
        
            
                
            
        

    
  PRAISE FOR GIRL MOST LIKELY


  “Collins’s latest, Girl Most Likely, is unlike any of his previous novels—except in one respect: it’s an addictive, propulsive read that lingers with the reader, loaded with the kind of thrilling, memorable characters that appear almost fully formed.”


  —The Big Thrill


  “Will there be another thrilling Krista Larson book? Overall, this book was a fun, easy, and fast-paced read.”


  —Bestsellersworld.com


  “This is a fantastic whodunit, a quality mystery that people who like such dramas will find most engrossing.”


  —Monster Librarian


  “Girl Most Likely is an enjoyable traditional-ish mystery with enough action to keep the pages turning . . . an entertaining mystery.”


  —Gravetapping


  “A well-wrought tale . . .”


  —Booklist


  “In Girl Most Likely, small-town America and its characters come to life under Collins’s deft touch. Fans of Road to Perdition will enjoy this book.”


  —Authorlink


  “Max Allan Collins’s novel soars.”


  —Associated Press


  “Collins is a talented storyteller and his clean, straightforward style shines in this novel.”


  —Criminal Element


  “Max Allan Collins writes a killer thriller . . . He’s definitely at the top of his game here.”


  —Bookreporter


  “It’s never too late for revenge in this thrilling novel by New York Times bestselling and award-winning crime master Max Allan Collins.”


  —Suspense Magazine


  “Sit back and enjoy Girl Most Likely, the latest triumph from the justifiably lauded mind of Max Allan Collins.”


  —Alan Cranis, Bookgasm


  “Written by a multitalented author, whose other novels have been translated into television and movie versions, this thriller will leave the reader satisfied.”


  —Toni V. Sweeney, New York Journal of Books
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  I’m very much a gentleman in what I do.


  —Little Richard


  THINGS TO DO IN ARNOLDS PARK


  Arnolds Park—with its many rides and attractions, from its 65-foot Ferris Wheel with its view of West Lake Okoboji to the wooden roller coaster known as “the Legend”—makes a fabulous setting for Iowa’s tribute to its storied rock ‘n’ roll past.


  In the heart of Buddy Holly country, the park’s Roof Garden Ballroom once attracted the biggest names in rock ‘n’ roll—’50s stars including Jerry Lee Lewis, the Everly Brothers, Johnny Cash, Roy Orbison, and Bobby Rydell, ’60s names like the Beach Boys, Yardbirds, Buckinghams, Shangri-Las, and the Guess Who . . . even Jimi Hendrix, appearing as a lowly backup musician for Peppermint Twisters, Joey Dee & the Starliters.


  Sadly, the second-floor Coney Island–style dance hall, with its first-floor fun house beneath, eventually fell on hard times and was burned to the ground in 1988 by the local fire department for practice. But soon local businessmen and citizens came together to purchase the amusement park, erecting new facilities, rebuilding the roller coaster, and restoring its pavilion.


  Tragedy seemed about to strike again, however, when a developer in 1999 purchased the historic park with a hotel, retail complex, and condos in mind, but the Iowa Great Lakes community rallied to save the landmark, in six weeks raising more than $7 million. The Iowa Great Lakes Maritime Museum now owns the park, sharing space with the Iowa Rock ‘n’ Roll Music Association.


  That association works to preserve the legacy of rock ‘n’ roll in Iowa, honoring achievements, educating youth, and inspiring musicians. Established in 1997, IRRMA is a nonprofit statewide organization with four service areas: Rock ‘n’ Roll Museum, community events, educational outreach, and Hall of Fame recognition.


  Every Labor Day weekend, IRRMA inducts members into the Hall of Fame, artists who appear at the annual induction concert . . .


  from OkobojiVacation.com


  ONE


  Murder was the last thing on her mind.


  Really, it hadn’t even been on her mind at all. But saying the side trip to Arnolds Park had been a whim would be a lie. Two things had come together to bring her here on this warm Sunday evening of a Labor Day weekend.


  First had been that write-up in the Dubuque Telegraph Herald about Hot Rod & the Pistons making it into the Iowa Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame, and how members of the band would be regrouping after over three decades to appear at the induction concert at the newly rebuilt Roof Garden at the famous amusement park.


  Second, a wholly unrelated function in Sioux City came up that would put her less than two hours away from Arnolds Park, an event that would be over by Sunday afternoon. She wouldn’t even have to decide whether she really would go to the concert until the gathering was over, and she could see if the urge had hit her.


  But she’d known it would.


  After all these years, a chance to see the boys play again—the boys! They were in their fifties, too, all but Brian on bass, barely out of his twenties, filling in for his late father. Funny thing was, she saw all of the former Pistons, at least now and then, back in Galena, where she and they lived—all but Rick, who was still out there on the road playing somewhere.


  She wasn’t even sure they recognized her when they passed on the street, with a nod and maybe a smile. She had only moved back to Galena, what? Ten, twelve years ago? And she looked different. Not platinum blonde anymore, not so zaftig either.


  But she looked good. She knew she looked good. Trim from watching her carbs and toned from her regular fitness center visits.


  Take the event at Sioux City—several men, younger men, had hit on her in the bar. She didn’t take any of them up on it. But she sat there quietly thinking, You’ve still got it, honey.


  So she’d made the trip to Arnolds Park, listening over and over to both Pistons CDs from back in the day. This was a crazy jaunt, since it would put her something like five hours from home. And she realized hotel rooms on this last big weekend of the summer would be impossible in the Lake Okoboji area, though she might find some motel to crash in on the way back, if she got too punchy to make it home.


  Still, the concert program online put the Pistons on at eight o’clock, for just a half-hour set. She had no plans to do anything but watch their brief reunion and maybe wave and smile and see if any of the boys waved and smiled back. Without a stop, she might be home by 2:00 a.m.


  Back then, two in the morning was when things were just getting started . . .


  For all her excitement, and the wave of nostalgia that hit her with every new track on those thirty-some-year-old albums (the CDs were reissues—the boys weren’t entirely forgotten), she somewhat ironically recalled her only other time at Arnolds Park as anything but her warmest memory of those days.


  Those days. Back when her friends, who like her had just graduated from high school, called her a groupie and worse, following the band from gig to gig. She knew that wasn’t fair. She’d been Rick’s girl that summer. True, it hadn’t gone anywhere really, after that. She had started college and put those wild days, and nights, behind her.


  And, oddly enough, the last of those days and nights had been at Arnolds Park, Labor Day weekend 1984, long before the Hall of Fame induction concerts even existed, long before the Hall of Fame itself. The Pistons were opening for the Romantics. Only a few years later the ballroom would be torn down. Burned down.


  The Roof Garden had been a shabby thing, a ghost of itself, but the kids were packed in that night. The Romantics were a hot group—“Talking in Your Sleep,” “What I Like About You,” still great songs—but so were the Pistons, with their classic cover of “The Girl Can’t Help It” hitting the top ten.


  “We blew the roof off the dump,” Rick had said, and they’d all gone back to the cabin at Spirit Lake, where admittedly things had gotten out of hand. Maybe because she’d known it was the last night, she gave in and went along, sticking not just with weed but coke. She didn’t like what that stupid nose candy did to her and she’d never done it again. And had there been something in her glass besides bourbon after bourbon?


  Maybe that had been a good thing, ending on a less than happy note, a final memory not worth revisiting, when so many good times, so much good pot, all that great music, had given her a summer mostly worth remembering. And this concert would put a new, happier ending on everything, wouldn’t it?


  Wouldn’t it?


  After the drive from Sioux City through farmland and sharing the highway with only occasional cars, the traffic in Arnolds Park told the story of what the end of summer inevitably brought to a little tourist town like this—human and vehicular congestion. Back home, in Galena, it would be much the same.


  But finally she was able to pull into the amusement park lane and even find a parking place in the lot to her right, while the ancient wooden roller coaster loomed to her left. Like garish mushrooms, the tilt-a-whirl and other lower-slung carnival rides popped up at eye level, and most impressively, the newly rebuilt brightly white ballroom announced itself with two tall stories, the upper one lined with twenty rectangular windows over the words


  ROOF   GARDEN


  above a gray-pillared walkway.


  She took this in with an astonished smile—it was as if a rather shabby memory had suddenly spruced itself up. When she had been here, for the Pistons and the Romantics, the riverboat-like structure had been a paint-peeling near shambles, a few years away from having those firemen burn it down. This must have been what the ballroom had been like in a heyday that stretched back to Gene Vincent, Freddy Cannon, and Bobby Darin.


  Wearing white shorts and a vintage Hot Rods & the Pistons T-shirt she’d stowed away all these years—black with a red cartoon dragster—she fit in fine with a crowd whose age range really was the fabled eight to eighty, with some even younger and older to test those parameters. Lots of shrill childish laughter was in the air, as well as hearty adult chuckles, and the music on the loudspeakers was ’50s and ’60s.


  Just past the parking lot, the lane that led to the pier and the lake was closed off for pedestrian traffic, into a sort of boardwalk area called the Queen’s Court. Here were the expected mini-doughnuts, caramel corn, and cotton candy, as well as the infamous ice cream Nutty Bars. Her nostrils consumed the yummy smells but she did not give in to temptation—she didn’t keep her figure without an ongoing effort.


  Amid the T-shirt shops and other touristy gift outlets she discovered, to her surprise, a very hip clothing outlet called Blond Genius. She bought a couple of designer items and walked the sacks back to the car. The parking lot faced the pavilion and her eye was caught by a sign with a pointing arrow to the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame. She strolled over for a look inside.


  With wide, wistful eyes, she took in the displayed guitars autographed by Hall of Famers; framed Roof Garden posters announcing Bobby Vee, the Box Tops, and the Grass Roots; and eight-by-ten photos of nationally known Iowa bands like Dee Jay and the Runaways, the Pete Klint Quintet, and the Daybreakers, as well as regional faves the Rumbles and the XLs. A display of sticks and pics celebrated famous drummers from the state, for such groups as Little Feat, America, and the Doobie Brothers.


  But what really caught her eye, of course, was the generous wall space given to the only Iowa band that had really broken out in the New Wave era of the early ’80s—Hot Rod & the Pistons, “Iowa’s answer to the Stray Cats,” as Goldmine called them, with an array of photos and the two album covers. She leaned in to read the words behind the glass.


  HOT ROD & THE PISTONS


  When five students at the University of Dubuque formed their garage band in 1981, they had their sights set on playing weekend gigs in the so-called Driftless Area where Iowa/Illinois/Wisconsin meet. But glory days beckoned beyond those modest ambitions.


  As part of the subgenre of retro-rockabilly in the New Wave rock of the ’70s and early ’80s, Hot Rod & the Pistons leapt from local heroes to national names when Jerry Lee Lewis himself used them as an opening act on a Midwestern tour in 1983. Signed by a scout for the UK’s Chrysalis Records, the band soon had a debut album from which a single rocketed to the top ten—its cover version of Little Richard’s “The Girl Can’t Help It” (the Bobby Troup–penned title song of the 1956 Frank Tashlin–directed film starring Jayne Mansfield and a gaggle of early rock stars).


  After a follow-up album of mostly original material saw less success, lead singer/keyboardist Rodney Penniston returned to college, and other original members—Danny Davies (rhythm guitar), Steve Pike (drums), and the late Tom Paulen (bass)—drifted away from the band, leaving Rick Jonsen (lead guitar) to head up subsequent incarnations of the Pistons into the aughts.


