feel up to talking.”

Her mind flashed on the last time she had seen Ronnie. A small, pale face floating in a sea of tubes and wires. Fighting alone for the highest of stakes. The image shifted to Windy. Another woman fighting alone to overcome risks just as vital. Ronnie was surrounded by the finest medical care. Windy had no one.

“I need a shower. I’ll meet you at your office in an hour. Have coffee.”

—

“So we’re basically where we were yesterday?” Sydney poured herself a second cup of coffee from the carafe on a sideboard in Andrew’s office. “Maybe a couple new players named, but nothing more to link either Janeworthy or Melanie White to the mayor’s murder.”

“If you think that, you weren’t listening.” Andrew sat behind his desk and tapped an open file folder. “We now know who the two men in the video are. The men who were not only buying her votes but colluding with her to steal the election. These are powerful men, Sydney. Rich. Connected.”

“You think one of them shot the mayor?”

“Highly unlikely. If Melanie knew of the tape’s existence, I don’t think she’d tell these guys. Men like these don’t give in to threats. They manage them.”

“Even if it means murder?”

“When their freedom is at stake? Scores of millions of dollars? Not to mention controlling the political climate for decades to come? C’mon, Sydney. I once defended a man who killed his neighbor because he couldn’t keep his dog from barking.”

“So if Melanie found out about the tape…”

“She’d kill the mayor and remove the threat before they learned she’d been sloppy enough to allow them to be compromised. It would be the only way she could save her own skin.”

Sydney nodded. It made sense. “Or maybe she told them. Without thinking it through. Out of fear or desperation. If these guys are as crooked as you say they are, they certainly have…What do you call it?…Muscle? People they could call on to take care of things like this?”

Andrew shook his head. “My money’s riding on Melanie doing it herself. She’s too confident. Too calm. Either she doesn’t know the tape exists or she thinks that by killing the mayor she’s home free.”

“And what about Brooks Janeworthy?”

“Janeworthy’s as viable a suspect as he ever was. He’s got to know the mayor taped his encounter with Windy. Who knows? Maybe that was part of his fun. But he may not have had any idea Windy was a local girl. I doubt Janeworthy would have agreed to anything involving someone he might run into casually. He wouldn’t risk his reputation.”

“But the mayor knew Windy lived here.”

“And that may have been another tool ensuring his control of Janeworthy. He could produce the woman on the tape at any moment. She could assure the press, or whoever else the mayor might threaten to show it to, that the tape’s legit.”

“But why would the mayor want to blackmail a developer?”

“Maybe it wasn’t blackmail. Not in the traditional sense, anyway. What if it was simply to control the largest and most important developer in the city? Roger Millerman had a plan for this city. He made great strides in providing housing for the homeless and revitalizing neighborhoods. The tax base grew under his administration. And he did most of it with the help of Brooks Janeworthy.”

“So why would he want to risk a partnership that was working?”

“Maybe Janeworthy didn’t want to play along anymore. He’s grown so large he can lobby the Common Council on his own. He wouldn’t need the mayor, and Millerman might not like the thought of being thrown out of the pilot’s seat. Or maybe the opposite was true. Maybe the mayor was finished with Janeworthy. I can’t see someone like that taking his pink slip and slithering away.”

“And he’d be so angry he’d kill the mayor?”

“Maybe. But what’s important is we don’t have to prove either Melanie or Janeworthy killed the mayor. We just have to make them plausible in the eyes of a jury. Let the jury see the police made no effort to consider other alternatives. They were lazy. Sloppy.”

Sydney knew her father held Horst in the highest esteem. His track record in the years since her father’s death underscored the accuracy of that assessment. Horst Welke was a lot of things, but a sloppy, lazy detective wasn’t one of them. She wasn’t comfortable participating in any endeavor that might lead people to think otherwise.

“What do your FBI friends think?”

“They’re itching to see the tapes. I’m not going to show them until Windy’s been acquitted. Then they can do what they will with Melanie White and her partners in crime.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to simply go to the police with what we have? Let them do a thorough investigation?”

“And risk the blue wall closing ranks? Trust me, Sydney. I’ve spent my career around these guys. If you make any one of them look less than poster-child perfect, they make it priority number one to shut you down. They’ll have every piece of evidence we have as soon as Windy is acquitted. Until then, these tapes are our secret weapon.”

A hollow pain burned in the pit of her stomach. She loved Horst. She’d built the Ten-Ten out of respect for the local police. How could she participate in something that stood to humiliate them?

“What’s next?”

“We zero in. I’ve got my investigators digging into both Janeworthy and Mayor White. Each of them clearly has a motive for shooting the mayor. Now let’s see what we can learn about opportunity and means.”

“Neither of them were at Hush Money on Friday. They were both there on Saturday.”

“You let my team figure out if either of them has an alibi.”

“I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this.”

Andrew’s voice was suddenly stern. “Then get comfortable. Either that or disappear until this is over. You’re either in or out, Sydney.”

“I’m in.” Her voice shook at the possibility of betraying Horst. “Windy needs to be with Gabby. Save her.”

“You won’t be sorry. Now go home. Sleep. Eat some chicken soup. Visit your friend.” His tone shifted to kindness. “I’m sorry you went through what you did last night. Madison’s growing. Maybe too fast. These things are part and parcel of big-city risks. I only wish it hadn’t happened to you.”

It happened to Ronnie. All I did was duck.

“If there’s anything Cynthia or I can do for you or Dr. Pernod, all you have to do is let us know.”

He stood.

Once again Sydney felt like an errant schoolchild dismissed from the principal’s office.


Chapter 32

NOW

She got to Hush Money at 4:37. She’d intended to take only a brief nap after leaving Andrew’s office, but her body had other plans. When she opened her eyes and glanced at her bedside clock, she was stunned to see she’d slept the day away. She grabbed her phone. Her first call was to the hospital, still clinging to the ruse she was Ronnie’s sister when she was put through to the ICU.

“Dr. Pernod is resting comfortably,” the nurse told her. “She’s not awakened, but that’s not unusual. Her body’s been through significant trauma. Other than running a slight fever, her vital signs are where they should be given all that’s happened.”

“What about a visit?”

“Let her rest. Maybe in a day or two. Would you like us to contact you if there’s any change?”

Sydney gave her number. “That’s my cell. I always carry it. I can be there in twenty minutes.”

She showered and got ready for work, reflecting on the nonsense of playing dress-up as she stepped into a champagne silk skirt and black lace blouse.

—

“You have no idea how many bones I need to pick with you.” Nancy marched through Hush Money’s dining room. “If it’s your intention for me to run this place without you, at least let me know and we can discuss a salary that’ll blow your mind.” Nancy stopped her tirade when she saw her daughter’s face. “What’s going on?”

The touch of her mother’s hand on her shoulder was enough to blast through the defensive wall she’d erected.

“Mom…Mom…” She got no other word out before tears spilled down her cheeks. Nancy pulled her toward her, locking her in a fierce embrace.

“Oh, baby girl. Is it that guy?”

“Ronnie. Mom, Ronnie’s been…She’s been…”

Nancy stepped back. “What? What’s with Ronnie?” She looked over her shoulder to see at least fifteen staff members looking their way, anxious faces expressing their concern at seeing the owner of their place of employment sobbing in her mother’s arms.

“We open in ten minutes!” Nancy barked at them. “You know what you’re supposed to be doing. Go do it!” She put an arm around Sydney’s waist and led her back to the office. She closed the door, settled Sydney into a chair, and knelt beside her.

“Take some deep breaths, sweetheart. You want some water?”

Sydney shook her head.

“Something stronger maybe?”

“No.” Sydney swiped the tears from her cheeks. She looked into her mother’s eyes and saw the love there. “Mom, Ronnie’s been hurt. She’s in the ICU right now. She hasn’t regained consciousness.”

Nancy leaned back in disbelief, lost her balance, and landed flat on her bum. “What are you telling me? When did this happen?”

Sydney told, for what felt like the hundredth time, the story of meeting her friend for a glass of wine the evening before. She explained how a simple walk to the car had ended in tragedy.

“I’d heard there was a shooting.” Nancy pulled herself to her knees. “On the car radio. Roland called and said he hadn’t heard from you all day. I was so focused on getting here I didn’t pay attention.”

“The police aren’t releasing names. Not until I figure out how to contact her mom.”

“Olivia doesn’t know yet? You leave that to me. Does Horst know?”

“I think he’s in charge of the case. He was at the hospital last night.”

“He knew you were almost killed and he didn’t call me?” Nancy’s fear morphed into fury. “You, I can understand. You were in a state of shock. Him, there’s no excuse.”

“I asked him not to call you, Mom.”

“And the reason was?”

“There was nothing you could do. Not for Ronnie, anyway. I didn’t want you to know anything until you could see I was okay.”

“But you’re not okay. Look at you. You’re shaking like a leaf in a tornado. Horst should have known you’d need your mother.”

“Mom, I need to get out there. Open the restaurant.”

“That’s the last thing I want you thinking about. I’ll get hold of Olivia. She’ll be on the next plane home. Let me have Roland get you a plate.”

Sydney stood. “No. These are my restaurants. I rely on you too much.” She managed a smile. “And I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“That’s something you’ll never have to worry about. All the way, kid. You and me.” Nancy pulled herself up, licked her fingertips, and resettled Sydney’s hair around her face. “Maybe the distraction will do you good. There’s no sense sitting at home, willing your phone to ring with an update from the hospital. If you’re going to insist on playing hostess tonight, you better go fix your makeup.”

“I love you, Mom.”

“Then stop treating me like I’m made of glass. Next time some bad guy shoots at you, I hear about it the instant it happens, okay? Seriously, Syd. Wash your face. You look like a raccoon after a four-day bender.”

—

Sydney kept her cellphone tucked inside her bra as she greeted and interacted with restaurant patrons. Each time it vibrated, hope quickened her heart. But it was never the hospital.

Come on, Ronnie! You’ve always overachieved. Put it in gear and come out of your sleep. At least long enough for me to tell you how much I love you.

Just after eight-thirty, Roland Delmardo walked out of his kitchen toward table six. She followed him and arrived in time to hear one of the four male diners voice his concern over his meal.

“The veal is exquisite,” commented the man with the Shorewood Country Club golf shirt under a navy blazer. “But I ordered it à la Oscar.” He used his knife to push several shards of crab shell around on his plate. “What happened here?”

Sydney watched her award-winning chef’s face lose its color. “This is unacceptable.”

Another man at the table smirked through fleshy lips. “I would have thought that was our line.”

Roland glanced toward Sydney. She could see the chef’s humiliation was near total. His hands were curled into fists and Sydney was glad no words came out when Roland opened his mouth.

“We are so sorry for this.” Sydney took over the conversation before her chef could find his voice. “Thank you for calling it to our attention. This is not the type of presentation we expect here.”

A third man at the table spoke. “Don’t worry about him, ma’am. I just finished what was probably the best rib eye I’ve ever put in my mouth. Hank here wouldn’t consider the evening a success unless he had something to carp about.” He turned toward his companion. “How was that crab, Hank?”

“Perfect. Fresh. And plenty of it.”

The man nodded. “And the appetizer? You liked the mushrooms?”

“I thought the inclusion of roasted rosemary was inspired.”

“Mm-hmm. And what about the wine that gorgeous sommelier suggested?” The man looked up at Sydney. “No offense intended. Woman knows her stuff. It’s difficult for me to overlook her beauty.”

“No offense taken,” Sydney assured him. “Anita’s loveliness is difficult to ignore.”

The man turned back to his complaining friend. “Hank, you’re three courses into what is most likely the finest meal you’ve had in ten years. Do you really want to let a couple pieces of shell mess it up?”

Hank glanced at each of his dining companions, letting his gaze linger on the one who was taking him to task. Finally he looked up at Chef Roland. “My friend’s wrong. It’s actually been at least twenty years since I’ve had a meal this impeccable. Let’s chalk these shells up to a lax moment.”

Roland pulled himself taller, nodded his acceptance of the compliment, and walked back into his kitchen.

“Again,” Sydney said. “I thank you for calling this to our attention. Please allow me to host your final course.” She glanced toward Anita Saxon, who responded immediately. “Anita, can you propose a wonderful wine to accompany these gentlemen’s dessert choices? With my compliments.”

She left the men at the table murmuring their satisfaction and headed toward the kitchen. She expected to hear her chef venting his anger but encountered a staff cowering in near silence while the renowned Roland Delmardo paced his six-foot-three self around the perimeter. He stopped and pointed an accusatory finger at Sydney when she entered the space.

“No more!” His volume was low enough to avoid diners’ ears but sufficiently loud to relay his immense disgust. “This is what happens when I allow amateurs to inform my decisions.”

“What are you talking about? It ended fine. The men are pleased. They told you it was the best meal they’d had in ages.”

“They will remember the shells!” He caught the decibel level of the last word and forced his voice down to a rumbling hiss. “They will tell the story for years about how they had the opportunity to taste Roland Delmardo and were reduced to spitting out shells. And the uninformed poseurs listening to them will retell the tale, assuming the flaw will elevate their position in their provincial foodie universe. I’m ruined! My career crumbled in tatters at my feet! And I blame you!”

“What are you talking about? I didn’t tell you to serve the shells.”

Roland stomped over. Sydney had to push back an instinctive fear reaction as he towered over her.

“But you provided the weapon that destroyed me. You pushed that…that killer woman into my kitchen and led me to believe she was worthy of the space. It was her responsibility to clean that crab and she failed me.” Roland bent down to level his eyes with Sydney’s. “I don’t give one rat’s ass if she gets away with shooting the mayor. But understand me, Sydney. She will not get away with killing my career!”

—

An hour later Sydney felt the vibration in her bra. She hurried back to her office, pulled her phone free, and answered.

“How are things in your end of the universe?” Clay’s voice was as warm as a glass of Hennessy brandy.

“Oh, it’s you.”

He laughed. “Yep. Just me. Sorry to disappoint.”

“No, no. You’re not at all. In fact, I’m thrilled to hear from you.”

“Things that bad?”

She didn’t want to fill him in on the happenings of the last twenty-four hours until she was with him.

“Let’s call it one of those days you never want to repeat. On top of that, Roland’s throwing a pout.”

“That’s what happens when you adopt a purebred. Inbreeding makes ’em high-strung. Ask anybody. A pound puppy’s always the way to go.”