  Hot Rod & the Pistons


  2019 Iowa Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame Inductees


  She left and returned to the Queen’s Court and made her way past all the evil food to her one side, and the raucous entryway to the amusement park area to the other. The mechanical murmur of go-karts and more kiddie squeals joined circling gulls and putt-putting motorboats as she wandered onto the pier, where a few fishing poles had been cast out into the sparkling gray-blue expanse. Cool air came in and kissed her. She hadn’t been this happy in years.


  What the hell. She had a Nutty Bar. The last time she was here she’d had three—her strength of will was improving. She sat on a bench outside the ice cream concession and people-watched. Funny, only a few kids or for that matter adults were pausing to check their phones, as if social media were on vacation, too.


  It was like all the years since last she and the Pistons were here had fallen away. But for hairstyles and clothing that revealed considerable young flesh, this could have been the ’30s or ’40s. Carnivals were timeless that way.


  The concert started late afternoon. She went up a wide stairway to the second-floor ballroom and was met by tables of T-shirts, CDs, and other merch sales. The place looked and smelled new, as white as clean sheets. She got a cup of beer and a hot dog with mustard and relish, with the requisite napkins.


  The stage was tall, wide, roomy, and well elevated, with huge speakers bookending it, while white tables and chairs, for parties of various sizes, filled much of the room up to and along the edges of the dance floor. She took a small table toward the front, to the left of the stage. The place began to fill up and she was joined by a middle-aged couple from Altoona; they exchanged names and smiles and enthusiasm for native Iowa rock.


  That nobody else from Dubuque or Galena had apparently made the trek came as a relief to her. That she was here alone—that she’d come alone—would only embarrass her. She didn’t care to be seen as some sad, aging fan. And, anyway, while she didn’t mind a little chitchat with strangers, she didn’t want anyone from home intruding on her mood. Her fun. This vibe.


  She sat through four bands waiting for the Pistons—one group dated back to the late ’50s and they played the kind of early rock the boys did, just not as well. Whether it was age or possibly that they never had been good, she couldn’t guess; but apparently they’d been pioneers of local rock. A very good horn band from the Quad Cities was next, playing Tower of Power and Little River Band covers. A ’60s-era band played Ventures and other instrumentals, okay but nothing she related to, really.


  Finally, after getting a big buildup—they were one of only two bands on tonight’s inductees list who’d had national success—Hot Rod & the Pistons strutted out, with cocky Rick yelling, “Okay, Hall of Fame, it’s your wake-up call!” and, damn, if they didn’t lead off with “The Girl Can’t Help It.”


  And the place went crazy.


  . . . can’t help it, the girl can’t help it . . .


  They looked good, all of them. Everybody in tattered jeans and either motorcycle boots or Beatle boots. Nobody looked fat or anything!


  Drummer Steve Pike, in an unbuttoned black bowling shirt with a red collar, appeared solid and muscular, only his silver hair and the grooves of his face to say this wasn’t thirty years ago.


  Danny Davies seemed skinny as ever in his black tee with a cartoon bikini-clad Bettie Page on it, and darkly handsome curly-haired Brian Paulen might have been his late father come back to life with those Elvis sideburns and that black RAT FINK button-up shirt.


  No surprise that Rick Jonsen, playing his guitar at crotch level, had a cigarette tucked behind his left ear, his sky-blue eyes hooded, his sneer going full tilt. Maybe he did look a little like a caricature of his old self, but still close enough to pass. His black T-shirt with a death’s-head motorcycle rider over a bold LIVE FAST, DIE YOUNG! might have been misjudged, though, considering he was deep into his fifties. But he was still a babe.


  Finally there was Rod himself—Rodney Penniston, the rare African American lead singer in a twentieth-century Iowa garage band—still cool, with his Apache cheekbones, trim mustache, and his hair cut close to the scalp, red-and-black bandanna at his neck, sleeveless Sun Records T-shirt, and stacked pair of keyboards facing the audience.


  Rod was what separated the Pistons from the rockabilly pack—as a black guy, he could sing Little Richard and Fats Domino and Bo Diddley, unapologetically. (White kids like the Beatles and Beach Boys had always gotten away with singing Chuck Berry.) Also, keyboards weren’t common in rockabilly retro acts, even though piano was what made Jerry Lee and Little Richard famous.


  Though they played a blistering, high-energy set, the Pistons could only stuff eight songs in their half an hour. It was mostly covers—Jerry Lee’s “Whole Lotta Shakin’,” Blue Gene’s “Be-Bop-A-Lula,” Rick Nelson’s “Hello Mary Lou” (their own Rick sang that one), “Twenty Flight Rock” (also from the Girl Can’t Help It flick, an Eddie Cochran tune), Roy O’s “Ooby Dooby,” and another Little Richard, “Rip It Up.” The only exception was “Bad Boy, Good Girl,” the sole original of theirs that had got any airplay back when.


  For her, though, the highlight had been when Rick spotted her, pointed at her and grinned, said something between songs to the other boys and every single one of them smiled at her and waved a little.


  Throughout the set, the dance floor was jam-packed, couples from their twenties to their fifties hopping and bobbing, the New Wave fans showing they could still pogo, just not as high or for as long.


  When the boys disappeared offstage and the next band came out—she didn’t envy anybody following that!—only Rick came looking for her. She had hoped to at least say hello to everybody. She told him that.


  Still in his LIVE FAST T-shirt, he grinned at her; up close, she could see the years, really see them. He had some eye makeup on. She spotted some gray roots. But he was still a hunk. No question about that!


  “Hon,” he said in the lull while the next band was getting set to play, “the guys said to say hi. Send their regrets. But they know you and I were something special, right? Anyway, Rod’s here with his wife, Steve’s here with some sweet young thing he claims is his girlfriend, and Danny . . . well, he’s here with his ‘partner.’ Did you have any idea he was gay, our Danny Boy? Not that I give a crap . . . Oh. They’re starting.”


  And the next act, a British invasion cover band from Keokuk, was starting up, playing, “Twist and Shout.”


  “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “These guys suck.”


  They didn’t, really, but she said, “Yeah, sure, let’s go.”


  He put his arm around her waist. He was sweaty but she didn’t mind. The attention, so immediate after all these years, was overwhelming.


  Outside, the night cool now, he asked, “You got a car?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. I don’t have to catch a ride with Steve, then.”


  She remembered how things went after a gig, and asked, “Don’t you have to tear down?”


  “Naw. The house provided amps. Rod’s hauling my guitar for me, and my pedal board. I’m staying out at West Wind. Got my own cottage there.”


  “Like at Pioneer Beach, the other time?”


  He made a face. “This is nicer. Hot tub and everything.”


  At her car in the lot, she said, “Can we stop somewhere? Coffee? A bite maybe?”


  “I got everything we need back at the ranch.” He got in on the rider’s side and, as she drove to his periodic instructions, he talked about the set and how well he thought it went.


  “That kid Brian’s okay,” he said with a shrug. “I shoulda sang more than one, don’t you think? But Rod, after all this time, he’s still gotta own it. He’s the lead singer! At least we kept Danny off the mic. I don’t want him anywhere near a mic, not even for backup. Guy can’t carry a tune in a bucket.”


  It went on like that.


  Very self-centered, not one question about her, where she lived now, what she was doing, how she’d come to be here tonight, no catching up with her, just the gig and how he’d played and what did she think about his guitar solo on this one and that one.


  The cottage was past the big sprawling lodge, set back among some oaks, and Rick finally seemed to be coming down. The adrenaline high of playing for a big responsive crowd was giving in to the natural exhaustion of all the rehearsing and hubbub of the last several days.


  The cottage was rustic outside and modern in, just a kitchenette and one big room with a double bed, TV, few pieces of furniture, a hot tub, and a view of the lake, the new moon reflecting. A fridge was stocked with goodies of the Hickory Farms gift basket variety, and bottles of beer. A stove. A coffee maker, unplugged.


  He kicked off his shoes, no socks, pulled off his T-shirt and his trousers, tossed them. He stripped out of his jockey shorts. What lay beneath was smaller than she remembered, at least at the moment. He had several tattoos now, one bicep bearing a Pistons logo, the other a ’40s-style pinup better suited for the nose of a World War II bomber. His body was neither hairy nor hairless, but (as before) somewhere in between. The hair on his chest and elsewhere, though, now had black and white and gray intertwined. He bent over to turn on the spigots of the hot tub, providing an unfortunate view.


  Still, she felt excited to be here. She was older, too. Had miles on her. She wouldn’t judge. He’d chosen a rough life for himself, on the road. For his age, he was still a handsome man. A babe. A hunk. Or at least the attractive remains thereof.


  She found the bathroom and undressed. In her purse was a toothbrush and paste and travel-size mouthwash; she used them. Touched up her face. Took her time getting ready for him. The water was running out there and the heat from it was crawling under the closed door as she appraised her naked self in the mirror. She raised an eyebrow. Not bad. Not bad at all. A guy like Rick could do worse, and probably did.


  She went out to join him. Not in the hot tub yet, he turned to her, as naked as the day he was born but otherwise bearing no resemblance.


  He smiled, looked her up and down. “Nice,” he said. “Like old times. Like old times. Sweeeeeet.”


  “Thank you.”


  He wiggled a finger over at the nightstand as he climbed into the tub. “Bring that here, why don’t you? The goodies? And fix us up?”


  She went over there. A mirror with a big logo that said COCAINE in Coca-Cola lettering had a razor blade and a pile of white powder just waiting for dispersal.


  Never had she been into that. Surely Rick knew that. Remembered that. She’d been into weed only. He was talking.


  “Remember the last time we were in Arnolds Park together, baby? How we partied that night?”


  The only night she’d ever used coke. Not that she blamed that shit for the shit that happened.


  He was saying, “You were headin’ back to Yuppie Town, remember? College comin’ up? So we really tore one on. Or did that even register? You were pretty wasted. How Danny set his camera up? And caught it all on tape?”


  And suddenly she remembered.


  Not that she’d forgotten. But right that instant it all came back into focus, not shuttled to a corner of her mind.


  “Boys are coming over tomorrow,” he said, laughing to himself, sitting in steam. He splashed a little, like a child. “Girls are going to a movie together, so maybe the rest of us’ll take a little ol’ trip down memory lane. Wanna come?”


  “What?”


  “Pop some corn, crack some brews, and take in the flick. You looked mighty fine back then. Nice, now—but back then! Wow.”


  “. . . That tape exists. You brought that tape along.”


  The back of his head bobbed up and down; the crown was thinning. “Figured the fellas would get a charge out of it. Remind ’em what it was like to be real rock ‘n’ rollers and not over-the-hill, stick-up-the-ass straights.”


  She swallowed. Stared at the back of his head as he sat in the bubbling water like a boiling egg.


  “Be a minute,” she said, and went back into the bathroom, where she’d left her purse.


  “No problem, sweetmeat. Hey! That night? That last night? You were never better! Never better.”


  She got the pill bottle from the purse—the muscle relaxant, succinylcholine, that had been prescribed for her severe low back pain. Sux, they called it. Her doctor had cautioned her never to stray from the exact, specified dosage—one tiny pill. The stuff was dangerous, generally used only in a clinical setting by anesthesiologists.


  “Listen carefully,” the physician had said, raising a lecturing forefinger. “It’s one of three ingredients in the cocktail of drugs used in lethal injections.”


  She shook five tablets into her palm and went out and dumped them onto the mirror and cut them up with the razor blade, cutting, cutting, then pressing with the side of the blade and cutting some more until the pills too were powder.


  “Hey, honeybunch—what’s taking so long?”


  She added it to the coke and formed two long lines of the two intermingled substances. Moments later she set the mirror on the edge of the hot tub.


  He looked up at her and grinned, eyes sleepy and so blue, then he leaned over the mirror, saying, “Noooice . . .”