“Well, I have what I have. At least for the moment.”

“You sound exhausted.”

“I am. It’s more than the day. I’d love to talk to you about it.”

“Sounds like a plan.” His steady voice hinted he was ready to hear whatever she had to say. “It’s Scotty Flatts on the stage tonight. Come hear a set or two?”

She glanced out her office window. In the kitchen Nancy was going from one staff member to the next, resting a reassuring hand on each person’s shoulder in the wake of Hurricane Delmardo.

“Have you eaten?” she asked Clay.

“Three a.m. breakfasts are the main source of nourishment for men who chase the blues.”

“Francie there?”

“I wouldn’t open the doors without her. Why?”

“How about you swing by the Ten-Ten? I’ll feed you the best burger you’ve ever put in your mouth.”

“I could do that. It’s been too long since I’ve swapped lies with Roscoe Donovan.”

“He’ll be there.”

“Sometime around ten work for you? Francie can handle this place. I’ll run back for closing.”

Sydney glanced at the clock. 9:44. Roland had left for the evening. What few diners remained at Hush Money would be finishing their desserts.

“Ten o’clock would be perfect. See you here. Oh, and one more thing.”

“Yeah?”

“My mom’s probably going to be here, too.”

Clay was silent for several heartbeats.

“We’re stepping across that threshold?” he finally asked.

“Only if you’re ready to.”

“One threshold leads to another.” She could almost see that slow grin of his.

—

She walked down the hallway joining her two places at 10:15 and saw Clay leaning against Ten-Ten’s long copper bar, laughing with Roscoe Donovan. He turned his attention toward her and waved her over.

“Where’d you come from?” he asked. “I’ve been keeping an eye on the front door.”

“Sorry I’m late.” She greeted Roscoe and asked for a glass of pinot grigio before turning back and impulsively kissing Clay on the cheek. “Last-minute-scheduling redo for tomorrow.” She pointed toward the door she had just entered. “And I always come in that way. It’s my secret passage between Hush Money and Ten-Ten.”

“Clever. And I’m sure it’ll come in handy those long winter months. No need to wonder what kind of snow boots go with your gown.” He made a show of looking at her. “Which, as always, is rather fetching tonight. I’ll bet you loved playing dress-up as a little girl.”

“I did. But I think I got it all out of my system. These days I’m far more comfortable in yoga pants and a T-shirt. But Hush Money’s got a certain clientele.”

“And you have to give the customers what they want.” Clay laid a ten-dollar bill on the bar when Roscoe brought Sydney’s wine.

“There’s no need for that,” Sydney protested. “This is my place.”

His gray eyes twinkled in the bar’s soft lights. “Can’t have folks thinking I’m a kept man. Not on a night when I’m meeting the mom. I’ve been scouting the patrons. Trying to figure out which woman’s about to give me the third degree. So far I’m coming up blank.”

“That’s because she’s not here. And she doesn’t know you’re here. She likes to come in for a nightcap after Hush Money closes. I figured a chance encounter would keep her from having questions prepared.”

“She doesn’t know about me? That I…that we…”

“Oh, she knows about you. And she knows we’re keeping company.”

Clay leaned in and whispered in her ear, his cheek close enough for her to feel the heat radiating off his skin. “Is that what we’re doing?” He pulled back and held her gaze. After a long, sexy moment, the playfulness returned to his eyes. “And if you don’t think she’s been working on her list of questions ever since you announced I existed, well, you don’t know much about mothers. C’mon, let’s grab a table. You can tell me all about your awful day before your mother puts me under the lights.”

They chose a vacant booth in a quiet corner. Sydney sat so that she could see her mother entering from the same corridor she used. Clay set her wineglass in front of her and settled across from her with his own glass of beer.

“I’m all ears,” he said. “What had you sounding like a lost puppy who’d just walked ten miles to find her way home?”

How many times would she have to retell the story?

“You remember me telling you about my best friend?”

“I do. Kindergarten. Inseparable growing up. College roommates. She’s a physician. You’re always on the hunt to find a guy for her. Do I have it?”

“You do. I’m impressed you remember.”

The sexy smile crossed his lips again. “I make it my business to remember everything about you, Sydney Richardson. What’s your friend got to do with your bad day?”

She launched straight in, explaining how what had started as a casual glass of wine between friends ended with ambulances, police, and the ICU. Clay listened without interrupting, holding her hand until she finished and took another much-needed gulp of wine.

“There you have it,” she said in summation. “Rotten night compounded by lack of sleep and extreme worry about my buddy tubed up at the hospital. The cherry on this crap-day sundae is Roland Delmardo blaming me for destroying his career.”

Clay looked away for a moment before bringing his attention back to her.

“Questions?” she asked. “Comments?”

He hesitated. “I’ve been following the news reports on this story all day. I had no idea it was you.” She was unable to identify the emotion in his voice.

“The police are withholding any identification until Ronnie’s mom knows. My mom’s been trying to reach her all evening.”

“Have the cops made any arrests?”

“Not that I know of. My guess is they won’t. It was probably some random kid playing tough. Madison’s not a quiet little burg anymore, you know.”

“But they have evidence, right? Bullet casings. Statements from neighbors. Hell, somebody in your friend’s neighborhood had to have seen something. Maybe there’s even a security camera or two.”

“I haven’t seen Horst since this morning.” She explained who Horst was to her and her family. “I’m sure he’ll let me know the minute they have anything.”

“I’m sorry about your friend. And it kicks me in the gut to know it could have been you.”

“I’m okay, Clay. Grass stains and bruises. That’s the brunt of it for me.”

“You felt the bullet fly by. My God, Sydney. We’re talking millimeters. Don’t treat it so lightly. You could have been killed.”

She thought of Ronnie lying in her hospital bed. Please, Ronnie. Don’t turn into someone who got killed. Please. Find your way back to us.

“But I didn’t.” She saw the door from the corridor open. Several patrons did, too, eliciting a spontaneous chorus of “Nancy!” to greet her mother as she walked in.

“Here we go.” Sydney was glad to have the attention shifted away from the shooting. “Prepare yourself for the force of nature that is my mother.”

Clay and Sydney watched Nancy spend a few minutes with Roscoe before pouring herself a beer and heading over to a table filled with people obviously eager to see her. Sydney recognized several of the people sitting there. Horst had introduced her to them on the Ten-Ten’s opening night. Nancy appeared to be so focused on them that she didn’t notice her daughter was sitting across the room with a man she’d never met.

“Your mom knows how to light up a room,” Clay remarked. “Like her daughter.”

“These are my mom’s people. Cops. Paramedics.” She nodded toward the man Nancy had just sat next to. “That’s Rick. He’s with the canine unit. If there’s anything my mother likes more than first responders, it’s dogs. My hunch is it won’t be long before she’s lobbying me to allow Rick’s cop dog to hang out here.”

“Would that be so bad?”

Sydney remembered the warmth of Rick’s arms as he held her at the hospital, letting her cry. “Not at all. The Ten-Ten welcomes every member of the force.” At that moment Sydney’s eyes caught Nancy’s. She saw her mother glance toward Clay. Without preamble, Nancy grabbed her glass of beer and made her way over. Rick looked up as well, his eyes following Nancy. His smile was broad when he noticed Sydney. It disappeared when he saw Clay sitting next to her. Sydney suddenly felt uncomfortable, as though she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t be. She pushed the feeling aside and raised her hand in greeting. Rick stood. He kept his eyes on her while he finished his beer in one gulp.

Then he left the bar.

Sydney forced her attention away from the uneasiness his departure brought and braced herself for her mother.

“Hello, dearie.” Nancy slid into Sydney’s side of the booth. “Looks like we had the same idea. Relax a bit after a rough night. Who have we here?”

“Mom, I’d like you to meet Clay Hawthorne. He’s the man I told you about.”

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Richardson.” Clay held out his hand. Nancy took it in both of hers.

“It’s Nancy. Sydney tells me you own the Low Down Blues.”

“That’s right. But you know how it is. It’s more like the place owns me.”

Nancy’s gaze was steady as she looked him up and down. Sydney was reminded of the time her father had taken her to a dairy expo. She couldn’t have been more than twelve years old. She remembered the farmers sizing up each new cow or bull that was led into the ring. Her dad had told her they were trying to determine whether the animal was worth the investment.

Nancy had that same look.

“Where’d you go to school?”

“University of Montana, ma’am. Missoula.”

Nancy glanced over to Sydney. “A cowboy? Did you graduate?”

“Clay’s an accomplished musician, Mom. Had a scholarship to Oberlin. You should hear him play the piano. It’s magic.”

“A cowboy musician? Like Roy Rogers?”

Clay leaned forward, smiling eyes locked on Nancy’s. “No. A businessman who’s a sucker for anything with a keyboard. I promise you, Nancy, I come in peace. And if I take your daughter out to the movies, I’m good for the popcorn.”

Nancy kept her focus on him. Clay didn’t look away. In a few seconds Nancy beamed. “Nice to meet you, Clay Hawthorne.” She turned to Sydney. “He doesn’t run away. That’s a good thing.” She put her attention back on Clay. “I got some friends who’ve been to the Low Down. They say nice things about it.”

“It would be my pleasure to have you come by anytime. We get some good headliners. You like the blues?”

“You don’t get to be my age without appreciating a good song of woe. Hell, I probably could write one or two of my own.”

Sydney took another sip of her wine. She felt a warm wash of relaxation spread through her. Her mother liked Clay. And she could tell he liked her mother.

Maybe there could be something salvaged from this terrible day.

The three of them settled into the kind of meaningless conversation that laid the foundation for future trust. Nancy wanted to know what it was like growing up on a ranch. Clay told a funny story about the first time he tried to milk a goat. He asked Nancy to tell him something embarrassing from Sydney’s childhood. Despite Sydney’s protests, Nancy told him about the time she and Ronnie decided to dye their hair green for St. Patrick’s Day.

“Seventh grade, wasn’t it? Oh! They had it all planned, the two of them. Poured green food coloring all over their heads. What could I do? By the time I saw them, the damage was done. Off they went, strutting so proud. What they hadn’t planned for was the hard spring rain that drenched them both as they walked to school. Green streaks down their faces. Staining their white blouses. What a mess! Took at least a month of shampoos before they stopped looking like walking, talking moss infestations.”

The front door opened. Nancy looked up.

“Horst!” Nancy waved the detective over, then leaned across the table. “You think I’m tough? Wait till old Horst here finds out you’ve got your eye set on Syd. Buckle up, cowboy.”

Sydney hoped Clay could read the appreciation in her smile. She stood, caught Roscoe’s attention, and pointed to Horst. Roscoe nodded, handed a mug of Ayinger Celebrator to the waitress, and pointed toward their table.

“You look like six miles of bad road,” Nancy commented when Horst settled into the booth across from her. “You’re gonna look a lot worse when I’m done with you. My girl’s involved in a shooting and you don’t call me?”

Horst didn’t respond to Nancy’s playful tease. His face was grim as he turned his attention to Sydney. Her heart sank.

“Is it Ronnie? Did the hospital call?”

Horst’s demeanor softened. “No, Kitz. It’s nothing like that. I checked on Ronnie about a half hour ago. She’s sleeping. Docs say that’s what’s best for her now.”

Sydney leaned back against the booth and exhaled. “Thank God.”

Horst turned toward the man sitting next to him. “I assume you’re Clay.”

“Guilty.”

“How long have you and Sydney been seeing one another?”

“I’d say we’ve known each other a year or so.”

Horst and Nancy exclaimed in unison. “A year!”

Clay held out his hands in an effort to calm them. “That’s about how long Sydney’s been coming to my place. But as far as getting to know one another—dating, if you want to call it that—I’d say it’s been about a month.” He turned to Sydney. “Sound right to you?”

“It does.”

“You a jealous type?” Horst asked.

Clay considered the question. “Sydney’s a beautiful woman. Intelligent. Strong. Ambitious. I figure she knows better than anyone what she wants. And if it’s not me, well then, no amount of convincing is going to pull her my way.”

Sydney made no attempt to hide her irritation. “Clay’s a friend of mine. There’s no need to insult him.”

Horst ignored her protest. “You know her friend? Veronica Pernod?”

“I know she’s been shot. I know Syd was with her. But no, I’ve never met her.”

“What’s this about, Horst?” Sydney asked.

Nancy laid a quieting hand on her daughter’s arm.

“I asked you at the hospital if Ronnie might have any enemies. Anybody who we might need to take a look at.”

“And I told you it would be inconceivable to me that anyone would want to hurt her. Ronnie’s a healer. A kind, warm soul.”

Horst nodded. “How about you, Kitz?”

“How about me what?”

“You got somebody who might want to hurt you?”

“Are you saying you think Sydney was the target?” Clay asked.

“I know you, Horst.” Nancy’s voice was filled with fear. “You wouldn’t ask if you didn’t have something. Spill it.”

“Kitz, you remember I told you your car was evidence?”

“Yes.”

“That bang you heard when you opened your car door? The one you realized must have been the first shot?”

“Yes. And another shot. I felt it whiz past me.”

Horst nodded. “We dug one slug out of your driver’s-side door. We went over your car inch by inch. Evidence. Kitz, we found a tracking device clipped to the Mustang’s undercarriage. From the looks of things, it’s pretty sophisticated. Whoever put it there could track your every movement with the right receiver.”

“What? How long has it been there? Who’d want to know where I was?”

“No way of knowing. What we do know is the device is intact. Still beaming your location.”

Sydney shook her head. “You think I was the target?” A realization hit her so hard she was grateful to be seated. “My God! Ronnie got shot because of me! It’s my fault she’s hurt!”

Nancy reached an arm around her daughter’s shoulder. “No, baby, no! None of this is your fault. Horst found a device, that’s all. It doesn’t tell us anything.”

Sydney saw the looks exchanged by the three other people in the booth and realized none of them believed Nancy’s attempt at reassurance.

“Think, Kitz. Who might want to hurt you? Who might want to keep track of your movements?”

She began to shake.

“What is it, Sydney?” Nancy asked. “Tell us.”

An image of Andrew’s angry face floated into her consciousness. She heard his sputtering damnations regarding her inability to keep a confidence. Had she said something to make the mayor’s killer, whoever it was, suspicious enough to track her down?

I can’t say. I can’t tell you. I cannot jeopardize Windy’s defense.

“You’re thinking of someone,” Horst announced. “You know who might want to hurt you. Tell me!”

She looked away, not wanting them to read anything on her face.

“Does this have something to do with the restaurants?” Nancy looked to Clay. “You know what I’m talking about. There’s always a certain level of lowlife who wants to take what’s not theirs.”

Clay nodded. “Is that what happened, Syd? Is somebody demanding protection money from you?”

Sydney shook her head.

“Is there an angry lover?” Clay pressed. “Somebody you tried to break it off with?”

“No! Nothing like that.”

“Then what, Kitz?” Horst’s tone left no room for negotiation. “You have an answer to my question. I need to hear it.”

Sydney ran through her options. She fully understood Andrew’s concept of the element of surprise. Reasonable doubt. Discredit the police and win an acquittal for Windy. And even though she’d never fully accepted the need for secrecy, she’d agreed to keep the information they’d gathered between the two of them. But now Ronnie was fighting for her life. Now Horst was convinced it was she who was the target.

“It might have to do with Windy’s case.” She could almost feel Andrew’s disgust as she said the words.

“Windy?” Horst repeated. “Are you saying Windy might want to hurt you?”

“No! Horst, you know I don’t want to believe Windy killed the mayor.”

Horst sighed. “Kitz, spend some time with that fancy attorney you hired for her. He’ll let you know the evidence we have. And unless he’s only interested in running up a big bill, he’s going to tell you there’s only one direction that evidence points. Straight toward Wanda Fields.”

Sydney’s hands were trembling. It felt like two cold steel spikes were being pounded into her skull. She looked to Clay and found frightened, pleading eyes urging her to be safe. She looked at her mother and saw a variation on the same theme.

“I’m not supposed to tell you. Andrew says it will ruin Windy’s defense.”

“Kitz.” Horst’s voice held no trace of the beloved family friend. He was all business. All cop. “If you have information regarding this open investigation into Veronica Pernod’s shooting, you have a responsibility to inform me. You can leave Windy out of it if you’d like. But you’ve got to tell me who may have planted a tracking device on your car. Who followed you to Ronnie’s house? Who took those shots?”

An image of Ronnie, pale and weak in the ICU, came to her.

“The mayor had tapes.”

Sydney gave them a recap of the contents of the two thumb drives Phoebe Millerman had given her. The three of them were disgusted as she described Brooks Janeworthy’s sexual abuse of Windy. When she told them about the recording of Melanie White selling her vote for upcoming development projects and agreeing to rig the mayoral election, they sat in stunned silence.

“Are you certain that’s what you saw?” Horst asked.

“Andrew contacted the FBI. He said Melanie and the two men would certainly be convicted once those tapes were released. They’d spend twenty years behind bars. One guy owns the company that oversees the voting machines. On the tape he discusses how easily they can be programmed to make whoever they want win any race they want.”

“Do you have any indication either of them, Janeworthy or Melanie White…Could they have known you have the tapes?”

“Certainly Janeworthy knows I know. He saw me and Windy together.” She turned to Clay. “That day outside the restaurant. Remember?”

Clay nodded. “He was rattled, that’s for sure.”

“And the new mayor?”

“Phoebe mentioned Melanie made a beeline to the mayor’s office to clean things out. Maybe she was looking for them. Who knows? Phoebe could have told her she gave them to me.”

“And you and Andrew were holding on to this until trial?” Horst asked. “Trying to suggest there are other possible killers? Is that the deal?”

“You wanted to know who might want to hurt me. Now you do. Let’s leave Windy out of this.”

“Damn it, Sydney!” Clay’s anger was new to her. “Tell Horst what he needs to know. Now! Somebody tried to kill you!”

“You don’t know that! It could have been a drive-by.”

“Drive-bys don’t track their targets. That’s why they’re called drive-bys!”

Sydney stood and stepped out of the booth. “I’m not the criminal here! And I don’t appreciate being spoken to—or yelled at—by people I’d hoped would have my back. Horst, you know everything I know now. Do what you need to. Mom, I appreciate your mother-bear instincts, but I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself. And Clay…” She didn’t know how to proceed. “I think we better call it a night.”

“Sydney, wait.” Clay was on his feet, too. “You’re on your high horse, but—”

“There’s no ‘but,’ ” Sydney interrupted. “I don’t let people speak to me that way.”

She turned and left the Ten-Ten before any of them could say another word.


Chapter 33

NOW

Sydney was at Hush Money before nine o’clock the next morning. She’d tried to sleep the night before, but memories of the miserable evening with Clay, her mother, and Horst kept her tossing in bed. She’d kept her phone under her pillow, desperate to hear from the ICU. But while her phone had vibrated five times, none of the calls was from the hospital. Four were from her mother. She let them go straight to voicemail. The fifth was from Clay.

He left no message.

Finally, as the first rays of dawn brightened her window, she gave up and ate two bowls of Cap’n Crunch, drank a pot of coffee, and watched the early-morning news. Since nothing had changed since Windy’s arrest, at least to the knowledge of local reporters, the mayor’s murder barely got a mention. She clicked off the television and went for a run. After she’d exhausted herself she came home, took a shower, and tried to block out the memories of the previous evening. Horst had never been so insistent with her. And the anger in Clay’s voice made her question all she thought she’d seen in him.

There was nothing for her to do but go to work.

—

She heard stirring in the kitchen and left her office, eager to see if Roland had calmed down from his tirade. But it wasn’t her chef who greeted her.

“Hi, Sydney.” Windy’s brown hair was damp, like she hadn’t taken the time to dry it before heading into the restaurant. “You’re here early. Is there something I can get you?”

Perhaps it was for the best that she encountered Windy before Roland did.

“Windy, come on back to my office, will you?”

Sydney closed the door once Windy had settled into the chair across from her desk.

“How are you and Chef getting along?”

Windy smiled and suddenly looked like a teenager. “Like I said, you have to get past his bluster. He’s got a good heart. And he’s been real generous in training me. My knife skills are getting better every day. Chef says if I keep it up, he’ll show me how to start making some of the basic sauces. Nothing fancy, but it beats scrubbing pots.”

“Do you enjoy it? Being in the kitchen, I mean.”

“I do! I know I’m not making the tips I could make being in the front of the house, but I understand why you can’t have me out there.” Her nod was one of gratitude. “I love the creativity of the kitchen. Chef Roland’s the best. I can’t think of anyplace I’d rather be.”

Sydney hesitated. This young woman had experienced so much heartbreak and disappointment in her life. And Sydney was about to deliver another blow.

“We’ve got to talk about that. There was an incident last evening. One I’m afraid has left Chef determined never to work with you again.”

Windy’s face lost its color. “What did I do?” She slumped back against the chair.

Sydney told the story of the diner who’d complained about the shells in his crab. She tried to downplay her chef’s reaction, but Windy knew Roland well enough to understand he would have been ballistic.

“He blew up, didn’t he?”

“Something like that. I’m afraid he doesn’t want you in his kitchen.”

“But it wasn’t me!”

“Chef said he asked you to clean the crab.”

“He did. He showed me exactly how to do it before he left. Remember? He had a dentist appointment yesterday. He was going to the farmers’ market before he headed off to get that cap of his fixed.”

“I remember.”

“My shift ended before he got back. I didn’t see him. And I didn’t clean those crabs.”

“Who did?”

“Ivy.”

“The pastry chef?”

“Yes. I was getting the crabs out of their crates. Ivy reached for a sack of flour. It was on the top shelf. I think she stumbled. Maybe she slipped. I don’t know; I wasn’t looking. Next thing I hear is a whole lot of cursing. From Ivy, I mean. The sous chefs were laughing. There was flour everywhere! And I mean everywhere! The kitchen looked like it had snowed. The dishes and glasses and cutlery had just come out of the machines. They were still a bit damp. Chef doesn’t like us to polish until later in the afternoon.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“But the flour? On the damp dishes? It turned into some kind of crust. It was a mess!”

“What happened then?”

“Ivy was pissed. The kind of pissed when you realize you did something stupid and you don’t want to admit it. Know what I mean?”

“I do.”

“She started blaming people. The flour shouldn’t have been up there. Who put the dishes in the way? Stuff like that. Then she tells the sous chefs they’re going to have to clean it all up. She says she’s got to make the desserts and doesn’t have time. The sous chefs stop laughing then. But they tell her they’re not cleaning it up. They’ve got their own marching orders from Chef. So Ivy turns to me. She knows it’s gonna take about an hour to clean the crab and about three hours to rewash all the dishes and scrape the floor clean. She tells me to get busy with the flour mess and she’ll take care of the crab.”

“So you did?”

“Everybody thinks I’m a killer. Ivy tells me I have to do what she says. Says I should be thankful for even having a job. So I took care of the mess. Ivy cleaned the crab. I was gone before Chef got back. I assumed Ivy let him know.”

“She didn’t. But I will.” Sydney looked at her watch. “Chef will be coming in in a few minutes. Perhaps it’s best if you’re not here when he does. Take this deposit to the bank, will you?” She handed Windy the bags and a ten-dollar bill. “Then stop and have a leisurely cup of coffee somewhere. Come back in about an hour. We’ll get this all straightened out.”

Windy picked up the deposit bags, staring at them in her hands.

“You sure? There must be, like, a thousand bucks here.”

Oh, Windy, you have a lot to learn about five-star restaurants.

“I trust you, Windy. Now go on. This will all be fixed by the time you get back.”

—

Sydney’s cellphone vibrated. A glance at the screen brought disappointment. It was Andrew calling, not the hospital. Apprehension washed over her. She’d have to tell him about her conversation with Horst, and she didn’t need to stretch her imagination to conjure up how angry he would be. She closed her office door and answered his call.

“Damn it all to hell, Sydney!” He didn’t even offer a greeting. “Two detectives just left my office. They have the tapes now. What the hell have you done?”

“Horst was investigating the shooting Ronnie and I were involved in.”

“What’s that got to do with the tapes?”

“Horst thinks the shooting wasn’t random. He thinks I was the target. He wants to know who might have motive to hurt me.”

“So you handed him our entire case?” Andrew’s disgust roared through the connection.

“He’s investigating a crime! My best friend is fighting for her life! And he thinks the bullets that ripped her apart were meant for me! You bet your ass I told him what I knew. And when you get down to it, what’s the harm? If Melanie White or Brooks Janeworthy killed the mayor, isn’t it better to have the investigative ability of an entire police department looking into it?”

“Sydney, you hired me to—”

“I know why I hired you. But your goal’s shortsighted. You want to get Windy acquitted by whatever means necessary. Wouldn’t it be better to find out who really killed the mayor?”

“First of all, that’s not my job. More importantly, in all likelihood Windy did kill the mayor.”

Sydney had had enough of being yelled at. “Maybe it’s best if I find Windy another attorney.”

Andrew was silent for a while. When he finally spoke, his tone was calmer.

“Let’s not jump off any cliffs here. You’ll forgive me for not having the same trust in the police department you do. Maybe you’re right. Maybe they’ll see this through. I made copies of the tapes. I’ll send Melanie White’s off to my buddies at the FBI. If the police know the feds are looking into this, they’ll be sure to follow procedure.”

“I have no doubt Horst will do the right thing no matter who you bring in.”

“Says the restaurateur. I know how these guys work, Sydney.”

“Yeah? Well not this guy. Horst follows his cases until he’s sure he’s got the right person behind bars.”

“And may I remind you Horst is dead certain he’s found his killer in Windy?”

Sydney would have liked to scream but didn’t want to alarm any staff who might be in the kitchen.

“So what now?” she demanded.

“Now we coordinate with your friends in the police department. They’ll do what they will with the tapes. Let’s see where this road leads.”

“You’ll keep me posted?”

“Only if you’ll do the same.”

“Meaning?”

“Sydney, if you talk any more about this case—to anyone, anywhere—will you please not let it catch me by surprise? Just once?”

She hung up without answering his question.

—

A cursory rap on her office door was followed by Chef Roland Delmardo entering, clipboard in hand.

“Sydney, wait till you see what I’m planning for tonight. I’ve acquired the most delicious ten-year-old cheddar. I’m offering it two ways. The first is exquisitely simple: a charcuterie board with sausages, pickled veggies, and breads. The second is a kale and cheddar soup. I can’t wait for you to taste it.”

“Sounds delicious. Listen, we have a situation with Windy.”

Instantly Chef Roland’s face lost its good humor. “We have no situation. She’s a saboteur. I’m her target. She’s out to destroy me.”

“Let’s dial down the drama, shall we, Roland?”

Her chef inhaled sharply, pressed his hand to his throat, and tumbled into the chair. “Drama? Sydney, I couldn’t sleep last night. Each time I closed my eyes I saw those four shards of crab shells glistening like daggers on the plate. Daggers that foolish girl plans to stab straight through my heart. And may I remind you she’s killed before? I made an appointment with my therapist. I need to make sure I’m not developing a PTSD reaction.”

“First, you’re not having PTSD. The T is for trauma, and while last night was unfortunate, it hardly rises to that level. Second, we’re not certain Windy’s killed anyone. This is America, Roland. She’s been charged. That’s a long way from convicted. Third—and I need you to listen closely here—Windy didn’t clean the crab.”

“That’s obvious!”

“No. I mean she didn’t have anything to do with the crab shells.” Sydney went on to explain Ivy’s flour mishap and how Windy had been left to clean up Ivy’s mess.

“But I instructed Windy. She was to clean the crab.”

“You weren’t here. Put yourself in her position. Everyone outranks her. The sous chefs were busy with the sauces. Ivy needed the time to prepare her desserts. It makes sense they’d gang up on the new girl. She was in no position to do anything but go along. Windy’s not the culprit here. She was simply doing her best to keep the kitchen humming.”

“She should have informed me! When my orders are sidestepped, I should know.”

“Windy’s shift was over before you got back. I’m sure she thought Ivy would explain what happened.”

Chef Roland glowered, obviously not quite ready to give up his pique, yet aware he might have the wrong target.

Sydney’s phone vibrated. She glanced at the screen.

“Out!” She waved Roland out of the room. “You’ll have to solve this without me. I need to take this.”

She answered as her chef strutted out of her office.

“Ms. Richardson? This is Janet Garnicke. I’m a nurse in the ICU. Our orders show we’re to call you as soon as your sister regains consciousness.”