  He took a long sniff, like the practiced user he was, and one nostril did its thing, then the other nostril took the second line in. He frowned, already knowing something wasn’t right. In seconds he began to twitch, all over, displacing water, doing a kind of dance, not unlike some of the boogying fans at the ballroom not long ago.


  Then he was paralyzed—could not take a breath. Could not blink. All he could do was stare at her, the eyes no longer hooded. A man frozen in hot bubbling water.


  “Sucks to be you,” she said, giving him something to think about while he died, and headed off to dump the rest of the doctored coke in the toilet, put her clothes back on, and search the cottage for that damn tape.


  TWO


  Among its many distinctions as one of the Midwest’s most scenic small towns—longtime home of President Ulysses S. Grant, for example—Galena, Illinois, is noted for its memorable, wide-ranging architecture. In the midst of breathtaking rolling hills, sweeping valleys, and limestone cliffs, this “outdoor museum” of around thirty-five hundred inhabitants welcomes a million or more visitors annually, its half a mile of Main Street shopping and dining housed in mostly Victorian buildings of red brick. With much of Galena declared a historic district, including—opposite the downtown across the river—mansions built by once-upon-a-time steamboat captains and mine owners, you might expect the City Hall to be housed in some magnificent example of Greek Revival or perhaps Italianate or French Colonial.


  You would be wrong.


  On Green Street, below Main and across from the historic limestone post office (Renaissance Revival, 1845), the Galena City Hall is a one-story, many-windowed remodeled, refurbished grocery store, red brick but dating only to 1959. Inside and out, it has a sleek modern look and might have been completed yesterday.


  The interior with its pale lime walls, darker green modern furnishings, and blond wood pillars and trim is dominated by the unenclosed city council chamber, with an equally open bullpen for workers off to one side and offices surrounding it on the others. The city council’s half-moon blond table with nine chairs is recessed, facing a podium for citizens to step up and voice their opinions, at the end of an aisle between rows of enough seating to accommodate twenty visitors.


  Every chair was occupied this morning, only perhaps a third by local citizens—council members and other prominent types were here by invitation only, as well as several staffers from the weekly Galena Gazette. Otherwise, print media from three states filled the seats and, set up along the left and right of the gallery, compact high-end cameras on good-size tripods were at the ready for reporter/camera teams from area TV stations—Davenport’s KWQC, Rock Island’s WHBF, Moline’s WQAD, Cedar Rapids’ KCRG.


  On this second Wednesday in May, Chief of Police Krista Larson, at twenty-nine the youngest woman to hold that office in the entire United States, stood at the rear of the city council chamber with the heel of her right hand on her holstered .45 Glock 21 and her left hand on her hip. Tall, slender yet shapely, she wore her pale blonde hair pixie-cut, her classically Nordic features barely touched by makeup, her eyes light blue. For all her efforts to play her attractiveness down, the young woman cut a striking figure in her long-sleeve light blue polo with a badge-style insignia, navy slacks, and steel-toed black shoes.


  She was the only representative of her twelve-person department on hand for this press conference. Her presence was strictly for PR purposes, to underscore city government’s commitment to the music festival in Depot Park by the Galena River, scheduled to kick off the summer’s roster of events.


  In a tourist town like hers, that meant a lot of events, and plenty for Krista to do, supporting everything from the Cemetery Walk to the Thursday car shows, the Balloon Race to Independence Day festivities, the Arts Festival to the County Fair. And this would be the first ever Galena Rock and Country Music Fest.


  Five of the nine seats at the city council’s table were taken up, none of them by council members, although these men in varying styled sport coats (all but two in ties) might well have been. And Krista knew, or at least was acquainted, with all five.


  Three were in their late fifties and contemporaries of her father, Keith—at far left, sat Daniel Davies, who ran an antiques shop with a pop culture slant and the best vintage vinyl in the area; next, Steve Pike, night manager at the Tick Tock Motel just north of town; and center stage, Rodney Penniston, who taught vocal music at Galena High.


  These were the three surviving members of the original Hot Rod & the Pistons lineup.


  The other two were younger, both replacements for the two deceased members. Seated next to Rod was Phil Deeson, house-band guitarist from the Corner Stop, the bar the late Rick Jonsen once owned that was now Rick’s ex-wife, Donna’s. Next to Phil sat Brian Paulen, son of another of her father’s pals, the late Tom Paulen, and only two years older than Krista.


  She had dated Brian in high school, a little—a quiet, quietly charismatic dark-and-handsome type who played bass guitar in a rock band specializing in Green Day and Weezer. They had dated, yes, but nothing that had gotten serious. Brian had moved back here a year or so ago, and the two had gotten reacquainted. She’d run into him on Main and kidded him about missing their ten-year class reunion, and he’d said the only thing he’d missed was seeing her again, and . . . well, after that it had gotten a little serious, second time around. Somewhat serious. Threatening to get serious, anyway . . .


  That had nothing to do with why she was attending this press conference, even if admittedly she could have sent one of her two lieutenants. This was about showing support to Galena and its mayor.


  Rhonda Rector, in a conservative gray suit with a light blue blouse for a casual touch, smiled at the audience of mostly media, with the Girl Can’t Help It vinyl album by Hot Rod & the Pistons fig-leafed before her. The handsome middle-aged ash-blonde woman, who reminded Krista of an older version of Amy Poehler, stood to one side of her guests at the council table; she had already greeted the assemblage. A veteran politician, she needed no microphone.


  “We are happy to announce,” she said, then held up the album and started over: “We are thrilled to announce that Galena’s own homegrown rock stars will be kicking off their reunion tour by headlining Friday night at our very first Rock and Country Music Fest.”


  The mayor paused, and though only the locals at the back of the room applauded, the media did at least offer up smiles and nods. Of course the news of the Pistons reunion was not really news at all to Krista—this had been in the works for several months—but a decision had been made to withhold the announcement until now, three weeks out from the event.


  “The Midwest’s own Jake McVey,” the mayor continued, “will headline Saturday night’s show, and Friday afternoon we’re pleased and excited to announce a battle of the bands featuring musicians twenty-one and under. The stars of tomorrow!”


  From behind her, leaning into the mic before him, which each seat at the council table had, Rod Penniston said dryly, “As opposed to the stars of yesterday.”


  That got chuckles from the press, and the mayor smiled good-naturedly. In a black sport coat and red polo, Rod—slim, trim-mustached, his hair short, his lean face sharp with good bone structure—grinned back at everybody and touched his forehead in a forefinger salute.


  “I think this is as good a time as any,” the mayor said, “to turn this over to our special guests . . . before they take it away from me!”


  Gentle laughter.


  “First, if I may,” she said, “I will introduce our local heroes, Hot Rod and the Pistons . . .”


  She introduced the three surviving members, with very brief bios, and then Brian, who would be filling in for his late father, as he had at the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame induction concert.


  “Here in Galena,” the mayor said with a smile and a nod toward the final band member at the council table, “everybody knows Phil Deeson, who was a part of the Pistons—in Rick Jonsen’s later lineup—and who for almost ten years now has been house guitarist at the Corner Stop. No one is better qualified to fill in for Rick in these tragic circumstances.”


  An awkward pall fell over the chamber. Krista knew that the members of the committee who had put the music festival together were concerned that the death of Rick Jonsen might lend a ghoulish, exploitive air to the proceedings.


  Perhaps sensing that, the mayor turned upbeat and said, “Let me turn this over to the stars of not just yesterday but today, who I am sure will be happy to answer any questions you may have.”


  The mayor and her vintage LP took a seat in front.


  “First,” Rod said, the leader then and now, “let me say that it took us a good long while to decide whether or not to make this appearance at the Galena festival, as well as the Midwest reunion tour that’s grown out of it. Finally we chose to go forward for two reasons. First, we had a blast getting back together preparing for, and performing at, the induction concert at Arnolds Park.”


  Burly, gray-haired Steve leaned in to his mic. “All the years melted, man. Everybody dropped back into their old roles . . . like Rod here.” He jerked a thumb at his old bandmate. “Teach took over, like always!”


  That got a few laughs and the three original members all exchanged smiles, including Rod.


  Who continued: “Second, after that blow-the-roof-off-the-dump reunion at the Hall of Fame . . . to quote Rick Jonsen . . . with such a warm welcome from a packed house like that? Tough to top.” He shook his head. “Then to have it come crashing down when that very night a heart attack took our beloved guitar player from us.”


  Krista showed no reaction, but she knew from things her father had told her that Rick Jonsen had been anything but “beloved” by the other members of the band. Her dad had run sound for them and had been a one-man road crew for the Pistons back in college, before the band made it big, and he’d told her tales.


  “No one,” Rod was saying with a sad smile, “was more of a show-must-go-on guy than Rick.”


  Steve said, with a wry half smile, “That’s a fact. I mean, he went on without us after we all quit!”


  That got a laugh, too, but something of a nervous one.


  Skinny Dan, in his equally skinny tie and black-and-white-checked jacket, said, “The rest of us went back to real life. Got jobs, opened businesses . . . but Rick was a genuine road warrior. Rock ‘n’ roll was in his blood.”


  “So,” Rod picked up, “we’ll be dedicating our performance at the festival—in fact, our entire reunion tour—to Rick’s memory . . . and donating his share to the American Heart Association.”


  This got applause from the Galenians and most of the media as well.


  “Now, if you have any questions,” Rod said with a gesture to the gallery, “we’ll be glad to field them.”


  A Dubuque Telegraph Herald reporter called out the first question in a booming baritone: “What’s the extent of your reunion tour?”


  “Strictly Midwestern,” Rod said. “That was where we had the most loyal, dedicated fans. Chicago, Rockford, the Quad Cities, Cedar Rapids, Waterloo, Iowa State Fair. We’ll wind up in Dubuque.”


  The same reporter followed up: “You had a real share of national success. Why not venture out farther?”


  Rod grinned. “Well, I can only give this summer to the reunion tour. Real life beckons. Classes at Galena High start late August. My next public appearance will be directing the Show Choir’s fall concert.”


  That got smiles, a few titters.


  On the other hand, Krista knew that Steve would likely give up his motel night man job gladly, to trade it and playing with the Corner Stop’s house band for better-paying gigs and some latter-day fame, however minor that fame might be. Phil Deeson, too, would almost certainly jump at the chance to get the Pistons going again. And Brian would have been tempted, as well, though as a real estate agent, real life “beckoned” to him, too.


  Still, everybody knew—especially without flashy lead guitarist Rick—there was no Hot Rod & the Pistons without Rod Penniston. What would the Stones be without both Mick Jagger and Keith Richards?


  Linda Cook with the Quad-City Times sang out, “I have a question for Phil Deeson . . . Phil, are you at all uneasy about taking over for the late Rick Jonsen?”


  Phil had been a heartthrob in the second Pistons lineup, but had since lost his hair and, while not fat exactly, had put on weight; he kept his head shaved, wore a single earring, and—though they didn’t show at the moment, thanks to a cream-color no-lapels sport coat and bright yellow polo—he had a Pistons tattoo on one bicep and a skull with a Mohawk on the other.


  The replacement guitarist said, “Rick was my mentor. Taught me everything I know . . . including all of his riffs and leads on both Piston albums. Played in the trenches with him on the road. So I am ready, willing, and able to channel him and give the people the real rockin’ thing.”


  That tried a little too hard, Krista thought. But then so did Phil.


  Allison Wong, KCRG’s Dubuque-beat reporter, asked, “Brian, what was it like taking your father’s place in the Pistons? I understand you played in an alt-rock band in high school—were you consciously following in your dad’s footsteps?”


  For someone who had performed as a musician since childhood, Brian was shy in front of people, without his bass guitar between him and the rest of the world. Krista considered him the most devastatingly handsome guy she had ever gone out with. His olive complexion, dark eyes, and dark curly hair were courtesy of his Hispanic mother, Maria, and his good looks were a combination of her and his late rock-star father.


  Brian, in a brown sport coat and a tan shirt, had to be nudged toward his mic, after the beginnings of his answer didn’t carry. Then: “My dad taught me on an upright bass—when the Pistons started, that was what he played. They didn’t go electric till they started recording, and uh . . . what was the question?”


  “Did you consciously follow in your father’s footsteps?”


  “Yes.”


  When he leaned back, as if that covered it, he got a few gentle laughs from the gallery.


  Then the reporter followed up with what had been her first question: “What was it like taking your father’s place at the Hall of Fame concert?”


  He leaned forward again, his soft response picked up by the mic. “Intimidating. An honor. Just what you’d think. But, you know, I grew up listening to those two albums my dad’s group cut. I loved those. I knew ’em by heart by the time I was, oh, probably thirteen. On the bass. Could play along.”


  Krista was impressed. She’d never heard Brian speak at such length, or with such unabashed heart.


  “And I’m glad,” he said, “I had the chance to play just once with Rick Jonsen. He was something.”


  Krista knew Brian felt “something” included talent, showmanship, flair, and craft, but also narcissism.


  “Not a nice guy,” Brian had said in private, which coming from him covered a lot.


  But right now he was saying, in public, “A real kick to play with somebody on Rick Jonsen’s level.”


  A few more questions followed, then the mayor returned to thank everyone, and various TV reporter/camera teams zeroed in on individual band members as they stepped away from the council area. In each case, the musicians were escorted outside or elsewhere in the building for interviews.


  Rebecca Carlson with KWQC had apparently lined things up in advance with Penniston, because the singer/keyboard artist went directly to her. He was the best interview to nab, since (again) he was Rod of a group called Hot Rod & the Pistons. They alone stayed up near the council table.


  Krista couldn’t hear any of it, but she had to admire both Rebecca’s poise and beauty, interviewing her subject. Tall, slender, curvy in her red, black-trimmed dress, Rebecca—a fashion-model-lovely brunette in her early forties—knew what she was doing. She put herself in frame for a two-shot, then midway directed her cameraman to come in close on Rod for a few answers. After she dismissed Rod, the reporter then repeated her questions in close-up for the camera.


  Calling Rebecca Carlson a reporter was something of an understatement. Until a few months ago, in Chicago, she had been WLG-TV’s anchor—a popular, highly paid local celebrity; but when she was shifted from anchoring the morning and noon news to a second-string position on weekends—by her ex-husband no less, general manager of the station—she had quit.


  Krista would have thought another Chicago station would have snapped the woman up. But no. Now she was in Davenport, doing a daily morning show with the occasional story like this one taking up afternoons.


  Krista’s father, Keith, was seeing the Chicagoland expatriate—a first toe into dating waters for him since the death of Karen, his wife and Krista’s mother. The reporter and the ex–homicide detective (Pop had taken early retirement after Mom passed) met when her father was helping Krista out on a multiple homicide that media types like Rebecca had dubbed the Class Reunion Murders.


  Fortunately, nothing quite so challenging or unpleasant had come up since. But at least her dad had come out of his shell, thanks to that sordid case, and got to know this beautiful TV journalist. Krista told herself she was happy for him. But it was hard. Still, it had been almost two years since Mom died.


  So why did it feel like yesterday?


  Brian was at her side. “Hi, Chief.”


  Krista raised an eyebrow and said, “They through with you so soon? Big rock star like you?”


  “When that woman from Cedar Rapids asked me what my future plans were,” he said, deadpan, “I started talking about selling real estate.”


  “Did you mention the name of the firm?”


  “I did.”


  “Well, that won’t make air.”


  “I know.” He shrugged. “I don’t have your press savvy, Chief.”


  “Don’t call me ‘Chief.’”


  “How about ‘sir’?”


  She gave him a smile and the tiniest elbow nudge.


  Brian nodded toward Rebecca, still doing her pickup lines for the Rod interview. “Any ideas about that?”


  She knew what he meant: a situation was brewing with Rebecca and her father, and it included Brian and Krista. This had to do with Krista and Keith sharing the family house and just exactly how certain sleeping privileges and arrangements might be worked out where the two couples were concerned. Hadn’t come to a head yet, but it surely would soon.


  “No ideas at all,” Krista said.


  “Don’t you create much of the scheduling at the PD?”


  “Yes. I have help, but . . . yes.”


  “That involves a dozen people.”


  “It does.”


  “This involves four people.”


  “Right.”


  “Shouldn’t that be easier?”


  She gave him a look, not completely suppressing her smile. “I am armed, you know.”


  He held up his hands, palms out, grinned just a little, then said, “Let me know if I can be of help. From a distance.”


  Madison Conner from WQAD approached and asked Brian if he was up for a brief interview, and he said sure, then whispered to Krista, “Fame has its duties,” and she crinkle-grinned back at him and watched him walk off with the pretty brunette.


  Then Rebecca was striding up to her. The two tall women exchanged smiles, Rebecca’s an easy thing and Krista’s something she had to work at.


  Rebecca said, “Exciting times for Galena.”


  “Always something happening here,” Krista said, and it came off a little defensive for no good reason.


  Rebecca either didn’t notice that or just skimmed past. “I think this has legs.”


  “Who has what?”


  “This rock reunion. Some very good elements here. A son picking up his fallen father’s baton. A rock star turned schoolteacher lured back into the fray. Locals playing in a dive house band now suddenly back on tour. Not to mention a dead lead guitarist. Say. Anything suspicious there, you think?”


  “Don’t think so,” Krista said.


  “Heart attack, then drowned in a hot tub? Drugs involved you think?”


  “No idea. No reason to assume that.”


  Rebecca shrugged and the light brown hair danced on her shoulders. “Well, it is rock and roll. I’ll see what your dad thinks.” The reporter leaned in, and Krista for a moment thought a kiss on the cheek might be coming. But all the woman did was touch her on the shoulder and squeeze, just a little.


  “See you tonight,” Rebecca said.


  “Aren’t you heading back to the Cities?”


  She shook her head and the brown hair danced some more. “My camera guy can deal with the footage. He’ll edit the piece back at the studio and it’ll air tonight. We can probably watch it together, if you like.”


  “We can?”


  Her eyebrows rose above her big blues. “Yes, didn’t your father mention it? He’s asked me over. This’ll be my first time.”


  “Pardon?”


  “Keith cooking for me. My first time.”


  Then Rebecca smiled, waved a little, and went off.


  First time cooking maybe.


  THREE


  Keith Larson, in the kitchen at the stove, knew all too well he should have called his daughter and told her about Rebecca coming for dinner.


  At fifty-nine, he looked perhaps ten years younger, a fit and only slightly paunchy six-footer with thinning blond hair and sky-blue eyes that got him compared to Paul Newman by people who weren’t looking close. Right now he stood at the stove cooking half a dozen veal tournedos—small fillets of tenderloin—in hot butter in a heavy skillet. For the occasion, he’d made a trip this afternoon to Cremer’s over in Dubuque, who had the best fresh meat around.


  He could have texted Krista, of course, though he was terrible at that—took him forever to type anything clumsily in and, anyway, Krista deserved more than a clipped message that famed Chicago news anchor Rebecca Carlson would be dining with them.


  After all, this wasn’t anything planned. Rebecca had called this morning and basically invited herself over, since she was going to be in Galena anyway for the Music Fest press conference. So he would play it like a last-minute thing—a spur-of-the-moment invite to his friend, his female friend admittedly, and . . .


  Who was he trying to kid?


  Himself, obviously. Normally, hanging around the big old house on Quality Hill, he would be in a T-shirt and jeans and running shoes. Instead he was decked out in a blue button-up chambray collared shirt and darker blue jeans with only the running shoes surviving. Making matters worse, Krista herself had helped him pick out the shirt to spruce up his wardrobe a little. Make him look hipper than the average retired homicide detective.


  Cooking in such clothes! Krista would see through this “last minute” scam like the un-retired detective she was.


  Well, she wasn’t a detective now, not technically. She’d risen from clerk-dispatcher to become the small local PD’s sole detective before landing the chief’s slot. He’d played a role in that, as together they had cracked a case that involved homicides in both Dubuque and Galena.


  That had been over two years ago, predating the Class Reunion Murders. Not long after their first shared investigation, the goddamned cancer had taken Karen, and he’d stayed on in the ranch-style house on Marion Street in Dubuque that he’d shared with his wife. Originally they’d lived here in Galena, in Karen’s family home, this rambling, reasonably well-maintained two-story gray-frame on Quality Hill with its view on Galena’s quaintly scenic downtown. Her parents had generously given the place to their only daughter and her husband before moving to Florida.


  But the all-hours demands of Keith’s promotion to Chief of Detectives made even a half-hour commute undesirable, and they’d passed the “homestead” along to Krista. Their daughter had still been living there, a commuter herself for a time, studying criminal justice at the university in Dubuque before landing that clerk-dispatcher job.


  As he stood there cooking, pleased with the aroma of the tournedos, making sure to brown them on all sides, Keith recalled how in the months following his wife’s death he’d cooked a Sunday night meal for Krista. Never missed.


  The Sunday repast, usually a Danish dish like this one (kalvetournedos), would be followed by an evening of classic western movies. He was big on John Wayne and Randolph Scott, and he’d been teaching her that Audie Murphy wasn’t just a war hero but an underrated actor, though of course she hadn’t known Murphy was a war hero or an actor either. These had been pleasant evenings, or as pleasant as possible in the wake of their loss.


  He transferred the veal tournedos to a hot plate, then dumped in a chopped-up medium-size onion with the skillet juices. He stirred in half a pound of sliced mushrooms, too.


  They never talked much in those months, and even now he and his daughter were not big talkers. Krista’s mother had been the bubbly one, the fun, demonstrative member of the family. Keith and Krista shared Danish DNA that made for stoic demeanors and occasional gloom.


  Still, the two weren’t uncomfortable together. Even after Karen’s departure.


  Shit! He hated himself for using euphemisms like that. Departure, hell! He’d been right the first time—Karen had been murdered by that damn cancer. All the murderers he’d put away in his time, and that greatest serial killer of them all had stolen Karen away from him and never paid for it.


  When the onions got nice and soft, he added red wine and beef bouillon, then stirred in a tablespoon of tomato purée. He returned the tournedos to the skillet, covered it, and let it simmer.


  Perhaps a certain unspoken ease between father and daughter had developed, though, enough to allow him to share his suicidal thoughts with her. He’d kind of blurted it on one of their Sunday evenings, telling her how he’d sat for almost an hour with the barrel of his Smith & Wesson M&P 9 in his mouth and, obviously, his finger on the trigger.


  They talked about it perhaps two minutes before she said, firmly, putting up with no argument, “You’re moving in with me.”


  And he had.


  Back into the house where he’d first lived with Karen, where the ghosts were friendly, unlike the disease-ridden ones back at the Marion Street ranch-style. This almost a mansion was where he and Karen had raised Krista, an 1890s house replete with hardwood floors, lovely woodwork, decorative wood-burning stoves, leaded-and-stained-glass windows, pocket doors, and walk-up attic. Lovely. The scent of the place remained somehow that of his early marriage.


  He and daughter Krista had done well here. Grown closer. Given each other plenty of room, offering support when needed. Last year they had gone through another trauma, a post-Karen one, when they both faced danger in the form of a madman. But the madman was dead and they were alive. And well.