“Oh, thank heavens! Is Ronnie okay?”

“She’s awake. She’s in considerable pain, but we’re doing our best to manage that.”

“I’ll be there. Right there. Tell her fifteen minutes, will you? And thank you, Nurse. Thank you. You’ve just made a terrible day wonderful.”

—

Sydney tiptoed into the room. The lights were low. The only sounds were the beeps and whirs of the machines connected to the body in the bed.

“Ronnie?” she whispered.

She got no response. Sydney walked to the bed and stared down at her lifelong friend. Ronnie’s eyes were closed. Her breathing was slow and raspy, her face drained of all color. Sydney reached out to touch her cheek.

Ronnie’s eyes shot open.

“Oh, thank God! It’s so good to see those eyes again.”

Ronnie looked past Sydney, as though she was struggling to focus on something behind her. Then she grinned and turned her head right, then left.

“What are you doin’, you goofball?”

Ronnie tried to lean forward, then sagged back against her pillow. She waved an IV-laden hand and Sydney leaned in.

“Bang!” Ronnie’s voice was slurred. “Shot down.”

“I know, sweetie. I was there. But you’re okay now. At least you will be.”

“Fixin’ me right up. Sewin’ me up like a rag doll that’s lost her stuffin’.” Ronnie giggled. “Bang!”

“Honey, I think you’re a little punch-drunk.”

“I feel good. Damned good.”

“I’m glad. One of us should.”

“Ah, poor Syd! Whazza matter? Is it that boy?”

Now it was Sydney’s turn to laugh. “I think you and I left the boys far behind us. And no, it isn’t Clay. Well, part of it’s Clay. I don’t know. I seem to be making everybody mad at me lately.”

“Not me! I’m not mad at you one bit.”

Her friend’s loyal assertion stabbed at her soul.

Would you feel that same way if you knew the bullets you took may very well have been meant for me?

“Who’s mad at you? Tell me and let’s spit in their eye. Then we’ll go drink.”

Sydney squeezed her hand. It had always been like this. Sydney and Ronnie, taking on the world. Whoever crosses one deals with two.

“Let’s start with the easy one. My chef’s furious with me because I won’t fire someone he’s too embarrassed to admit he made a mistake with.”

“He’ll have six other people to be mad at by the time you get back.”

Sydney smiled. “You’re pretty wise for a drugged-up invalid.”

“Who’s next?”

“My mom’s pissed. I went nearly an entire day without telling her about the shooting. Made Horst promise not to tell.”

“Whoa! You’re on your own. Nancy should be pissed. Does my mom know?”

“Mom’s on the hunt. She’s left messages on Olivia’s cell. Called whoever it is who’s running the program. Apparently Olivia’s in the field. They’re sending someone out to let her know what’s happening. I’m sure she’ll hop the first flight back.”

“Okeydoke.”

“Okeydoke? What are you, twelve?”

“Nope. I’m a drugged up-invalid.” Ronnie burst into giggles. “Who else are you making mad?”

“Well, there’s perpetually pissed Andrew Conyer. It seems in his eyes I can’t do anything right. Things that seem so logical to me send him into orbit. He’s so secretive and guarded.”

Ronnie snorted. “He’s a man with secrets, that’s for sure.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Ronnie made an attempt to put a finger to her lips, but the tubes restricted her. “Maybe I should say his wife has secrets.”

“Cynthia? The ice queen of Madison’s upper crust? Miss Perfect in Every Way? What’s she hiding?”

Ronnie’s eyes twinkled like a journalist with a scoop she couldn’t wait to share. “No, no, no. Doctor’s rules. Never tell,” she chortled.

“Oh no you don’t, lady. We’re sisters of the bullethood, remember? Spill it. I could use a little dish. Something I can savor the next time Andrew is cursing the day he ever met me.”

“Andrew’s so mean to you.”

“Yes, Ronnie, he is. He’s terribly mean to your best friend. Now give it up.”

“Poor Syd.”

“No ‘poor Syd.’ Give me the scoop. What’s she got? A sixth toe on her left foot? A Hells Angels tramp stamp?”

“She’s got a bun in the oven.”

“That’s it? I knew that. I saw her coming out of your office. Andrew says she’s having rotten morning sickness.”

The twinkle was back in Ronnie’s eye. She waved Sydney closer. “The bun…is from the wrong baker.”

“What? How can you know that? Did she tell you?”

“Cynthia’s no spring chicken. When she turned up preggers I suggested prenatal testing. She was gung ho for it. Even wanted me to add one. GM2 gangliosidosis.”

“Wow! That’s a pretty fancy word. Wouldn’t expect a woman in your condition to let that one trip off your lips.”

“Hey, I’m a doctor.” Ronnie giggled again.

“So what’s so special about GM2 gookalookadosido?”

“Tay-Sachs. She wanted me to test her fetus for Tay-Sachs.”

“But isn’t that…”

“Yep.” Ronnie’s eyelids fluttered like a two-year-old fighting sleep. “Chromosimal…chromosiddle…”

“Chromosomal?” Sydney offered.

“That’s it. Deadly. Rare. Somethin’ we see mostly in Ashkenazi Jews.”

Sydney stepped back, stunned. “But…”

“Andrew Conyer is so WASPy I half expect him to sting.” Ronnie laughed at her own joke. “And how about his snow queen wife? She could be on a recruiting poster for the Aryan Nation. She look Ashkenazi to you?”


Chapter 34

NOW

It was around three-thirty that afternoon when Nancy opened Hush Money’s door for Horst Welke. Sydney was on the opposite side of the dining room, reviewing the wine pairings Anita Saxon had chosen for the night. The day had gone smoothly since she had returned from her visit to the hospital. Windy had been in the kitchen, chopping vegetables and organizing ingredients to make the evening cooking easier. The girl’s smile held a hint of renewed confidence when Sydney came in and nodded toward Roland, who was huddled over a marble slab rolling caramel candies.

“Our guests are in for a particular delight this evening,” he announced. “Every aspect of their meal, including dessert, will be made by a master chef.”

In a hurried conversation, Sydney learned Roland had fired his pastry chef, Ivy.

“Not because of her unforgivable clumsiness with the flour. Not because of her outrageous sloppiness with the crab. But because she lied to me. I cannot have that. I must trust everyone in this kitchen. We are a sacred band of creativity. We must rely and protect one another. It is the only way to climb to the summit of the culinary pantheon. Plus, there are too many sharp objects around.”

He told Sydney how Ivy, when first asked about the crab, had feigned ignorance. When he told her Windy’s tale of swapping the crab cleaning for the flour cleanup, Ivy vigorously denied it. But the two sous chefs who’d witnessed the entire incident, despite Ivy’s cursing damnation of their betrayal, confirmed Windy’s version of events. Roland acted quickly. He fired Ivy and stepped in to create the evening’s desserts.

“I have three interviews lined up tomorrow for the position. Would you like to sit in on them?”

Sydney assured him it was his kitchen. He could staff it as he desired.

Her mother had been a bit of a different story. As soon as Nancy came to the restaurant, she’d wanted to continue the conversation from the night before. Sydney had heard the mixture of concern and chastisement in her mother’s voice and cut her off.

“Mom,” she’d said. “There are a lot of balls bouncing right now. Let’s concentrate on having a wonderful night, and we’ll worry about crimes and punishments another day. What do you say?”

Fortunately, she hadn’t needed to be any firmer. Her mom asked about Ronnie and hugged her when Sydney passed on the news that she was awake, breathing on her own, and seemingly enjoying the pain-management program.

“I finally reached Olivia,” her mother told her. “She should be in Madison tomorrow. Next day at the latest.”

Andrew had been silent since their earlier conversation. That left Clay as the only loose end from the irritating previous evening.

And he hadn’t called again.

“Kitz!” Horst crossed the room to meet her. “Oh, how lovely you look. And you, Nancy. You two must have a whole closet full of party dresses.”

“You didn’t come by to compliment me, Horst. Or my mother, gorgeous as she is.” Sydney pointed toward the bar. “Let’s go in there. No need to mess up a tablecloth.”

They sat at the bar. Nancy joined them.

“Can I get you anything?”

“This isn’t a social call.” The look on his face suggested she wasn’t going to like what he had to say. “I’m coming to you first. You’re the one who told me about the tapes. That lawyer of yours…He was none too happy when we showed up with our warrant. Tried to pull a fast one on us. Claimed the tapes were privileged. Had to get a judge to rule that since Windy hadn’t provided them, and they certainly were evidence in an ongoing murder investigation, he had to turn them over or risk an obstruction charge. Mad as six wet hens, he was. I’m coming to you as a courtesy, Kitz. But if you want, I’ll wait till you call that Conyer fellow over. He can sputter at me all over again.”

“I’ll let Andrew know whatever you tell me.”

The detective nodded grimly. “The tapes are important. No doubt about that. They’ll paint the end for Melanie White, that’s for damned sure. We’ve forwarded them on to the Bureau.”

“It’s my understanding Andrew was doing the same.”

Horst quirked a bushy eyebrow. “He had copies, did he?”

Sydney would endure another tirade for letting that bit of information slip.

Horst continued. “There’s little doubt what’s on those tapes. White tried to fly too high. She may put up a fight, but that will only delay the inevitable. She’s going away for a long, long time. And as soon as the Common Council learns about the FBI’s investigation, they’ll vote her out.”

“And Janeworthy?”

“That’s not so cut-and-dried. What he did to Windy turns my stomach. But it would be tough to prove a crime was committed. If Janeworthy paid Millerman to set up the encounter, we might be able to drum up a prostitution charge. Unlikely, but maybe. That’s a misdemeanor at best. Millerman’s not around to tell us what happened and Janeworthy sure won’t talk. I’m sorry, Kitz. For that one we got nothing.”

“But it could be Janeworthy’s motive for killing the mayor.”

Horst looked over to Nancy, as though looking for reassurance that he could deliver more bad news.

“We know the coroner’s estimated time of death. Both White and Janeworthy have alibis. Ironclad. Janeworthy was in Milwaukee that day. Bank meetings in the morning. Investors in the afternoon. Dinner and drinks with the head of a construction firm after that. Checked out of the Pfister Hotel Saturday morning. He was with no fewer than three people, eighty miles away, every moment of the day the mayor was murdered. Same with White. She was in town. Spent the morning in meetings. From one o’clock till three she was with her publicist. Can you believe it? A publicist? Then she had a hair appointment that lasted till five-thirty. From there she went straight to a dinner party in Maple Bluff. Dozens of people had their eyes on her the entire day. Neither one of them shot the mayor, Kitz.”

“One of them could have hired someone.”

Horst shook his head. “No forced entry. The mayor let his killer in. Besides, if it was a professional, the place wouldn’t have been left such a mess. Murder weapon right there. Blood smeared all over everything. Fingerprints everywhere. A pro would have been in and out. Leaving nothing a damp rag couldn’t clean up.”

“And the 911 call.” Nancy looked at her daughter with sad eyes. “Don’t forget about that. The mayor whispered Windy’s name with his dying breath.”

“His dying breath? Save the drama, Mom. Whose side are you on, anyway?”

“Yours, Sydney. Always and forever. I think what Horst is trying to tell you is it’s time to accept the fact you were wrong. Not about Windy being a wonderful girl. She certainly is that.” Her voice softened. “But even wonderful people can be driven over the edge. And from what I can imagine those tapes show, the mayor did all he could to push Windy into doing something she thought she’d never be capable of.”

“What about the gash on her head? How many stitches did that take to close? A killer could have been in that room. Behind her.”

“Then why is Windy still alive?” Horst asked. “Does it make any sense someone would kill Roger Millerman and leave a potential witness to tell the tale?”

“You’ve been saving strays your entire life, honey,” Nancy said. “And I’m proud of you for it. But we can’t save people from themselves.”

Sydney sat there, looking at two people she’d loved forever, knowing they’d each never had anything but the best of intentions toward her.

“Lots of things that don’t feel right turn out to be true, Kitz.”

Sydney sighed. “What do we do now?”

“We go about our business,” Horst answered. “Windy’s free on bail. The prosecutor knows what she’s looking at with the Janeworthy tape. You tell Andrew Conyer the timing’s right. Madam Prosecutor will be more than willing to talk about a plea.”

“Go home, honey.” Nancy rubbed her hand across Sydney’s back. “You look dead on your feet. Get some rest. Windy’s shift is over. She’s home with Gabby. Ronnie’s resting easy. Why not go home? You can call Andrew in the morning. This all can wait. Give yourself a good night’s sleep.”

Sydney didn’t put up a fight. “I’ll have Mike call me a cab.”

“Your car,” Nancy said. “I forgot. It’s still impounded.”

“Come with me,” Horst said. “A police escort. Like the old days.”


Chapter 35

NOW

Sydney clicked off her television. The steamy bath she’d taken after Horst dropped her off hadn’t been enough to make her drowsy. Neither had the turkey sub she’d had delivered after she’d changed into yoga pants, T-shirt, and fuzzy slippers. She’d even tried a glass of hot milk. Yet each time she leaned back on her sofa and closed her eyes, all she could see was Windy. In one scenario she envisioned her sobbing. Kneeling. Clinging to her crying daughter. Two uniformed officers standing behind Windy as social workers waited to take Gabby away. In another Windy was at the end of a long tunnel, calling out to Sydney to save her. In desperation, she clicked on her seldom-used TV, turned it to ESPN, and hoped the St. Louis Cardinals and Kansas City Royals, playing a game she had absolutely no interest in, would be enough to bore her to sleep.

That was ninety minutes ago.

She picked up her phone. 9:47. She checked her ringer and saw it was on. Then, just to be certain, she scrolled through her recent calls.

Nothing from Clay.

He’d been angry at her the night before. Thought she was being willful and careless with her safety.

He yelled at me.

A calmer part of her brain offered up the recollection of her own sharp words.

Still. I’m the one with the shot-up friend. I’m the one on the losing end of a murder investigation. You’d think he’d at least call to check in.

That still-reliable part of her consciousness reminded her he had called. She was the one who hadn’t answered.

She tapped her phone against her cheek, pondering whether to change clothes and head over to the Low Down. It might help thaw the ice if she and Clay could see each other in the flesh.

At that moment her phone rang. She was so startled she answered it without checking her screen.

“Sydney. I haven’t heard from you all day.”

When does this guy’s workday end?

“Andrew.” She did her best to hide her disappointment. “What’s got you calling so late?”

“Asks the woman who probably still has another hour of work.” He sounded relaxed. Almost kind.

He must not know yet about Melanie’s and Janeworthy’s alibis. And he definitely doesn’t know I told Horst he has duplicates of the tapes.

“How’s your friend? Dr. Pernod?”

“She’s doing much better. Awake. Talking.”

“Oh? That’s surprising, isn’t it? I mean, she was in surgery a long time. I thought she wasn’t expected to survive.”

“Ronnie’s patients have nothing to worry about, Andrew. They’ll find coverage for her.”

She heard his sigh. It was long and filled with regret. “I deserve that, don’t I? I’ve been so focused on this case and on Cynthia. Sorry.”

Sydney shook her head at her own rudeness. “Listen, Andrew. I didn’t mean to snipe. It’s kind of you to ask about her.”

“You’ve got to be exhausted. This profession has forced me to develop a tough hide about these things. I need to remember you’re a do-gooder. Naive to the cruelties this work can bring. Speaking of which, have you heard anything more from the cops?”

She considered stalling him. Her mother was right. There really wasn’t anything they could do tonight. But she’d already offended him once this evening, and his trust in her was shaky enough.

“Horst came by this afternoon.”

“To speak to you? Why didn’t you call me?” Andrew’s ice-crystal lawyer voice was back.

“Because he wanted to give a friend a heads-up. They’ve eliminated Melanie and Janeworthy as suspects. Both have solid alibis.” She relayed what Horst had told her about their schedules. “And he said we can forget any theory about somebody hiring a hit man.”

“Crime scene too messy?” he asked. “Not the mark of a pro?”

“Exactly. On the plus side, he said the prosecutor’s seen the tapes. Says she understands the humiliation and degradation the mayor was subjecting Windy to. He believes she’d be open to a very lenient bargain.”

“That’s great! I know I suggested a plea early on, but I’m glad you forced me to set it aside. If we’d dealt with her then, the prosecutor wouldn’t have known what Millerman was putting Windy through. This timing is much better. But we’ve got to act fast. Nail down our best options while the disgust is still stuck in the back of the prosecutor’s throat. Let’s meet. We can plan how we present this to Windy. I’m still at my office. I can be at Hush Money in less than three minutes.”

“I’m home. Sent to bed by a worried mother. Can it wait till morning?”

“No. We should meet with Windy first thing tomorrow. Then I can get with the prosecutor the minute she walks in her office. We don’t want to let her revulsion at the mayor’s actions—which translates to sympathy for Windy—die down one degree. I can come by your house if you’d like. Tell me where.”

Sydney shook her head. She was particular about whom she allowed in her high-rise haven, and Andrew Conyer was not part of that inner circle. She tried to envision him and his self-important wife dropping by for wine and canapés and decided it was highly unlikely either one of them would ever see the inside of her condo. She glanced at the clock over her fireplace.

“I’ll meet you at Hush Money. Give me twenty minutes. Wait at the front door. Everyone will be gone by the time you get there. I’ll let you in.”

“I promise this won’t take long.”

—

He was standing at the front door when she jogged up.

“What’s with the helmet?” she asked as she pulled out her keys and opened the door.

“I told you. I ride when I can. The weather’s been great.”

“That might have been okay this morning. But now? In the dark? Aren’t you afraid somebody’s going to make a wrong turn and splat you onto the curb?”

Andrew tapped the brain bucket tucked under his arm. “That’s what this is for. Besides, I’ve got reflector strips. And most of my commute is on dedicated bike paths.”

They stepped into the now-empty dining room and Sydney locked the door behind them. She led the way back to her office, clicking on the kitchen light as they passed.

“You want some coffee? Water?” she asked. “I won’t offer you anything stronger if you’re going to be pedaling the streets.”

He grinned. “I’m good.”

Sydney sat behind her desk and offered him the chair across from her. He opted to stand.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“I think we should go in aggressive. Indignant. Demand all charges be dropped. Self-defense. We play up Millerman’s abuse—long, demeaning, continuous. We say Windy finally had no choice but to protect herself. She’s a woman alone in the world. No one else could save her. Especially not from the most powerful man in the city. She had no choice but to take the measures she believed were the only way to stop him.”

“Windy wouldn’t have to spend any time behind bars? At all?”

“I’m confident I can sell it. Of course, that means Windy’s got to go along with it.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning there can be no more discussion about her not remembering anything. No more speculation on your part about how she might have been conked on the head by some mysterious other killer. We can’t have the waters muddied. Self-defense means just that. If this is going to work, we have to convince the prosecutor it was one-on-one. The powerful, immoral, obnoxious mayor against the weak, innocent, abandoned young single mother.”

“I don’t know if she’ll do that. For the rest of her life people will think she shot Millerman. Kids will tell Gabby her mother is a killer.”

“Kids are going to say that anyway. At least until they have something else to talk about. It’s your job to convince Windy it’s better Gabby hear it when she can come home and be soothed by her mother than when her mother’s rotting away in some dark Taycheedah prison cell.”

Sydney wondered if she had the right to ask Windy to consider such a ruse. Windy didn’t remember anything. Could she ask her to lie and say she did? The young woman had so little. Dare she suggest that Windy sacrifice her integrity?

But isn’t she the kind of mother who would sacrifice anything to keep and protect her child?

“You’re confident you can convince the prosecutor?”

“I’d bet money on it. Lots. Besides, between you, me, and the dinner plate, the prosecutor’s a bit of an anti-Semite. I’ve heard her make more than a few derogatory statements about Jews. One particularly ugly slur directed at the mayor himself. I’m sure I wouldn’t have to work up a sweat to convince her Millerman needed killing.”

Sydney gasped.

Gregory Street. Old Iron Guts. Tay-Sachs. “That son of a bitch was going to divorce me.” Engagement ring. “Why would my husband discuss my pregnancy with you?” “Did the mayor mention a lover?”

“We’ve got to close this up fast, Sydney. Windy agrees to drop her amnesia story. You never again say there might have been someone else in the room. She swears it was self-defense. This case gets closed. She goes home to her kid. Life goes on.”

“I’ll talk to Windy”—Sydney prayed her voice sounded stronger than her own ears suggested—“first thing in the morning. She comes in around nine-thirty.”

“Call her. Get her here now. Tonight. We’ll lay out our plan for her.”

“No!” She regretted her volume and lowered it instantly. “It’s late. She and Gabby are surely in bed. Besides, wouldn’t it be more effective if it was just her and me? Woman to woman? Maybe she’ll tell me some more things the mayor forced her to do. Intimate things she might not be eager to share with a man present.”

Andrew studied her. He cocked his head to the side. The confidence that had been so visible in his eyes a few moments earlier was replaced with a new curiosity.

“You’re holding something back.”

She shook her head and forced a smile. “Nothing. I’m just tired. Between hospitals and murder cases and two businesses to run…I guess it’s all catching up with me.” She tried to sound playful. “Not to mention someone taking a shot at me.”

His curiosity morphed into something darker. Not sinister. More like a sad acceptance of a truth he’d rather not face.

“But he missed you. That’s good news, right?”

“Let’s call it a night, Andrew. I’ll bring Windy to your office as soon as I’ve convinced her pleading guilty is the only way for a mother to go. Trust me. I’ll make her see things our way.”

Andrew put his hands in the pockets of his windbreaker.

“You’re a terrible salesman, Syd. You’ll never be able to do it.”

“You’d be surprised what a couple of women can do when they put their minds to it. Especially if there’s a child involved.”

“I’m well aware what women will do to save their children.”

“It’s late, Andrew. Let’s just go home.”

He shook his head. “You’re no good at this.”

Their stillness announced a mutual recognition that the time for posing was over. Sydney dared not reach for the cellphone in her pocket. She saw the determination in his eyes. He was a man who was locked on a course and clear about what his next move needed to be.

“There’s a way out of this, Andrew.” She didn’t try to hide the desperation she felt for herself, for Gabby, and for Ronnie. “Like you said, the prosecutor recognizes how vile Millerman was. She’ll understand you had no other choice.”

“You don’t know.” His cold gaze locked with hers. “You don’t know.”

“But I’m beginning to. Maybe you’re not as good at being the brave soldier as you felt you needed to be. But there were clues. If I’d been paying attention, I could have reached out to you sooner. Let you know you weren’t alone. You’ve been in so much pain. The betrayal must be devastating.”

“You don’t have a clue.”

“No? Let me tell you what’s coming together in my mind now…what I should have recognized earlier. Remember when you learned Ronnie was my best friend?”

“Dr. Pernod. Yes.”

“We joked about the painting of Old Iron Guts. How it spooked the patients. What I failed to remember was that Ronnie’s been out of that office more than a year. Your wife’s been pregnant less than three months. The only way you’d have been in her old place was if you’d been in treatment for some time. Infertility treatments. When Cynthia became pregnant, you knew you weren’t the father. I can only imagine how that crushed you. How did you learn it was Roger Millerman?”

“She told me. ‘I’m finally pregnant. Roger’s the father.’ No denial. No soft-pedaling. Why should she? She was leaving me. Said Millerman was as thrilled as she was. They were going to live happily ever after.” His grimace was the face of pure evil. “Cynthia is my wife. She belongs to me.”

“So you shot him. It’s simple. Effective. Pragmatic. But then things got complicated.”

“I didn’t know Windy was coming.”

“And you couldn’t kill her because you’re not a coldhearted murderer. With Millerman you eliminated your pain. Windy had caused you none.”

“Don’t be so romantic, Sydney. I was out of bullets. If I’d had just one more, this would have ended that night.”

“But as it turned out, Windy’s presence was a gift, wasn’t it? She was the perfect suspect. The police certainly thought so. Windy goes to prison and you and Cynthia go on with your marriage. But then came other complications. Like the medallion. Why’d you take it?”

“I needed Cynthia to know I killed Millerman. Me. Not some mysterious assailant who martyred him for political reasons. The thought of her playing Jackie Kennedy to the slain public servant turned my stomach. I removed the threat to our marriage. She needed to respect me. To know I was capable of defending my home. My family. Millerman loved that little trinket. It got trotted out at every cocktail party I was forced to attend at his place. So I brought it home. Cynthia believed me when I showed it to her.”

“Then you came to Hush Money’s grand opening like nothing happened.”

“No one could know.”

“Cynthia had the medallion in her purse, didn’t she? You came in the next night looking for her yellow evening bag. The purse must have opened in the jostling of that stuck drawer. The medallion slipped out, fell to the floor. That’s why you were so insistent on knowing which server found it. You were afraid they could connect it to you or Cynthia. The same way you pressed Windy to make sure she hadn’t seen anyone else at Millerman’s home. You even pressed me when I told you I’d been to Phoebe’s and that we’d gone through the mayor’s safe and she’d given me the tapes. I told you she was upset to learn Roger was planning on leaving her. Your first reaction was to ask if she knew why. You needed to know if he’d mentioned a lover.”

“What’s mine is mine! Millerman had no right to challenge that.” He stood free from the wall and pulled his hands out of his pockets. She saw the revolver in his right hand. “Neither do you.”

He aimed straight at her.

She used her legs to push up and out of her chair, down to the floor. She heard the bullet crash into the glass cabinet behind her desk. She scurried to the far corner on pure reflex, not realizing the move was fatal. Two walls penned her in. She looked up to see Andrew silhouetted in the doorway. She drew her knees to her torso, instinctively prepared to sacrifice a leg in an attempt to protect her vital organs.

He fired again. Sydney rolled toward him. Her leg caught the wheel of her desk chair. Instinctively she kicked it toward her assailant. Andrew stumbled, falling back against the wall. Adrenaline pounded through her body as she scrambled out the door.

Another shot rang out. She felt a searing sting in her left leg. She accelerated against the pain, making it to the darkened dining room. She rolled to her left, putting a wall between her and Andrew.

“You’re making this harder than it needs to be, Sydney.” Each of his footsteps was louder than the last. “There’s only one way this can end.”

Sydney stayed low. She crawled between tables two and three. The most direct line to the bar.

Twenty feet of solid maple. A phone. I can make it.

She knew Hush Money like the back of her hand. Andrew would have to make his way through unfamiliar territory. Navigate in the dark around tables and chairs.

If he shoots in here, people will hear him. Help will come.

“Give it up, Sydney.” His voice was farther away now.

He’s in the dining room. He expected me to head for the front door.

She brought herself into a crouch, staying low enough to avoid making any shadow in the light from the street. She made it to the long maple structure and flattened herself behind the bar. She ran her hands along the shelf.

Where is it? The phone is supposed to be right here. In the corner.

She reached deeper, feeling the stacks of towels and trays she knew held drink garnishes.

Damn it! Where is it?

She inched to her left, praying her fingers would feel the bulky body of the bar’s phone. Something sharp caught the side of her wrist. Reflexively she jerked her hand clear, sending several glasses crashing to the floor.

The sound was answered by two shots fired in rapid succession.

She heard footsteps approach. He was in no hurry.

He knows I’m trapped.

She glanced outside Hush Money’s wide windows. A dark sedan made its way down the street.

C’mon! Somebody! Surely you heard that!

“Come out, Sydney. This game is getting tiresome.”

He sounded no more than five feet away. She inched her way down the bar. Away from the sound of his voice.

A wall stopped her.

“Now, Sydney! Show yourself!”

She was cornered by two walls. The bar was to her right, separating her from the ever-nearing Andrew. She reached out her hands, hoping to find the space where the bar opened to the room.

Then she felt it. She wrapped her hand around one end, sending her other hand up the shaft as though verifying the object’s identity.

Yes!

She pulled the Louisville Slugger across her body as she brought her legs under her. She crouched, keeping her weight balanced, her feet flat, and her eyes on the area above the bar.

Three seconds later she saw his shadowy form looming above to her right. With a loud grunt of effort, she leaped up and swung the bat at the silhouette with the gun.

The bat caught nothing but air before it crashed down on the copper bar surface. Andrew wasted no time. He pointed his weapon and fired. For the second time in her life, Sydney felt the breeze of a bullet sail past her cheek. She reared back and swung the bat again.

This time the Louisville Slugger found its target.