  A good thing that had come of that nightmare was meeting Rebecca when he’d been chasing down a lead in Chicago. And now he was seeing her.


  Rebecca with her sleek good looks, beautifully carved features, and enormous dark blue eyes. Rebecca with her sophistication and brains and poise, plus an inexplicable fondness for him.


  And all the while some part of him whispered, “You’re seeing another woman,” as if he were still married to Karen. And of course, yes, yes, yes, he would always still be married to Karen, but he felt—he knew, because Karen had told him, “You’ll need someone, don’t ignore that, dear”—that his wife would understand.


  Only that nasty accusatory voice in his head, that guilt posing as conscience, told him he was cheating on Krista’s mother. That this was a betrayal. And that same voice warned him, no, promised him that Krista would hate him for it. And would never accept Rebecca or any other woman in his life, not after her mother.


  He browned some potatoes. He got some green peas in butter sauce going on another burner.


  What foolish crap, he thought, smirking at himself, shaking his head. Come on! Krista was better than that. Smarter than that. But he really should have called her about Rebecca and dinner . . .


  A knock at the back door in the kitchen drew him away from the stove, where everything was doing nicely now and would from here on out require only routine supervision.


  Framed in the doorway, Rebecca looked like she just walked off a newsroom set—and in a way she had—in her red dress trimmed in black and her perfect makeup. Apparently she didn’t mind messing her lipstick up some, because she threw her arms around him and kissed him. Kissed him a good one.


  He licked the stuff off his lips and smiled and said, “Well, now the neighbors know about us.”


  “They can call the tip line.”


  She stepped into the kitchen and, as he closed the door behind her, she took it all in—the surprising size of it, the wall of cabinets at left, the appliances at right, the big wooden farmhouse table where a family could serve itself and all the hired hands.


  “This is twice as big,” she said, “as my first apartment.”


  “Mine, too,” he admitted.


  She was taking in the aromas as well. “Smells delicious! And he cooks! What more could a working woman want?”


  He half smiled. “I remember when that was all a girl could want.”


  She waggled a red-nailed finger at him. “Keep that to yourself or the PC police will get you.” She twirled toward the big old stove and all the things he had going there. “Do you need help? Doesn’t look like it.”


  “I don’t. Everything’s simmering.”


  She put her arms around his waist. “Isn’t it, though?”


  He tried not to appear awkward as he said, “She’ll be here just after five. My daughter. Krista.”


  “Yes. Your daughter. Krista. I know. Nothing to worry about. She knows.”


  “Uh, what does she know?”


  Her almost-blonde brown hair bounced off her shrug. “That I’ll be here. That you’re cooking for us.”


  He didn’t know what to say. But his worry must have shown.


  Because she smiled wide and said, “Now don’t you fret. She’s going to take it just fine.”


  Take what fine?


  What were they, anyway, he and Rebecca? He’d seen her in Chicago twice, and then she got the job in the Quad Cities and took an apartment in Davenport. And he’d gone to see her three times. Stayed overnight and everything. His daughter had asked no questions. Maybe Krista thought he got a motel room or something or slept on the couch. On the other hand, Krista Larson was not an idiot.


  “Can you trust your stove,” Rebecca asked, “to simmer on its own long enough for a tour? This is an amazing house.”


  “Sure,” he said.


  She took his hand and said, “Lead the way.”


  So they were holding hands. God, it was difficult to be with a woman again. Also, great.


  He gave her the tour. She raved about the mission-style furnishings that had been Karen’s pride, all that stained oak and the metal fittings and those leather coverings.


  “All the Stickley pieces,” she said, shaking her head in wonder, “must be worth a king’s ransom.”


  “They are. Anyway, a queen’s. Karen always said . . . sorry.”


  He’d started to say that Karen always said the contents of the old house were worth more than the house itself.


  They were in a hallway on the second floor. Still holding hands. She let go, then faced him and she settled both her palms on his shoulders and lowered her chin and raised her eyes. “Look. You get to mention your wife anytime you like, except, well, you know. In that one place—the one with pillows and blankets and sheets? Darling, I get it. You were married a long time.”


  Thirty years.


  “I understand that,” she said. “I was married, too, just not so successfully. Still, I got used to it. Your frame of reference is those years of marriage. I don’t want to take them away from you. Maybe we’ll log some years of our own. It’s early yet. Right now we’re just a couple of middle-aged people who like to get frisky with each other once in a while.”


  “I wish I were your kind of middle-aged.”


  Something wicked came into her smile. “I like that you’re older.”


  “Why?”


  “It makes me younger. Is that where you sleep?”


  She was pointing in at the guest room and its Arts and Crafts double bed designed back when people were smaller.


  “No,” he said, and walked her to the master bedroom.


  He stayed in the doorway as she went in and looked around. Feminine touches told a story, though a bookcase of his Civil War collection indicated his presence.


  “This was your room,” she said. “Yours and hers.”


  “It was.”


  “And you use it now.”


  “I do.” As if he’d spoken a marriage vow.


  She turned and gave him a direct look. Like she was telling the camera about a tornado. “Could you make love to me in that bed?”


  He shrugged. “Okay, but we better hurry. Krista will be here any minute.”


  She practically collapsed with laughter. She came over and folded herself in his arms and he held her gently and said, “Also, I don’t know how long my meal will keep. Maybe later?”


  She looked up at him, her eyes wet with tears of laughter—mostly laughter.


  “Maybe later,” she echoed. “Right now I’m going to use the restroom. You go on downstairs and tend to the food.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  He was at the stove. She returned with her makeup washed off, muttering, “I always ditch the war paint as soon as possible,” then pitched in, setting the table. She had tied her hair back in a ponytail. Oddly, it made her look both older and younger.


  Keith met Krista at the kitchen door, and whispered to her, “Sorry, honey. I should have called you. You okay with this?”


  Her smile seemed a little forced to him, but she said, “Sure.”


  She stepped inside, then sniffed the air and said, “Kalvetournedos?”


  “Yup.”


  “One of my faves.”


  “I know.”


  She went in and greeted Rebecca. It seemed a little perfunctory to Keith, but Krista wasn’t effusive like her mother. She never overdid.


  Pointing into the dining room, Krista said, “If you’ll excuse me? Need to get out of uniform.”


  Rebecca smiled and said, “I hear you. But I’m stuck in these newsroom fatigues. Can I get you something to drink?”


  “Carlsberg in the fridge. Dad’ll probably want that, too.”


  Keith said, “She knows me.”


  Krista disappeared.


  At the refrigerator, getting the beers—joining in on the Carlsberg front herself—Rebecca said, “She’s fine. She’s going to be fine.”


  When Krista returned, taking a tad longer than usual, she wasn’t wearing her usual knockabout-the-house T-shirt and shorts this time of year, rather a gray silk blouse, black jeans, and heels.


  Keith wondered if she’d dressed up for Rebecca, but his daughter said, “Going out tonight. With Brian.”


  “Ah, Brian again,” Keith said. “Nice guy.”


  Krista gave him a glance with just a touch of frown in it, as if he’d given approval where none was warranted, or anyway wanted.


  Rebecca brought over the platter, the veal tournedos in their steaming sauce in the middle, buttered peas and browned potatoes at either end. Keith sat at the head of the table and the two women opposite each other. The many empty chairs around the rest of it seemed to eavesdrop.


  “This is really delicious,” Rebecca said, after a silence during which several bites were consumed. She looked up at Krista. “Is this typical fare around here?”


  “Pop’s a good cook,” Krista said as she cut her tender meat.


  “Does he do all the cooking?”


  “Most of it.”


  Keith smiled. “It’s only fair. My daughter’s the breadwinner. And it’s her house, after all.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, we signed it over to her.” Karen and he.


  More silence. They were busy eating.


  Then Rebecca said, “A lot of media there today. Attracting some good attention. Every QC station—often it’s just us.”


  Krista nodded, forking food.


  Keith said, “You should really do a series on the Pistons reunion tour. It’s kind of a big deal around this part of the world.”


  “I was saying the same thing to your daughter earlier, at City Hall. There are a lot of good angles to this story. You’re from this area, Keith. Were the Pistons a band you followed?”


  “Yes.” He and Karen had. “I was even part of the group for a while.”


  “Really? What did you play?”


  He laughed once, a forkful frozen midair. “Not a damn thing. I ran sound, and helped load equipment.” He took care of the bite, chewing, swallowing, then went on: “When they started to get more popular, they hired a real soundman and a couple of muscle boys who could load the stuff, plus knew how to tune guitars and set up drums.”


  Amused, Rebecca asked, “You got shown the door?”


  “No, not at all. It was all very friendly. Very amicable. I loved the band, loved their sound. We followed them all through our last several years at Dubuque U.”


  “You and Karen?”


  Krista’s eyes tightened for just a moment.


  “Yes,” Keith said, “we drove all over the place, weekends, following them. Fun days. Great times.”


  Rebecca said to Krista, “This Brian you’re seeing tonight—is that the Brian in the Pistons?”


  “Yes.”


  “Saw you two talking.” Rebecca touched a napkin to her lips. “Filling in for his late father, that’s kind of wonderful. But it must be tough, too. Hard.”


  “Must.”


  “Does he talk to you about it?”


  “Not really.”


  “Listen.” Rebecca looked from Keith to Krista and back again. “The band is playing their first gig this weekend—at the Col Ballroom in Davenport? It’s an invitation-only affair, friends and a few press. To give the fellas a chance to try the new lineup out in front of an audience. Kind of a dress rehearsal.” She sat forward. “Why don’t we all go? I can get us in.”


  Krista, her frown barely perceptible, said, “I’m already going.”


  Keith hadn’t known anything about this, but he said, “Well, I’d love to do that. We could all go together.”


  Krista said, “Brian will be going earlier. For setup and sound check.”


  Leaning toward her a little, Rebecca asked, “Would you like to go with us?”


  Krista sucked in air. “Well. Sure. That would be fine.” She sighed, pushed back her plate. “You know, I think I’ll grab a shower before I head out. Can you two handle the cleanup?”


  Keith said, “Sure, honey.”


  Krista disappeared again, and Keith and Rebecca did the dishes.


  At the sink, Rebecca said, “I was thinking maybe of staying over, but . . .”


  “Yeah. I’m getting a bit of a vibe off of Krista myself.”


  “Oh, she’s going to be fine, but . . . maybe you should talk to her. Before we go full slumber party route. I mean, it is her house.”


  “Right.”


  “And I have my car here, so . . . are we okay?”


  “We’re terrific.”


  They were putting the dishes away when Krista returned, small black purse tucked under an arm. She smiled at them both, in turn, said, “Bye,” and went out.


  They looked at each other, as Keith shut a cabinet door.


  “What now?” Rebecca asked.


  He was drying his hands with a dish towel. “She’ll be okay. I’ll talk to her. I don’t think there’s a problem, I just shouldn’t have . . . sprung it on her.”


  “Oh, I agree. Of course she’ll get over it. What I meant was, let’s finish that tour.” She put a finger to her cheek, archly. “Now, where did we leave off . . . ?”


  FOUR


  The Corner Stop on Main, a dimly lit dive with scant width, plenty of depth, and a lot of character, attracted at least as many locals as tourists. The hole-in-the-wall joint with its Wednesday-through-Sunday live music (rock, folk, blues, jazz) had its small stage in the front window, just to the right of the angled corner entrance. Behind the bar—with its comfy chairs, scads of beers, and wide choice of cocktails—loomed a floor-to-ceiling wall of dollar bills autographed by patrons and musicians, extending behind the band.