Chapter 36

NOW

“Tuna salad on white bread. With potato chips on the side.”

“And it’s extra special when you can get it here. In my mom’s kitchen.”

Horst put his hand on Sydney’s shoulder. “If ever there was a time for comfort food, I guess this is it.” He looked up at Nancy, thanked her, and asked where her own sandwich was.

“Don’t worry about me.” She picked a chip off her daughter’s plate. “Been a hell of a three days, hasn’t it?”

“I’m doing fine, Mom.”

Nancy tossed Horst a what-am-I-going-to-do-with-her look. “I don’t call ducking bullets while a madman corners you in your own restaurant doing fine. Those six stitches in your leg…”

“The bullet grazed me, Mom.”

“And I’m supposed to take comfort in that? A bullet’s a bullet. So you can stop right there with your sugarcoating.”

“I’m with your mother on this one, Kitz. Although I must say I’m mighty impressed with the way you handle a bat. Still, things could have ended up a lot worse.”

“Will you two stop? I’m here. Andrew’s in jail. Justice prevailed.”

They both reached out to hold her hand, Nancy on her right, Horst on her left.

“This sandwich isn’t going to hop into my mouth on its own.”

Horst and Nancy did a synchronized pullback.

“What about Ronnie? Did Andrew admit he did that shooting?” Nancy asked.

“Andrew’s not saying squat to anybody. He’s a lawyer, after all. But the bullets we pulled out of Hush Money’s walls are a perfect match to the casings we found at Ronnie’s. It was him shooting at the two of you. Not to mention we’ve got film putting him at the scenes. Coming and going. Both from the mayor’s house and Ronnie’s. We’ve got you to thank for that, Sydney.”

“I kept thinking about those questions you asked after Ronnie was shot. You asked me to use my senses to jog my memory. What did I see? What did I smell? I told you I didn’t hear anything. That didn’t make any sense. Then I realized Andrew must have used his bike. That’s why I didn’t hear a car.”

“Sure enough. We checked the cameras on the bike paths. One runs right behind the mayor’s house. There he was. Pedaling fast at a time that corresponds to the time of death. Same when he tried to shoot you and Ronnie. He scooted up that path like a cockroach scurrying under the fridge.”

“He wasn’t trying to kill me. At least not that night. Ronnie was the target. She knew the baby Cynthia was carrying couldn’t possibly have been Andrew’s. I think in his own twisted logic Andrew thought he could eliminate her and no one would ever be the wiser.”

Nancy’s voice was firm. “As far as I’m concerned, Andrew Conyer could be launched to a frozen planet in some far corner of the galaxy. Let him die a slow, cold death.”

“What’s the prosecutor have to say?” Sydney asked Horst.

“She’s ready for whatever Andrew and his defense team want to trot out. Cynthia’s been interviewed. She’s on record saying that Andrew told her he killed the mayor. She says that, along with other experiences she’s had with him throughout their marriage, made her afraid to say anything to anyone.”

“I guess there’s no way of knowing what goes on behind closed doors, huh?”

“There’s going to be lots of charges,” Horst continued. “Aggravated murder, assault with intent for his attack on you and Ronnie. Obstruction.”

“So long as he never sees the outside of a prison cell,” Nancy said. “What about Melanie White and that tiny snot Brooks Janeworthy?”

“Melanie White’s going to be spending a whole lot of her daddy’s money on lawyers,” Horst said. “The FBI’s moved in. Last I heard, they’d removed more than twenty boxes of files from her office and home. Computers and cellphones, too. Same thing goes for the two men conspiring with her on the tape.”

“Is she still mayor?” Clay asked.

Horst shook his head. “The council acted quickly. She didn’t put up a fight. My guess is a special election will be called. Till then everyone’s paying extra attention to the rule book. As for Janeworthy, I don’t have a clue.”

“He’s gone, too.” Sydney washed down the last of her sandwich with a long sip of iced tea. “Hush Money may be closed, but gossip finds its way. Word is he’s headed off to London. Told his vice president he planned to spend at least a year there, drumming up the international side to their development business.”

“Sounds more like a duck and run, if you ask me,” Nancy said.

“Probably. It’s unlikely the tape of him abusing Windy would ever see the light of day, but I’m sure he wants to put as much space between him and her as possible.”

“Poor Windy,” Nancy sighed. “What she’s been through.”

Sydney pushed her chair away from the table. “Windy Fields is the last person in need of a pity party, Mom. She’s strong stuff. All she wants is a chance to take care of her little girl.” She turned to Horst. “All charges against her are dropped, I assume.”

“You assume correctly. And my sources tell me the State Journal’s planning on running an in-depth article on Sunday outlining the police department’s rush to judgment. We’ll end up with a bit of mud on our faces, but there’ll be no doubt in anyone’s mind that Windy was innocent from the start.”

“Good.” She leaned over to kiss her mother’s cheek. “Thanks for lunch. Marvelous as always. But it’s back to work for me.”

—

Sydney didn’t get to the hospital until nearly eight-thirty. She walked into the ICU, headed to Ronnie’s pod, and stopped dead in her tracks when she saw the empty room.

“What are you doing here?” The nurse she’d come to like best came up behind her.

Sydney couldn’t bring herself to ask the question.

“Your sister’s gone.”

Sydney pressed her right arm against the wall to keep from falling over.

“What…what happened?”

“Didn’t they call you?”

“No.” Her voice was a fragile whisper. “No one called.”

“Damn it. It’s always the little details that get overlooked. There’s no excuse for it.”

Little details? My best friend’s death is not a little detail.

“Dr. Pernod’s up on F6/4.”

“What?”

“This afternoon. They moved her around six o’clock, I think. She’s passed all her benchmarks. No need for ICU.” The nurse swiped her finger over the electronic tablet in her hand. “F6/418. Do you know how to get there?”

Sydney breathed in the sweetest, freshest breath of her life. “I’ll find it.”

—

“What the hell?” Sydney walked into Ronnie’s new hospital room.

“Look at you! All dressed to the nines. I’ll bet they don’t get many folks dressed like you visiting up here.”

“And you’re not going to have anybody visiting you anywhere if you don’t explain why you didn’t let me know you got transferred. My God, Ronnie! I thought you were dead!”

“Mom didn’t call you? She said she would. I was just lying here wondering why I hadn’t heard from you.”

“Olivia’s here?”

“Yep. Got here this morning. Clucked around me for about forty-five minutes, then went for a massage. By the time she got back, I’d gotten word I was being transferred. She said she’d let you and Nancy know, then said something about how long it’d been since she had a Village burger. I sent her on her way.”

“Well, no one told me.”

Ronnie turned her head one way and then the other. “Notice anything?”

“The feeding tube’s gone!”

“Look out, Jell-O and beef broth. Here I come.” Ronnie’s voice was thin and reedy.

“Don’t overdo it.”

“Said the pot to the kettle.” She raised a shaky arm laden with IVs toward the television. “I see everything worked out okay with your murder project.”

“It wasn’t a project.”

“Crusade?”

Sydney pulled a chair up next to the bed and sat. She leaned her head over and let Ronnie lay a heavy hand on her hair.

“I was so scared,” she whispered.

“Me, too.” Ronnie patted her one more time before withdrawing her hand. “So it was Andrew Conyer? He shot me?”

“Yep.”

“Damn. Couldn’t he have settled for a bad Yelp review?”

Sydney laughed through her tears and sat up.

“What’s the plan?” she asked.

“Rehab starts in the morning. Docs say I ought to be out of here in three or four days.”

“I love it. No slouching. Whatever they tell you to do, you do.”

“Yes, dear. Now you. What’s your plan?”

“Keep those restaurants afloat.”

“Not that.” Ronnie’s voice was fading. “The other plan.”

Sydney leaned back in her chair. She held on to her friend’s hand as she spoke.

“You’re talking about Clay?”

“Spill it.”

“Nothing to spill. Things were going well. At least I thought they were. We got into a bit of a fight….”

“About what?”

“Does it matter?”

“It does if I’m going to figure out if it’s a legit fight or just you running away from commitment again.”

“He thought I wasn’t taking this whole shooting thing—the one where you got shot, that is—he thought I wasn’t taking it seriously enough. That I was too wrapped up in the drama of solving the mystery.”

“What happened then?”

“He yelled. I walked away.”

“The typical Sydney Richardson move. Then what? Oh, wait. Let me guess. He called, probably to apologize, and you didn’t take the call.”

Sydney let go of her friend’s hand.

“And you still haven’t called him back? How long has it been?”

“Four days. And I might add he hasn’t called me, either.”

“So maybe that means he’s a guy who respects your wishes. Honestly, Sydney. When are you going to stop being so damned defensive? Not everyone’s your birth parents, you know. Not everyone’s out to hurt or abandon you.”

“It’s not that.”

“The hell it isn’t. You like this guy, Syd. From everything you’ve told me, he feels the same. Stop pushing away people who love you.”

“Do I do that?”

“Oh, God!” Ronnie moaned. “If I were to start down the list, I’d drain what little energy I have left. And I need every ounce of it to get better so I can keep an eye on you!”

Sydney said nothing as she let her eyes drink in the beauty of her lifelong friend. “You really are going to be okay?” she finally asked.

“Trust me,” Ronnie said, smiling. “I’m a doctor.”


Chapter 37

NOW

“Don’t worry about a thing.” Roland Delmardo opened Hush Money’s door and stepped out into the summer night. “The publicity around our reopening is huge. I’ve planned a menu that will make everyone forget all about the tacky yellow tape that hung on our door. By this time tomorrow evening, a lucky group of patrons will be celebrating another spectacular creation by yours truly.”

“I have no doubt about your food, Roland,” Sydney said. “But will our guests be able to focus on it? Or will they be distracted by the sideshow?”

Roland looked at her as if she’d just suggested the moon had lost its orbit. “Honey, nothing distracts from my genius. Nothing. Just make sure you dress like a lady. It’s all over the news how you took your batting practice on that cracker’s skull. Folks gonna be lookin’ for a glimpse of your biceps. Or maybe patched-up bullet holes.”

Sydney flinched at his prediction. Her phone had been clogged with interview requests from every local news affiliate. Two network stations had called. One call had even come in from a bat manufacturer in competition with Louisville Slugger. They wanted to know if she’d be interested in being their spokesperson for a new ad campaign.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Roland. Sleep well.” She locked the door behind him and walked back into the empty restaurant. For what might have been the hundredth time, she traced the path of her death match with Andrew. She started in her office, where she scanned the walls and floors. Then she moved into the bar, again letting her eyes survey where his stray bullets had landed. She touched the shelves damaged in their struggle. She ran her hands across the bar. The construction firm she’d hired once the police were finished gathering evidence had done an excellent job. She’d told them she needed the repairs to be finished quickly, as she planned to reopen Hush Money as soon as she could. Her employees needed the money and she needed Madison to see the business continue. She demanded a full restoration. There could be no lingering trace of the horror of that night. They told her they could have it done in one day if she was willing to pay extra for a round-the-clock crew. She had, and they were true to their word. The elegant rooms had been returned to their full glory.

No one would have guessed she had almost died there.

She went behind the bar, poured herself a glass of pinot grigio, and carried it into the dimly lit dining room. She took a seat in the banquette in the corner. She considered it the best seat in the house. From that spot she could take in the entire room, as well as the entrance.

This is it. Hush Money in all its…all its what? Glamour? Glory?

For the first time since she had conceived the two restaurants, she wondered what exactly her goal was for Hush Money.

Ten-Ten I get. I want a place for Madison’s best. The cops. The paramedics. The firefighters. It’s become the place I hoped it would. A place my dad would be proud of.

Rick Sheffield’s handsome face floated into her consciousness. She made a mental note to call him and let him know Jocko was welcome anytime he wanted to bring him.

But what was I thinking with Hush Money?

Several options came to her. Was she trying to shake off her working-class roots by owning a place only the elite could frequent?

No. I’m proud of my background—honest parents who taught me the value of earning what you have. I’m more than proud. I’m grateful.

Was she somehow trying to atone for her inability to boil an egg by overseeing an institution of culinary excellence? She chuckled.

Hell if that’s it. I’m not fooling anybody into thinking I’m the cook around here.

Another thought came to her, this one accompanied by the sting of truth.

Fifteen million dollars. Payoff for allowing my biological parents to avoid the scandal of my birth. Hush Money’s nothing more than me tap dancing. Trying to prove to some unseen mother and father that I was worthy. That they didn’t need to abandon me. That I could have been good enough to breathe whatever rarefied air sustained them.

She thought of the elegantly dressed couple on opening night. Were they her birth parents, come to take in her achievement? And what about Elaina, the refined older woman who had dined alone at least twice. She said she had ties that kept her linked to Madison.

Am I that tie? Do you come to see the daughter you rejected? Does it help you sleep at night to see I’m doing okay?

Sydney took a long sip of her wine and, as she was so used to doing, pushed the thought of her birth parents out of her mind. It wouldn’t be long before they intruded again.

It never was.

Be grateful for what you have. Mom. Ronnie. Horst. Friends. Hush Money. Ten-Ten.

She was thankful for all she had. Still, she felt alone.

This time it was Clay’s face that came to her. She let her mind dwell on the shine in his gray eyes. The way his kisses tasted. The heat she felt in her spine whenever his voice rumbled that way it did.

She looked at her half-empty wineglass, decided she’d had enough introspection for one night, and slid out of the banquette. It was time to go home.

A rapping on the front door instantly jolted her into defense mode. She glanced across the darkened room. That Louisville Slugger was back behind the bar. Would her trembling legs get her there in time?

The rapping came again. She fought against her internal instinct to dive for cover and looked toward the front. Her heart continued to race when she recognized who was there, but her fear subsided. She crossed the room and unlocked the heavy glass door. She and her surprise guest stared at each other for several moments.

“I’ve been up north.” Clay’s eyes were filled with concern as he scanned her head to toe. “Didn’t catch the news until I was an hour from Madison. I drove as fast as I could, first to your apartment. When you weren’t there, I came here. My God, are you okay?”

She nodded.

“Listen, Sydney. I’m sorry. You needed me. I wasn’t there.”

“No. You weren’t.”

“I tried to call.”

“I know.”

“Ronnie? How is she?”

“It’ll take time. She’ll heal.”

Clay held her gaze. “How about us, Syd? Will we heal?”

Sydney exhaled long and slow. The tension left her body.

He looks sad. Tired. It would be easy to reach out to him and promise everything will be okay.

“It’s late, Clay. Hush Money’s back in business tomorrow night. Time for me to get some rest. You, too.”

“Walk you home? It’s late, after all.”

She allowed herself a weary smile. “You said you heard the news. I can take care of myself.”

He took a moment before he nodded his agreement.

“We’ll see each other soon?” he asked.

How different my life is from just a week ago. Everything changes.

“Good night, Clay.” She closed the door, double-checked the lock, and headed back to her office.


As with everything I do, this book is dedicated to LGW.
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Chapter 1

JANUARY 3

What the hell am I doing here?

Miranda Greer double-checked the locator app on her smartphone. Sure enough, she was at the address she’d agreed to for the meet-up.

I should have asked for an earlier time.

It was just past four o’clock. The sun sat low on the horizon, casting deep purple shadows across the snow-covered fields.

It’ll be dark soon and here I am in the middle of a Wisconsin nowhere.

She looked back at her parked car. The rented Volvo sat isolated at the end of a long, ice-covered lane. It dawned on her she didn’t know what kind of car he drove.

Doesn’t matter. No one would be coming down this deserted stretch of cow pasture unless they had a reason.

She didn’t like waiting. Never had. She especially didn’t like waiting for men and swore to herself more than twenty years ago that she’d cooled her heels killing time until Clay Hawthorne threw her some attention for the very last time.

Yet here I am. That guy says jump and I’m willing to leap as high as what pleases him.

The temperature dropped as the sky darkened. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms.

I should have worn that damned parka.

She glanced down at the high-heeled, over-the-knee, suede Manolo Blahnik boots and realized her choice of footwear was as ill-suited to the surroundings as her brocade waistcoat.

How was I supposed to know he wanted to play in the snow? I figured cocktails. Maybe an early dinner. We’re both a little old for this.

Two large silos loomed twenty yards in front of her. Rusted walls and half-decayed roofs suggested it had been decades since they’d stored anything more valuable than bird droppings and coyote shit.

Still, the snow makes them pretty.

Memories of the Montana prairie floated to her. Mile after endless mile of wheat blowing in the summer breeze. She and Clay in that old red pickup his daddy let him drive. Off running errands. Buying tack or hay. Scouting fence lines for breaks. She didn’t care what, just as long as she was with him. Windows rolled down. Miranda with her bare feet on the dashboard. Clay with one arm bent out in the sun. Singing at the top of their lungs whatever bit of George Strait or Garth Brooks came across the radio. In the winter it was the same, except that truck flowed through an eternal sea of snow with the windows sealed tight.

And I kept my damned shoes on.

They had their own silo back then. Abandoned. Like the ones in front of her now. She’d heard the stories about how Old Man Franzlettler waged his own war against the government. Refused to pay taxes or let inspectors take a look at his crops. The feds finally stopped him from farming, but the Franzlettler kids coughed up the money for back taxes and let the land go wild. When she and Clay first stumbled into the ramshackle silo it was covered in vines and prairie dust. But to a couple of teenagers exploring the magic of fresh-blooming love, it was heaven.

Is that what this is? Are you trying to remind me of what we had all those years ago?

A smile crossed her face and for a moment she forgot the subzero temperature. She looked again at the silos. The snow was disturbed in front of the one to her left. Miranda took another survey of the area. A copse of thick-trunked trees stood a hundred yards north. She wondered if there might have been another road in.

Are you waiting for me, Clay?

She trudged her way through four-inch snow to the silo with the trampled mush.

I loved you once. So very, very much. You loved me, too.

She thought about the men who had passed through her life in the years since she left Montana. They’d served their purpose, but none of them had ever captured the piece of her heart that had always belonged to Clay. She wasn’t foolish enough to believe he’d been celibate all these years. A man like Clay attracted women as easily as breathing in.

Is it the same for you, Clay? Is there a part of you that was waiting for us? For our time to come again?

Her boots were soaked by the time she was close enough to the silo to see the fresh footsteps in the snow. Her hand recoiled from the frozen door latch. She pulled the sleeve of her jacket low enough to cover her fingers and tried again. The door rasped across frigid concrete.

“Clay?” she called out as she stepped into the dark interior. “Are you in here?”

She heard a click, magnified in the cavernous space. One heart flutter later the familiar tempo of Chicago blues filled the air. A harmonica wailed and a guitar pounded the beat.

“If you’ve got power for a boom box, you’ve got power for a lamp.” She stepped toward the music. “Or candles. Or better yet, how about a space heater?”

She felt fingers trace a line on the back of her neck and spun around to see nothing but blackness.

“It’s like that, is it? Hide-and-seek? That the game?”

She heard a scraping across the floor. This time behind her. To her right.

“No fair, Clay. You’ve got the lay of the land. You know where I am. Give a girl a helping hand, will you?”

The song played on. Miranda hadn’t heard it before, but it was good. Just the kind of music she’d come to realize was now Clay’s favorite. A minute later there was another chafing against the concrete. The sound came toward her. Something bumped against her left leg. Her hands reached out, feeling its shape.

“Is this for me? You want me to sit in this chair?”

There was no response. She sat anyway.

The tune ended, followed by one of her favorites. Juice Newton singing a sweet love song from Miranda’s teenage years. She let the memories of first love warm her in the dark.

“You remember.”

Again, no response. Miranda listened to the tender lyrics, oblivious now to the cold.

“A light, please,” she requested when the song was finished. “I want to see you. I want to look into those gray eyes.”

A dull thud sounded overhead. She looked up. The rusted roof let in enough light from the starless sky to permit a murky vision of shadow on shadow. Something was suspended above her. It appeared to sway before it stopped. Another shadow moved, this time behind her, reaching…connecting to the shadow above her.

Another song pierced the air. Jarring. Loud. Ominous, head-banging roars.

A gloved hand gripped her right shoulder. Squeezed. Pinched.

“Stop!” Miranda twisted to her left, but the hand held her to the chair. Something was pulled over her head. It rested around her neck. Scratchy. Heavy. Another memory from her childhood leaped to the surface. She knew that smell.

Rope.

She pushed with her legs and scrambled free of the chair. She ran forward three steps, only to be stopped by the pull against her throat. She wrapped her fingers around the rope, desperate to wedge them between it and her skin. The heavy knot dug into the back of her neck, denying her fingers any room. She spun around, kicking and punching, grabbing at nothing but black space. She felt herself being lifted. Her legs joining her arms now, flailing at the same emptiness. Higher and higher she floated. Tighter and tighter the rope. Weaker and weaker her struggle.

Long agonizing seconds later, her body relaxed and accepted the inevitable. Her arms and legs hung limp at her side. Her eyes closed, creating no greater a darkness than when they’d been opened. Her mind gave up one last thought before falling into the eternal abyss.

When did Clay start liking heavy metal?


Chapter 2

SIX WEEKS EARLIER

“You don’t have to do this, you know.” Nancy Richardson loaded yet another box of chafing dishes and serving platters into the trunk of her daughter’s Mustang. “There’s a couple of perfectly good restaurants decked out to the nines. I’m sure the owner…no, wait, aren’t you the owner? Why, Sydney? Why in the world are you insisting on serving Thanksgiving dinner at your place when Hush Money and the Ten-Ten are there at your disposal?”

Sydney took one last inventory before lowering the trunk door. “Because, Mom. Thanksgiving’s all about hearth and home, right? Besides, we spend every night at those restaurants. Being there on Thanksgiving takes away the holiday feel.” She gave her mother a hug. “People are coming tomorrow around one. I figure dinner at two.”

“I’ll be at your place no later than eleven. I’ll bring the pies, rolls, and my stuffing. Roland’s sending over the turkey and sides?”

“I told him to be as traditional as he could. He gave me that look.”

“The patented The Great Roland Delmardo doesn’t do traditional stare?”

“That’s the one.” She opened the driver’s-side door. “I’m off. Bookings are solid tonight. I told the staff they’re on their own.”

“They’re up to it. Besides, I’m meeting Horst for a burger at the Ten-Ten. I’ll swing through and make sure Hush Money’s running smooth.” She nodded toward the trunk. “You sure you can handle all this on your own?”

“The doorman will load it onto a cart for me. See you tomorrow?”

Nancy nodded. “I love you, baby girl. Remember, just set the serving pieces out. I’ll take care of filling them.”

Sydney waved as she drove away. She knew better than to challenge her mother’s subtle insult to her culinary abilities. Twenty minutes later she pulled in front of her condo and tooted her horn.

“So you drew the short straw?” she asked when Rick, the young man with the shy smile, trotted out to her car.

“Holidays are all about seniority. Luckily I’ve got two weeks on Pablo. He’ll be working tomorrow while I’m chin-deep in pumpkin pie and football.” He stepped back when Sydney opened her trunk. “Whoa! Looks like you’re the hostess for turkey day. All this stuff go up?”

“It does. There are some glass pieces in those boxes, so careful is the word.”

Rick ran back into the building to get a cart. Sydney hopped from one leg to the other while she waited. She looked up at the sky. Low and gray. The air was damp. It wouldn’t be long before Madison had its first snowfall of the season.

“I got this, Ms. Richardson,” the doorman said as he pushed the cart across the sidewalk. “Get back in your car. Warm yourself up. I’ll meet you upstairs.”

Sydney thanked him and scooted back into the front seat and dialed the heater up to max. When Rick closed her trunk, she pulled into the condo’s garage and parked. She took the elevator up eight floors and wasn’t surprised to see Rick already standing by her front door.

“If you could load all this onto the kitchen counter, I can take it from there.”

Rick made short work of her request. Sydney thanked him, handing him a ten-dollar bill for his trouble. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

“You, too, Ms. Richardson. Looks like it’s going to be some kind of fancy feast.”

“I have a lot to be thankful for this year.”

—

She allowed herself the luxury of sleeping in the next day and didn’t have to look out the window to know her weather prediction had come true. The morning light cast a comfortable, muted glow on her bedroom walls. She looked outside and saw a swirl of snowflakes dancing through frosty white air. From this high up she felt like she’d been transported to a snow globe all her own. Sydney snuggled deep into the covers and indulged in a few extra minutes of the magic feeling of being warm and safe while a storm raged outside. She hopped out of bed at 8:45. Her mother said she’d be there by 11:00, which, in Nancy Richardson time, meant 10:30. Sydney headed to the bathroom and was showered, dressed, and putting the final spritz of spray onto her jet-black hair by ten. She went into the living room, where floor-to-ceiling windows added to the sanctuary-in-the-snow feeling.

This is perfect, she thought. Let it snow, let it snow. My favorite people will be here, there’s plenty of food. Nothing to do but relax the day away.

As expected, there was a knock on her front door at 10:40. Sydney opened it to see her mother and a frazzled-looking young man.

“I’d have been here earlier, but this guy insisted on helping me.” Nancy Richardson stepped inside. “I told him I didn’t mind making a couple of trips, but he was pulling things out of my hands before I could stop him.”

“You must be Pablo,” Sydney said to the doorman. “Rick told me you’d be working today. I hope you still get time with your family.”

The thin young man nodded. He looked down at his overladen arms and Sydney pointed to the kitchen. He unburdened himself, and Nancy placed the two pies she carried next to what he stacked on the counter. Sydney walked him to the front door, stopping at an entryway table to pull another ten-dollar bill from a wooden box she kept there for just such purpose.

“Happy Thanksgiving, Pablo. It’s wonderful to meet you.”

Pablo nodded again, this time with a smile. Sydney closed the door and went to take her mother’s coat.

“It’s a blizzard out there. Luckily, I followed a salt truck all the way. Over the river, through the woods, and all that.”

“Look at you!” Sydney stepped back to take in her mother’s ensemble. Black velvet trousers, silk blouse the color of aged pewter, and a wide-sleeved shrug bursting with reds, blues, purples, and gold against a black background. “Pretty la-di-da, lady.”

Nancy couldn’t hide her smile as she twirled for a full inspection. “I think maybe rubbing elbows with all those folks at Hush Money every night is getting to me. When I had my own joint, dressy meant clean jeans. Now that I’m working with the swells, I figure I might as well amp things up.”

“You’re glowing today, that’s for sure. You look terrific, Mom.”

“You, too.” Nancy took in Sydney’s outfit of gold brocade slacks and black cashmere turtleneck. “Of course, with a shape like yours, you could wear a potato sack and still turn heads.” She stepped over to the dining room.

Sydney had spent the previous afternoon dressing the round table with a pumpkin-colored damask cloth. A muted green circle of burlap formed the foundation for a low-rise centerpiece of squash, pussy willows, and dried corn arranged around a woven reed cornucopia overflowing with apples and pears. Five places were set with off-white china and gleaming flatware.

“I was going to have candles, but I thought it would be too crowded.” Sydney watched her mother take in the tableau, well aware that at thirty-five she shouldn’t be so invested in her mother’s opinions.

Nancy looked at her with a sheen of tears in her eyes. “It’s perfect, Syd. Perfect and beautiful. Just like you.”

“You’re thinking about Dad, aren’t you?”

“This is a day for thanks. I miss him like crazy. Even after all these years. Still, I’m thankful I had him in my life as long as I did. Maybe I’ll never get used to him not being here to carve the turkey.”

How are you supposed to get used to it, Mom? You send your cop husband off to work and the next thing you know you’re in an emergency room. Some doctor telling you he never had the chance of recovering from the gunshot wounds.

“C’mon,” Sydney said. “Let’s see what you brought.”

They were halfway through arranging pies, cookies, and a coconut cake on various serving platters when the front doorbell rang. Sydney crossed the living room, clucking to her mother that she’d brought too much food as she opened the door.

“Happy Thanksgiving!” Sabrina and Gail, two hostesses from Hush Money dripped snow as they called out their greetings. Behind them was Pablo, this time with a cart.

“Right back at you.” Sydney waved them all inside. “I assume you come bearing gifts.”

“Bounty from the mighty Roland Delmardo,” Sabrina sang out. “Whoa! Syd! Look at this place. It’s like you’re floating in the middle of heaven.”

“It looks like a magazine layout,” Gail added. “If this is what working a restaurant gets you, sign me up for life!”