  Musically oriented art—paintings of guitarists mostly, as well as framed posters from bygone jazz club and hippie days—was spotted around. Included were photos and posters of the various Hot Rod & the Pistons lineups over the years.


  The Pistons memorabilia—Rick Jonsen had established the bar, after all—was all autographed, their two album covers and their original vinyl contents in separate frames. The dark wood floor, pressed-tin ceiling, and stone-block walls added to an eclectic ambience. A pool table in back was no charge, but you still had to drop quarters into the vintage Ms. Pac-Man table arcade game.


  Wednesday nights, before the summer season really kicked in, were often slow and this one was no exception. Pretty much all locals tonight, of which off-duty police chief Krista Larson was one. The traveling bands and solo acts only played Friday and Saturday while Wednesday and Thursday nights, and Sunday afternoons, were given over to the house band, the Corner Stoplites, whose specialty was blues and soul.


  “Like the Blues Brothers,” the band’s leader, organist Clarence “Booker” Jackson, liked to say, “only authentic.”


  The band’s break song, “Green Onions,” by Booker T. and the M.G.’s (from which Jackson’s nickname came), announced an imminent return to non-shouted conversation between Krista and Brian, who shared one side of a bench at a small table along the wall.


  The couple sat facing the Stoplites, a four-person conglomerate including two members of the reunion version of the Pistons—drummer Steve Pike and guitarist Phil Deeson. Besides Booker, a fedora-sporting female bass player from Dubuque named Lily something, who Krista didn’t know, filled out the assembly.


  The band was still playing their break song when a pretty, pretty young petite platinum blonde with a bottle of Goose Island in hand paused to say, “Hi,” to Brian.


  Steve Pike’s daughter, Holly, was wearing a long unbuttoned silk pink-and-blue-and-white blouse over a plain white tee and denim shorts with lavender suede ankle boots.


  “Holly,” Brian said, “hi.” He had a bottle of Potosi Cave Ale in front of him. He nodded toward the stage. “How’s your old man holding up under all this media attention?”


  That had been a little too detailed a casual question to avoid what happened next, which was Holly sliding in on the bench opposite and joining them. Krista barely knew the girl, and normally wouldn’t have minded the company, but she had things to talk over with Brian.


  “Dad’s loving all the fuss,” the young woman said, smiling but rolling her big dark blue eyes. She had shaggy bob-cut hair, a round face, a small nose ring, and almost-black red lipstick. Krista felt suddenly one hundred years old.


  “Not working tonight?” Brian asked the new member of their party.


  Krista knew the young woman worked as a waitress at another, more tourist-slanted bar, Gracie’s Grape Minds.


  Holly shook her blonde head. “No. Slow going at the Grape right now except for the weekend. That’s most of my hours.” She looked toward the little stage in the window, and said to Brian, “I kinda like what they’re playing. You can really dance to that.”


  Was that a hint? Krista thought, managing not to frown.


  But finally “Green Onions” wrapped up, and the musicians came down off the stage and headed for the bar.


  “Tell ya the truth,” Holly said, with a sad little shrug, “I don’t see much of Dad these days. He and Mom are poison to each other. I don’t know how they ended up together! He’s so . . . loose. Mom’s so . . . straight.”


  Brian said, “She may be ‘straight’ now, but she goes way back with the band. You know, everybody around here followed the Pistons. Must’ve been exciting, particularly after they got on the radio.”


  Krista said, “My pop was a one-man road crew for them, y’know, early on. Ran sound. Their one-and-only roadie.”


  “Really?” Holly said, brightly. Then she smirked and said, “Well, I’m pretty sure my mom was one of the groupies, and I hear there were plenty of those.”


  “Hey,” Brian said with a good-natured smile, “I work with your mom. You were right the first time—she’s straight all the way.”


  “Not in the ’80s she wasn’t,” Holly said, smirking again.


  Somebody who could have confirmed that rumor, but was unlikely to be asked about it, leaned in with a hand on the table: Holly’s father, Steve.


  “You old enough to be in here, honey?” he asked Holly, grinning at her.


  “Barely,” she said. “Join us!”


  So it’s Holly’s party now, Krista thought grouchily, but didn’t show it.


  Steve slipped in beside his daughter. The husky, silver-haired drummer was wearing a black T-shirt with the old Hot Rod & the Pistons logo, the words REUNION TOUR angled across.


  The sweaty drummer gestured toward the little stage with a bottle of Fat Tire in hand. “I always get a kick out of playing this Memphis stuff. That Lily is fantastic. She’s always right in the pocket.” To Brian he said, “You could learn from that little lady, my man.”


  “Sweet rhythm section you got there,” Brian admitted with half a smile, though as the bass player in the current Pistons lineup he might well have taken offense.


  Krista sipped her Carlsberg, then asked, “How are rehearsals going, you two?” She looked back and forth between Brian and Steve.


  “Great,” Brian said with a shrug.


  “Pretty fair,” Steve said. “I mean, some of the old b.s. rears up. Some people never change. Human nature, I guess.”


  Krista, interested, asked, “Like what?”


  Brian said, “Well, Danny wants to sing, and he’s not bad, for backup anyway. But the lead vocals, that’s strictly Rod’s domain.”


  “You’re just too nice, Bry,” Steve said. “That’s your problem. Too damn nice.”


  “Well . . . I’m just trying to fit in y’know . . . What right do I have to—”


  “Danny’s pitchy as hell,” Steve said. “Throws us off. Decent enough rhythm player—he can find the groove, if he looks around for it hard enough. And, also—well, he thinks he should be taking over for Rick. On lead.”


  Holly asked, “Is he good enough?”


  “Hardly,” her father said. “We’re lucky to have Phil, who played for years with the band and knows all the shit.”


  He nodded toward Phil at the bar, talking to Booker, two bald musicians chewing the fat.


  “You know,” Steve went on, “Rick was a pretty heavy drinker. And I wasn’t there . . . this was later days, understand . . . but I hear there were nights when Rick was half in the bag, and Phil had to cover for him, fill in for him. It’s why they call him Fill-in Phil.”


  Brian glanced at Krista and said, “Yeah, Phil is tops. Terrific guitar player. You’d think it was Rick himself standing there playing those signature riffs.”


  Holly asked her dad and Brian, “Where are you guys rehearsing?”


  But it was Krista who answered. “Right here at the Stop. Mornings and afternoons . . . right?”


  When the two musicians nodded, Krista asked them, “So how’s it going, besides the inevitable egos and such?”


  “Okay,” Steve said, shrugging. He swigged the Fat Tire. “Hard to get past anything but just the music and, you know, the showmanship goes by the wayside. I mean, I’m behind the drums, but the others are crammed in. We’ll have whole stages to fill on tour.”


  Brian was nodding. “Yeah, the stage in here is a postage stamp. We need a bigger area.”


  Holly said, “I can ask at the Grape. Plenty of room there. No stage, but lots of space. Don’t open till four.”


  Brian said, “That would be great, but . . .”


  Steve finished that for him: “Don’t wanna piss off Donna.”


  Donna, the late Rick’s ex, owned and operated the Corner Stop, and had offered up the club for rehearsal in off hours.


  Brian said, “Wouldn’t want to offend her.”


  Steve’s eyes flared. “You mean, you wouldn’t want to cross her. She has some temper on her! And talk about groupies! Who didn’t she pork, back in the day?” He’d forgotten about his daughter for a moment there, and looked at her with an uneasy grin, adding, “’Cept of course for your lovin’ daddy, Honey.”


  Embarrassed, or as close to it as he might be capable, Steve edged off the bench and got to his feet. Said, “Got a drumhead I need to change. See you folks next break, if you stick around. Good set comin’ up. Darling girl, you be good! Your daddy’s watchin’!”


  He headed back up to the stage, passing Booker as he did. The organist slid in where the drummer had been and grinned at everybody, offering up a general “hello.”


  About fifty, Booker—with an Isaac Hayes beard—was Krista’s colleague at the PD. In fact, he had taken over her role as the station’s lone detective when she was promoted to chief. As usual when he was gigging, Booker wore a white shirt with open collar and rolled-up sleeves, and black trousers.


  “I’m feelin’ kinda humiliated,” Booker said, making a mock sad face.


  “Why’s that?” Krista asked.


  “Well, Galena ain’t that big a burg. How do you think I feel, bein’ only the second most celebrated black keyboard player in town?”


  Everybody laughed a little at that.


  “Life is hard,” Krista reminded him. “You guys sound great.”


  “We do. But I’m gonna have to line up some replacement talent, Chief Larson, for when your friend Brian there . . . and your daddy dear, Ms. Pike . . . go runnin’ off all summer, playin’ rock star.”


  Then Booker excused himself to get a bottle of water—he did not drink on the job (neither job)—and as he ambled toward the bar, Donna passed by. They exchanged smiles and spoke a few friendly words, and then the owner of the club came over, not looking so friendly.


  Wearing a long-sleeve black Corner Stop T-shirt and blue jeans, Donna was an unpretentious, attractive blonde woman in her fifties, affable and outgoing to her customers and known to be hell on earth to employees. This Krista had learned from Booker, one of the few on Donna’s payroll who took no crap from her.


  “She’s a hard one,” Booker told her once, “but runnin’ a bar is a hard business, and Donna’s made a success of it for one hell of a long time. She deserves respect. Doesn’t mean I have to put up with her shit, though.”


  Donna filled the recently vacated seat next to Holly and across from Krista and Brian.


  “I have a bone to pick,” she said. Her voice was alto and raspy; she was a smoker. A heavy one. You could find her in the alley out back with a Camel going more often than inside the place.


  Krista asked, with a smile and in a light tone, “With anybody in particular?”


  “Not sure,” Donna said. “I just got told the Pistons are playin’ at the Col Ballroom in Davenport this weekend. Why’s it this is the first I heard of it?”


  Again, that was thrown out there generally, and Krista and Brian exchanged glances; even Holly seemed unsure if she was supposed to take a swing at an answer.


  But it was Brian who stepped up to the plate. “It’s an invitation only for the media and, uh, area VIPs. Kind of dry run for us.”


  Donna’s frown was almost a scowl. “Area VIPs? What am I, chopped liver? My husband was the star of your damn band.”


  Her ex-husband.


  Donna went on: “Now that he’s dead, he’s the damn James Dean of the group. Or the Eddie Cochran!”


  Krista had no idea who belonged to that second name. But she’d seen Rebel Without a Cause.


  “Furthermore,” the bar owner said, tapping the tabletop with a forefinger, “why not have your dry run, your damn dress rehearsal, right here? Where I’m giving you boys rehearsal privileges?”


  Brian said, “Really, Donna, this just came up. Just came together.”


  Krista helped him out. “Yes, the Col is closed, you know. It’s going to shutter completely, very soon. This event got put together almost overnight. We didn’t confirm it till yesterday.”


  Donna was steaming. “Fine. But why wasn’t I invited yesterday?”


  Lady, Krista thought, you must have known as soon as anybody!


  Donna lived with Fill-in Phil, who also bartended here when the Stoplites weren’t performing. He’d have been among the first to hear about the engagement, and surely would have told her. And, anyway, Phil could easily have brought her along to the Col gig, and no one would have said a word.


  No, this was about Donna feeling insulted. Feeling dissed.


  So Krista played the game. “Not everyone has received their invites, Donna. It’s mostly been by phone. I am sure you’re on the list.”


  The club owner frowned suspiciously. “Why are you involved in this?”