—

A flush of embarrassment washed over Sydney as the two young women made their way around the space, oohing over this and aahing over that. She knew she shouldn’t be ashamed of having the money to afford to live as comfortably as she did. But it’s not really my money, is it? All I did was get myself born to a couple of rich people who’d rather pay to have me out of their lives than make the effort to raise me.

“So what did the chef send over?” Sydney hoped to bring the girls’ focus back to something other than her creature comforts.

“I have no idea,” Gail said. “But it smells like heaven.”

Pablo started unloading insulated boxes onto the already-crowded counter.

“He included a listing of all he prepared,” Sabrina added. “It must be in one of the boxes. He was in a hurry when we went by to pick this up. I don’t know what his plans are for the day, but I got the impression they’re pretty big.”

“Everything’s big to Roland,” Nancy commented. “The other day he got a paper cut and you’d have thought he sliced off his thumb. I’ve never heard such wailing. At least not since the last time something went amiss for Mr. Award-Winning Chef.”

Sydney started taking lids off cartons. “Looks like some kind of potato masterpiece here. This one’s got, what? Green beans and, is that kale? Whatever it is, it looks great.” She looked to Sabrina and Gale. “Can I get you girls something? Tea? Maybe some cocoa? We have enough cookies to go with a cup, that’s for sure.”

The girls thanked her, but begged off.

“I’ve got to get to my mom’s,” Gail said. “We’re driving up to Westfield. Dinner’s at my aunt’s. Whole family will be there. That’s like thirty of us when you include all the cousins.”

Sydney wondered what it must be like to be from such a large brood. It had always been just her, her mom, and her dad. “Sounds like fun.”

“Guaranteed!” Gail assured her.

“How about you, Sabrina? What are your plans?” Sydney asked.

“David and I are lying low,” Sabrina answered, referring to her boyfriend. “I told my folks I had to work. It’s wrong to lie, but if you had to spend a Thanksgiving in Whitefish Bay, with my mother insisting each and every second be orchestrated to reenact all the so-called family traditions, you’d do a lot worse than lie to get out of it. Besides, David doesn’t even own a suit…and my mother would fall over dead if he dared to show up at her table in anything less than full formal attire. This is our first holiday together. I don’t want to scare him off. So we’ll camp out at his place. He’s making a pot of spaghetti. We’ll watch football and a couple of movies. Maybe go out and build a snowman once the wind dies down.”

“That sounds delightful.” Sydney envied her enthusiasm over freshly blossoming young love. “Can I send any food with you guys? I have enough to feed two armies.”

Both girls thanked her again, assuring her they’d have their fill by the end of the day. They rewrapped their scarves, pulled their mittens back on, and headed to the door with promises to see one another at Hush Money the next day.

“Look at this!” Sydney spread her arms to include the mountain of food in her kitchen. “What are we going to do with all this?”

“Organize!” Nancy slipped off her shrug of many colors and marched into the kitchen. “Leave it to me. How about you get some music up in here. Something fun for this snowy day.”

Mother and daughter puttered together, unboxing turkey and ham and side dishes. Putting some in the oven to keep warm, some in the fridge, and appetizers on the dining room’s credenza. Sydney had chosen a CD of American standards and the two women sang together when a favorite song filtered through ceiling-mounted speakers. Both stood stock-still when Frank Sinatra started singing “Time After Time.”

“The first song you and Daddy ever danced to.”

Nancy nodded. “I love that you remember that.”

“It was at the department’s Christmas party. Your neighbor was dating a cop and she begged you to join her.”

“You were listening all those times Dad and I told that old story.”

Sydney leaned against the dining room wall and watched her mother lose herself in the music. Nancy was transformed from a sixty-four-year-old widow carrying twenty extra pounds around her midsection into a twenty-year-old wrapped for the first time in the arms of a man who’d be the only one to hold her from that dance forward.

A knock on the door pulled them both from their reverie. Sydney went to answer while Nancy slipped back into her shrug and patted her gunmetal hair back into place.

“Kitz!” Horst Welke pulled Sydney into a hug with one hand while hoisting two bottles of wine in the other. “Happy Thanksgiving to my two favorite girls.” He released her and nodded over his shoulder. “I got two stragglers right behind me.” He stepped into the foyer and made himself at home hanging his parka in the closet.

“Gobble gobble!” Dr. Veronica Pernod, Sydney’s best friend since they shared a kindergarten class, was next through the door. “Hot damn, this place smells terrific. A haven from the storm. I’d ask if you’ve taken a look outside, but with your view it’s like you’re living in it.” She slipped off her boots and pulled bedroom slippers out of her purse before handing her coat to Horst and heading across the room to give Nancy a hug.

“I guess I’m bringing up the rear.” Clay Hawthorne was the last through the door. He leaned in and kissed Sydney’s cheek, allowing her to take in his masculine scent. On impulse, she wrapped her arms around him and held him close.

“You two kids watch it now,” Horst jokingly admonished. “There’s other folks in the room.”

Clay gave her a wink when she released him. She looked at the bottles in his hands.

“Those for me?”

“For the feast.” Clay handed her two bottles of wine and another of brandy. “Where do you want them?”

Sydney took them while Horst took Clay’s coat. “I’ll search, but we’re running out of room. I don’t know what I’m going to do with all this food.”

“Well, then.” Horst rubbed his hands together. “Perhaps we had best get started.”

—

Roland had sent over an assortment of appetizers. Clay handled bartending duties and kept everyone’s glasses full while the five of them noshed on broiled shrimp, crab puffs, and mushrooms stuffed with sausage and fennel. Ronnie told the story of nearly missing the dinner. A patient of hers had been in labor for nearly twenty hours and still the baby seemed in no hurry to make his entrance into the world.

“I finally told Dad it looked like he was going to miss every football game. You should have seen him. It was like he’d forgotten today was Thanksgiving. Next thing I know, he’s up by his wife’s face, calling out push, push, push like he’s the leader of one of those skull races. Twenty minutes later one healthy baby boy pops into view. Mom and Dad are doing great, I get a couple hours of sleep, and here I am.”

Compliments flowed when it was time to take a seat at the dining table.

“This is my contribution,” Sydney told them. “Decorating I can do. Cooking?”

Her four guests joined in a unison affirmation that she’d made the right choice in staying out of the kitchen.

—

They took time with their meal. Horst told funny cop stories. Nancy added to the lightness with offerings of the latest Roland Delmardo shenanigans. Clay related an article he’d recently read about the emerging popularity of jazz in eastern Europe.

“It’s a shame jazz is on the decline here in America. This is where it was born.”

“Your place is full every night,” Sydney commented.

“That’s the difference between blues and jazz,” Clay explained.

“Meaning the Low Down is in good shape for the long run?” Nancy asked.

“I don’t see the blues disappearing anytime soon. Everybody can relate to feeling lost. Alone. It’s that driving two-four beat and the words of woe that bring folks in night after night. Happiness? That comes and goes. But the blues, man, that’s forever.”

“I’ll tell you what.” Ronnie speared another bite of sage stuffing onto her fork. “Ain’t no way anyone’s feeling the blues with food like this in front of them.”

Over a seemingly never-ending array of desserts, table talk changed to what each person was grateful for. Nancy started.

“For health, family, and friends, of course.” She reached to her right and left, grabbing Ronnie’s hand in her right and Sydney’s in her left. “I almost lost these two girls this year.” Her voice cracked, threatening tears. “Bullets and beatings. I don’t know how I would have survived without you. I’m grateful you’re both here. Healthy. Whole.” She kissed each of their hands before releasing them.

“Well, I’m glad I didn’t die, too,” Ronnie said with a laugh. “It is my profound hope that I’ve seen my last visit to the ICU as a patient.”

“I guess I’m next,” Horst said, when Ronnie looked toward him. “Not a day goes by I don’t miss Joe. He was my partner, my teacher, my brother. I wouldn’t make it through if I didn’t have you, Nancy. Or you, Kitz. Having Joe’s widow and daughter take me in like I’m part of the family. It’s everything.” Horst bowed his head and cleared his throat. “Now somebody else say something before I blow this macho image I’ve taken time to cultivate.”

Clay looked around the table before resting his eyes on Sydney. “I have a great life. I’m grateful for all of it. But this year’s brought me the promise of something more. I’m grateful for the opportunity to explore whatever it is Ms. Sydney and I have going on.”

Sydney felt the odd surge of romantic joy and crushing fear she often did when she allowed herself to contemplate a future with Clay.

Don’t be such an idiot. You spend your whole life fighting the legacy of abandonment your birth parents gifted you with. Now here’s a wonderful man ready to jump into forever with you and you act like he’s ready to infect you with Ebola. What’s wrong with you?

“And that leaves our hostess,” Ronnie said. “What about it, Syd? What’s high on your gratitude meter these days?”

Sydney looked around at the faces at her table. She looked outside to see the wind had settled, but the snow still fell straight and gentle. “This,” she said. “I’m grateful for all of this.”

—

She finally scooted her mother out the door at a little past eight o’clock. Sydney had sent each of her guests home with a box of leftovers sure to keep them stocked for the weekend and still her refrigerator was filled.

“You’re taking this,” she said to Clay. “All of this.”

“First rule of bachelors: Take whatever real food is sent your way.” He was standing by the living room window. The sky was dark. Lights illuminated the buildings below. The snow had stopped, leaving the entire city looking like chocolate nougat floating under a cloud of whipped cream.

“I love winter,” he said.

“Me, too.” She wiped her hands clean and walked over to him. “You know, we midwesterners are supposed to complain bitterly about the ice and dark.”

“That’s just to keep outsiders far away.” He was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was filled with an energy that would belie a belly full of turkey. “Let’s go for a ride.”

“Now? In this?”

“Right now. Before the snow has a chance to get dirty. While the streets are empty.”

How could he know it’s one of my favorite times to drive?

“You’re on. But we’re taking my car. Roads like these demand a standard shift.”

His eyes filled with mischief. “Is it that? Or are you finding yet another way to exert control?”

Sydney put up her hands in innocence. “This is a safety thing. Feel free to drive. I’ll put myself completely in your hands.”

He pulled her close and stared into her eyes. “I like the sound of that.” Then he kissed her. Long and slow and deep.

—

A half hour later they pulled into the driveway of his home on Madison’s Near West side.

“I can’t believe how many houses already have their Christmas lights up,” she said as she got out of her car.

“And they’ll keep them up until St. Patrick’s Day.” Clay opened the trunk and grabbed two bags of leftovers. “Damning the darkness of a cold winter’s night, I suppose.”

Sydney grabbed the last bag of goodies and followed him into his cozy living room.

“I’ll just pile these into the kitchen,” she said.

“The fridge is pretty bare. You won’t have any trouble.”

She heard him walk away, toward the bedroom, as she unloaded enough food for another Thanksgiving feast. A few moments later she heard music. The opening strains of Nat King Cole’s “A Christmas Song.”

“I always like to kick off the season with this one,” Clay said as he came back into the kitchen.

“Is that before or after you turn on your holiday lights?”

“I never was one for yard decorations. There’ll be a tree, though. I’m hoping you’ll be here to help me decorate it.”

Again, the defensive pull against planning ahead tugged at her. “I’ll bring the eggnog.”

He took her hand and led her to the sofa. “I got you something.”

“Clay! It’s Thanksgiving. One of the things I love about this holiday is there’s no pressure for gift giving.”

He ran a hand through her ebony hair. “Think of it as a kickoff to Christmas.” He reached behind a pillow and pulled out a velvet jeweler’s box. It was long and narrow. The kind made for bracelets.

Thank God it’s not a ring box.

“Like I said, it’s a little something. But it means the world to me.”

Sydney took the black box from him and opened it. She laughed when she saw the toothbrush inside.

“Soft bristles, too,” he said. “Like the one you have at home. I think the days of you waking up here and using your finger as a toothbrush need to end.” He slid off the couch and bent down on one knee. “Sydney Amelia Richardson, will you do me the great honor of practicing good oral hygiene each and every time you sleep over?”

She fanned her hand over her chest, feigned a case of vapors, and gave her best attempt at a southern accent. “Why, Mr. Hawthorne, this comes as quite the surprise. Are you sure our relationship is ready for a step of such magnitude?”

He stood, pulling her up with him. He led her down the hall, through the master bedroom, and into the adjoining bath. He laid his hand on the wall-mounted holder, where his blue toothbrush hung in lonely solitude.

Sydney pulled the bright yellow toothbrush from the jewelry case and dropped it into an open slot.

“They look good together,” she said.

“Yes, they do.” He pulled her into an embrace. A gentle kiss turned more ardent. His hand slid down her back as she leaned into him.

A noise from the front door froze them both.

Sydney stepped back, at once paralyzed and energized by fear. Memories of darkened rooms, a madman stalking her, a gun pointed in her direction flooded her consciousness. Her eyes were wide and her hands were clinched around Clay’s arm.

“Easy,” he cooed. “It’s probably just a stray cat. Maybe the wind.”

The sound of the front door being heaved open eliminated those possibilities. A small yelp drifted from Sydney’s throat.

“Stay here.” Clay’s voice was a whisper, but his eyes were demanding. “You have your phone?”

She nodded.

“If you hear me yell go, you dial 911. Don’t hesitate. Can you do that?”

She nodded again and reluctantly released his arms.

Clay stepped back into the master bedroom. Though the room was dark, there was enough light from the bathroom to see him pause by the door to pick up a wooden baseball bat before he walked out to the hall.

Sydney waited. The three seconds before she heard his voice felt like three years.

“Oh my God!” Clay called out.

She heard another voice. A man’s. A heartbeat later she heard them both laughing. She put her cellphone back in her pocket and stepped sheepishly toward the living room. There was Clay, standing at the open front door, wrapped in an embrace with a man an inch or two taller than his own six feet. He was thinner by probably twenty pounds, but had the same thick black hair. The same pale skin. When the two of them turned enough for Sydney to see the other man’s face, she drew in a sharp breath. The man’s face was nearly identical to Clay’s. Similar enough to make Sydney believe she was looking at Clay hugging a younger version of himself.

The visitor saw her standing there and stepped away from Clay. “Who’s this?”

Clay’s grin was wide enough to suggest he’d just received the only gift he wanted this new holiday season. He waved her over, still keeping one arm around the man’s shoulder.

“Sydney! Come here! Meet the joy of my life.” He turned to his doppelgänger. “This is Steel. My son.”
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