  “As police chief,” Krista said, rather stiffly, “I have been, and continue to be, active in every phase of the Music Fest. This ‘dress rehearsal’ is a necessary part of that. Donna, I’m sure no offense was meant. I’ll see to it you are invited, although I would be surprised to learn you aren’t already on the list.”


  The woman sat back. Swallowed. Composed herself.


  “Thank you, Ms. Larson,” Donna said. “All I ask is a little due consideration.”


  Krista worked up her best smile, public servant that she was, used to dealing with unreasonable citizens. “And that is what you will get. I’ll be at the dry-run concert myself, and look forward to seeing you there.”


  Donna slid off the bench and stood, facing the little group. “Another round? On the house?”


  Krista said, “For everyone but me. I’m driving.”


  “And you’re the police chief.”


  “And I’m the police chief.”


  Everybody smiled. Everybody friendly. All was right with the world. Donna disappeared.


  Holly leaned forward and said, “Wasn’t that weird.”


  “It was that, all right,” Brian said. He gazed fondly at Krista and said, “Thanks.”


  “No worries.”


  Then Holly was on her feet, saying, “Got some friends here I need to check in with. See you guys later!”


  A second Goose Island was on its way to Holly, who snatched it off the waitress’s tray and went off to find younger people to consort with.


  With his second bottle of Potosi in hand, Brian said to Krista, “So you had dinner with Rebecca Carlson herself, did you? How was that?”


  “Fine. No. Well.”


  “Interesting answer. Almost meaningless, but interesting.”


  “I, uh . . . I guess I misbehaved.”


  “Screaming match. Hair pulling. Full-scale catfight?”


  Krista shook her head. “No. She was fine. Friendly. Charming. Me, not so much. I would say I was kind of . . .”


  “A bitch?”


  “No! Do you want Carlsberg in your face?”


  “A hothead?”


  She smiled. “I resented her. I could tell that . . . I could tell.”


  “You could tell, huh? Anything in particular?”


  “I could tell they’re having . . . sex.”


  “Right there in front of you?”


  She laughed through her frown. “You are terrible! No. They’re just . . . intimate together.”


  “Crawling all over each other?”


  “No! I could just . . . tell.”


  Brian studied her, his smile barely perceptible. “Well, we’re having sex, aren’t we? Not at the moment, but . . . three times, isn’t it? Not that I’m keeping score. Bad choice of words. Keeping count.”


  Her eyebrows went up. “If you didn’t live at home with your mother, we might have a bigger box score.”


  “Did you really just say that?”


  “Came out bad, didn’t it? And I am living with my father, so . . . I’m as big a problem as you.”


  “No you aren’t.”


  “Well, that’s sweet, but . . .”


  “You’re a bigger problem than me, Krista. You’re the police chief. No. You’re the damn police chief. No. You’re the fucking police chief.”


  She smirked. “If I were able to be that more often, we wouldn’t have a problem.”


  “You can’t check into a motel with me, because someone might recognize you. You have a morals clause in your contract. Also, if we went old school, and parked, and got in the back seat like the kids used to, and some patrolman stopped by and flashed his flashlight on us, and . . .”


  “Morals clause?”


  “Morals clause. So what do we do?”


  She shrugged. “Make sure my father isn’t home when we get together at my place? Make sure your mother isn’t home when we get together at yours?”


  “It’s a plan. But limited. Or . . .”


  “Or?”


  “We could be adults. We could recognize that your father is a healthy older man with a gorgeous older woman and they want to know each other in the biblical sense now and then, or so I assume.”


  “You really think that?”


  “Of course I do. They’re healthy and probably lonely and—”


  “No, I mean—you think she’s gorgeous?”


  “Don’t you?”


  “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”


  “Is it all right with you if they have sex?”


  “When I’m in the house?”


  The band started up again.


  Working his voice up over the music, Brian said, “I don’t think we’ve resolved this yet.”


  “What about my mother’s feelings?” she asked, and it came out before she realized how absurd that was.


  Brian said nothing.


  “I guess we haven’t,” she said. “Resolved this.”


  Booker was singing into a mic at his portable Hammond keyboard: “Everybody Needs Somebody to Love.”


  FIVE


  When she went to the band’s invitation-only preview night at the Coliseum Ballroom in Davenport, she hoped murder was behind her.


  Really, though, she didn’t consider what she’d done at Arnolds Park last year murder at all—she’d only been defending herself against Rick and his thoughtlessly cruel behavior. That videotape, had it ever surfaced, would mean embarrassment and ridicule, turning what had been youthful misjudgment into adult shame.


  And it hadn’t been at all premeditated. She had loved Rick, and though both of them had long since moved on, the memory of what they’d had—what she’d thought they had, at least—had been exposed as something tawdry and cheap through his reckless disregard for her.


  In his early twenties, Rick had been a bad boy, and bad boys always had a certain charm and appeal. She’d hardly been alone in succumbing to Rick’s allure. But in his fifties, sitting in a hot tub, callously contemplating making her a subject of laughter and lechery, he’d become a bad man who deserved what he got.


  In the many months since Arnolds Park, she’d felt no guilt and suffered no sleepless nights. What she had done was righteous. Justified. Her only misgiving, her sole lingering concern—even fear—was that one of the other band members might know that tape still existed. That perhaps Rick had mentioned it to one or all of them. That one or more of the Pistons knew Rick had intended to share it as a nasty nostalgic capper to their Arnolds Park triumph.


  No thought of what that might mean had crystalized past just wondering about it. She would hardly contemplate, in any serious way, killing everyone in the band. Ridiculous. Absurd. Impractical. Anyway, some of them would be as embarrassed about that party tape as she was; they had their own reputations to worry about.


  The only threat that had manifested in her mind was what knowledge of the tape might mean if one or more of the boys had grown suspicious about the circumstances of Rick’s “heart attack.” That would put her at risk, certainly. But if that were the case, what could she do about it?


  Still, she wanted to know. Not from a standpoint of doing something about it, much less what that something might be. But just to grasp where she stood.


  These thoughts accompanied her on the solitary hour-and-a-half drive from Galena to west Davenport. When she started out, dusk was fading, the rolling, rock-ridged landscape of northwest Illinois soon giving way to the flat farmland of Iowa; but when she got to Davenport’s West Fourth Street, night was waiting and so was the familiar extending sign glowing in it, outlined in red neon:


  CoL


  BALLROOM


  The massive three-story brick venue, its upper floor arched, with C O L I S E U M in white letters following the curve, rivaled the Roof Garden in Arnolds Park for history. Duke Ellington had played here and Frank Sinatra; B.B. King and Johnny Cash; the Everly Brothers and Little Richard—the Animals, Beach Boys, Vanilla Fudge, and so many more, including Jimi Hendrix, whose big bold autograph was on the wall backstage. She’d seen Stevie Ray Vaughan here herself! And, of course, Hot Rod & the Pistons at their ’80s peak.


  She left her car in the side parking lot, looking around at a neighborhood she didn’t remember as being this bleakly secondhand-store commercial. When she fell in with a group going inside, she found the box office unattended, but followed the others through to the coat check station. There she signed in and got her name tag, nodding and smiling to other Galenians doing the same.


  Just guessing, she would say perhaps a hundred people were here, which in the Col Ballroom, with its capacity of five hundred, made for a sparse-looking audience, clustered toward the front. That was by design, since only media and VIPs from the Quad Cities and Galena were on the invite list. She moved around and past the wide white wrought-iron stairway to the balcony, where she and Rick had once spent time in the back row on a break, and took in the memory come to life stretching out before her.


  Though the ballroom was due to close in just a few weeks, having fallen on changing tastes and hard times, a fairly recent remodeling—aided by low-key lighting—brought to mind the Col’s glory days. The oak wood ten-thousand-square-foot floor, most of it for dancing, was lined left and right with seemingly endless linen-covered tables. The swooping pink-and-gray fabric ceiling, the pastel-green walls with darker green trim, the full-service bars on either side of the vast room, all jibed with her recollections.


  On the other hand, the way people were dressed did not bring to mind the early ’80s with its punky fashions and would-be Madonnas—this event had a cocktail party feel with a little country club stirred in. That was what happened when you told a bunch of Midwesterners that they were VIPs. Even the media was spruced up. Of course, so was she.


  As for the media, they’d been told this was primarily a social affair. They were asked not to shoot any of the performance, whether with video cameras or their phones, although photos were fine. The press would have access to the band in a meet and greet that was going on now, down in front of the stage. On-the-fly interviews were in progress with all of the boys, and in that instance video was allowed, even encouraged.


  She drifted in that direction with something in mind. Something to get off her mind, actually, but she would need to take care. Be subtle. Be alert to read any signs. One by one, when there was a break between mini media interviews, she sought each Piston out. Each original Piston—she did not bother with either Brian, the bass player who’d taken over for his late father Tom, or Phil Deeson, either, because he was just the sub for the absent Rick.


  First, she eased up to Steve.


  “Hey,” he said, “if it isn’t Angel Baby.”


  That was their nickname for her back then.


  “Can’t wait,” she said, “to hear you guys again.”


  The drummer shrugged. “You heard us at Arnolds Park. We should be about the same.”


  “Without Rick?”


  “Oh, yeah, no problem. Angel babe, Phil’s got all the parts down. Anyway . . . do I have to tell you what a creep Rick could be? Not to speak ill of the dead.”


  Careful to sound casual, putting some confusion in, she asked, “You thinking of anything in particular?”


  “Naw. Not really. Sorry. You guys were close. I was out of line.”


  “He was good to me, mostly.”


  “Hey, I shouldn’t bad-mouth the guy. Rick was fantastic. Best guitar player I ever shared a stage with.”


  Sean Leary from QuadCities.com came up and she turned Steve over to him for an interview. Then she cornered Rod.


  She said, “You guys were fantastic at Arnolds Park. Really took me back.”


  “Yeah,” Rod said, “we saw you there down front! Hey, I’m sorry we didn’t come over and talk to you, after. I was there with Chloe. You know how it is.”


  “Sure. Is it going all right, without Rick?”


  “I think so. You be the judge. I mean, we still have work to do.”


  “Tough tackling this, without Rick?”


  A shrug. “I loved Rick onstage and as a player. But we were never really tight, personally. Oh, in the early days, when we were still in college, maybe. But I guess I don’t have to tell you.”


  “Tell me what?”


  He drew in breath, seemed to be measuring his words. “How self-centered he was. What an ego he had. How inconsiderate he could be sometimes . . . Shouldn’t get into that. Not the time or place.”


  “You thinking of anything specific, Rod?”


  “No.” He shook his head and repeated, “No.”


  Somebody grabbed him for an interview.


  Finally she managed a few moments with Dan.


  “So, Danny, how’s it going? Enjoying yourself reliving old times?”


  “Yeah. Sure. You bet.” But his tone and expression said otherwise.


  “What’s the problem?”


  “Angel, it’s the same old crapola. Rod runs things and I just pick up the table scraps. Remember how I used to sing ‘Memphis’?”


  She remembered. How bad it was.


  “Well, all I asked for, tonight? Was to sing that one lousy song.”


  And, boy, was it lousy when Dan did it.


  “But, no,” he was saying. “It’s still The Rod Penniston Show!” He let air out, shook his head. “Honestly, I have no idea why I said yes to this farce.”


  She touched his arm. “Hey. Danny. Have a good time with it. Not many people get to revisit their past triumphs in such a cool way.”


  “I know. I know. Thanks.”


  Then he moved on to a real interview. Rick—his absence, his death—hadn’t even come up.


  She headed over to join some friends at a table. Along the way she paused at another to say hello to Krista Larson, the chief of police in Galena, and her father, Keith, who lit up seeing her, saying, “You go back with this bunch as far as I do.”


  “Not quite,” she said with a smile. “I was still in high school when the band started up at Dubuque U.”


  Rebecca Carlson, that news anchor from Chicago who’d taken over the KWQC morning show, came over after finishing up some interviews with the boys, and sat next to Keith. Which maybe didn’t thrill his police chief daughter, who was admittedly hard to read.


  After some friendly chatter, she moved on, socializing along the way, and stopping to get herself a glass of wine at the bar.


  Finally, seated with some couples from Galena—business owners, city council members, and the like—she settled back to see what the new Hot Rod & the Pistons lineup had to offer. She was curious. Imagining the group without Rick seemed almost impossible.


  They came on dressed in jeans and bright-colored polos—not the funky, punky T-shirts and ragged jeans of the Roof Garden—underscoring the dress rehearsal nature of the performance.


  At his keyboards, Rod announced songs and joked with the audience, in an informal way (“We’re still working on this one,” “Maybe you’ll remember this tune—hope we do!”), and took the edge off some occasional ragged moments.


  But they were good, Rod’s vocals right on the money, and Phil Deeson filling in fine for the absent Rick. Why, you’d think that was Rick up there, still playing! Not that bald, earring-sporting Phil looked anything like Rick, and everybody back in Galena knew Phil as a much nicer guy than his predecessor, always a friendly presence behind the bar and onstage at the Corner Stop.


  The showmanship wasn’t quite there yet, and they weren’t rocketing from one song to another as they had at Arnolds Park. But the Piston sound was there, all right—all the rock and rockabilly classics were spot-on, with a few originals from their second album sprinkled in. She found herself smiling so wide, she thought her face might burst.


  About halfway through the set, people started getting up from their tables and, despite their suit-and-tie/cocktail-dress threads, began to dance. High heels got kicked off. Ties loosened. The band’s showmanship started kicking in, the energy spiking on the band shell–style stage.


  Somebody tapped her on the shoulder.


  She looked up and it was Krista Larson.


  “Care to dance?” the police chief asked. “You seem to be going solo tonight, and my guy is up there with a bass guitar in his arms.”


  “All right.”


  She and Krista danced to “Rip It Up,” and then—unlike at the Roof Garden—the band had held back their big hit and now blasted through “The Girl Can’t Help It.”


  And that was it.


  The invited guests went absolutely out of their minds. Clapping, whistling, hooting.


  Rod said, “Can’t do an encore, guys. Sorry! That’s all we’ve got worked up.”


  Then a shouted request from one fan became a chant from many: “Girl Can’t Help It! Girl Can’t Help It!”


  So they played it again.


  After that, laughing, out of breath, she and Krista headed back hand in hand to their respective tables.


  How wonderful, she thought. I still love this band!


  The unpleasantness with Rick—what he had made her do—had not ruined how she felt about them. Even her memories were intact, as she thought back to those days in a giddy mental montage of nights here at the Col and elsewhere on the Midwest circuit that the boys had played when she followed him that long-ago summer.


  Part of her still loved the bad boy, with no regrets for dispatching the bad man he’d become.


  People began getting up and making their slow way out of the ballroom, chatting, laughing. It was only nine thirty! Clearly everyone did not want this too brief evening to be over. On the other hand, for most a drive back to Galena was waiting. Of course, some locals—big kids in their grown-up clothes—were organizing an after-party at Harris Pizza.


  Up on the stage, with the ballroom largely cleared out, the boys were tearing down their own equipment. Keith Larson was up there helping them, and she recalled that the former police detective had, in the old days, sometimes roadied for the band. Krista was sitting with the Carlson woman, with Keith’s sport coat on the table where he’d left it to go up and help. Both females were looking at their phones. Krista’s mother had died not terribly long ago—maybe Galena’s police chief wasn’t thrilled with having her father dating again. An understandable thing, but wrongheaded.


  People had to learn to get on with their lives.


  Soon the band was loading out via a side door. She slipped out into the cool evening. She had a light jacket on over her dress and the nip in the air felt good, almost bracing. She leaned her back against the driver’s door of her car parked in the nearby lot while the boys and their friend Keith loaded up the back of an SUV. The vehicle belonged to Rod, his wife, Chloe, sitting in the rider’s seat, patiently waiting.


  Phil had his car backed up on the other side of the SUV while Dan had his car backed in next to hers, the two guitarists loading their respective equipment into their own rides. The Pistons didn’t have a great deal of equipment, just the drums and four knee-high amplifiers, and Rod’s two portable keyboards and the guitars in professional cases. The band had used the house sound system and would, she supposed, use a sound company on their tour.


  The fifty-something rock stars were laughing and kidding each other as they worked, high from the gig going well. She relished that camaraderie, reminding her as it did of the old band days. Dan was the only one not joining in; he seemed sullen, almost morose.


  When the equipment was loaded up, Rod and the other guys, including Dan, gathered around Keith and shook his hand and patted his back, thanking him for the help.


  Rod said, “Your old position’s yours for the asking, buddy. Area’s oldest rock band is perfect for the world’s oldest roadie.”


  Everybody laughed a little, with even Dan smiling.


  Keith, grinning, enjoying himself, said, “I have the essentials for the job—a strong back and a weak mind. The back not maybe as strong, but the mind is every bit as weak.”


  Krista was sitting behind the wheel in their nearby Toyota, waiting for her dad. Rebecca Carlson wasn’t in the car; the newswoman worked in Davenport, with her own transportation, most likely.


  “Okay, then,” Rod said. “Rehearsal tomorrow.”


  This elicited protests (“Not the day after a gig!” “Even God got a day of rest!”), although Dan didn’t express an opinion; finally—after Rod insisted, in voice-of-reason manner, that time was too short to skip a practice—they agreed to pick up tomorrow at the Corner Stop, usual time, 1:00 p.m.


  She smiled to herself, finding it reassuring and even sweet to see everybody, all these years later, relating to each other in the old ways. Unfortunately, one of those ways was Dan, their rhythm guitarist, pouting—the band’s perennial problem child.


  The musicians were now just milling, enjoying the afterglow of a good gig.


  Keith said, “What do you say to the Village Inn? I might even buy.”


  Meals at a truck stop or other all-night restaurant after a job had been standard operating procedure.


  Keith looked over and said, “Angel! You’re invited!”


  She raised a palm and smiled awkwardly. “No. No, thanks. Thank you, though!”


  Keith always was such a sweetheart. But it hurt a little that none of the other guys seconded his invitation or tried to talk her into accepting.


  Dan said, “I’ll pass.”


  Rod turned to the guitarist and said, “Aw, come on, Dan. Let’s all go, and hit Keith in the wallet. We’ll talk about the gig, go over what we screwed up, and brag on what we got right.”


  Steve said, “Yeah, Danny. Be a part of the band for a change.”


  Dan frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  The drummer leaned in. “It means you were just standing there tonight. You phoned it in, my man.”


  Dan’s eyes and nostrils flared. “Why not? With nothin’ to do but play the same three chords over and over in the simple crap we play!”


  Rod put a hand on his bandmate’s shoulder. “You played fine, Dan. Nobody lays rhythm down better.”


  Dan said nothing.


  Which maybe made Rod add, “I just wish . . . nothing.”


  “What?”


  “I wish you knew how to have a better time, man.”


  Dan’s voice cut through the night. “Better time? Maybe I would if you let me sing a damn song once in a while. Friggin’ Ringo sang more lead than I do! We’re supposed to be a group. Not your backup band, Mr. Music Teacher. Give me one measly song to sing, is all I’m asking. And, while you’re at it, throw me some damn harmony parts!”


  And the shouting match was on between the three original members, with Rod and Steve finally teaming up on Dan, while Brian and Phil just stayed out of it, trading wide-eyed expressions. A great night had somehow turned ugly.


  Steve had his face in Dan’s. “I don’t sing, either, Danny! But you don’t see me bitching about it. You know why? ’Cause I sing almost as off-key as you do!”


  Dan backed away but he pointed a finger at Rod and then at Steve, going back and forth between them. “You’re lucky I didn’t tell those media bozos the truth about you jerks! But what the hell . . . maybe I should. Find me a high rooftop and shout it to the world—the truth about their local rock ‘n’ roll heroes . . . the sleazy, disgusting things you people used to do!” He raised his hands as if in surrender. “It’s been nice. I . . . am . . . out!”


  Nobody tried to stop him, the rest of the band and Keith, too, just standing there in the parking lot, exchanging poleaxed, raised-eyebrow expressions. Somehow a group of middle-aged men had transformed themselves into the immature kids they’d been back in early college days.


  As Dan, flushed, was getting into his car, she put a hand gently on his shoulder and said, “Dan, don’t do this. You guys were so great tonight.”


  He turned to her, his eyes wild and glistening. “You of all people . . .” He shook his head. He looked like he might throw up. “. . . all I did was run camera.”


  And he got in his car and drove off.


  SIX


  Around ten thirty, the morning pleasantly cool, Keith—in a dark blue Dubuque Police sweatshirt (HONOR, INTEGRITY, PRIDE), blue jeans, and Reeboks—headed out for a walk. He braved the 240 steps down Quality Hill to Main and, having worked up an appetite (to say the least), had a late breakfast—biscuits and sawmill gravy—at the Courtyard Restaurant in the atrium of the DeSoto House Hotel.


  Then, with several things on his mind, he walked down a block to South Commerce. One thing was how he did not want to attempt all those steep steps on the walk home—he would stop by the station and beg a ride from his daughter, who took her lunch hour at one to accommodate her clerk-dispatcher’s schedule. The other was a need to follow up on something from yesterday’s Rod & the Pistons preview night at the Col.


  Catty-cornered from City Hall and across from the post office, Antiques A Go Go, with its green, yellow-trimmed facade and two front windows, took up the bottom floor of a red-brick building with the usual Victorian lack of width and surplus of length. The upper floor was, Keith knew, the apartment of owner/manager, Daniel Davies.


  Out front, on the sidewalk hugging the shop, were funky yard-art pieces—a flamingo, an old sled, a ceramic mason jar planter—and a rustic bench with a tin mime sitting on it. But in one window were pop culture artifacts—vintage movie theater standees of the guitar-slinging King (“You’ll love Elvis in Loving You”) and Jayne Mansfield (“Man! She’s the most!”) for The Girl Can’t Help It (in CinemaScope).


  And in the other window were record-store standees of a brooding cigarette-in-hand David Bowie advertising Young Americans next to Elvis Costello aiming a camera at you, hawking This Year’s Model. Between the two display windows a recessed doorway bore a sign in its glass saying VINTAGE VINYL.


  As Keith took the Bowie/Elvis Costello window in, he had that odd feeling people get when they realize they’ve been around long enough to remember things that still feel recent but have become nostalgia nonetheless. He went in, a bell over the door dinging, but owner Danny had already seen him through the window, judging by his greeting.


  “Keith, if you want that Jayne Mansfield for your bedroom,” Danny said, “I can let you have it for a cool thousand. That’s a steal, I swear.”


  The skinny proprietor—his blond hair short, his blue eyes bloodshot, pale skin face-lift taut over the bone structure of his handsome features—sat behind the counter at left. He wore a black Cyndi Lauper T-shirt (SHE’S SO UNUSUAL) and black jeans. He had a cup of coffee in his hands, as if warming them, and a Mr. Coffee going behind him.


  Keith leaned against the counter. “Slightly out of my price range, Danny. Anyway, for an original member of Hot Rod and the Pistons, isn’t that particular collectible a good calling card to have in the window?”


  Danny adjusted himself in his chair to meet Keith’s eyes, the shop owner making a little face, as if he was stiff from last night’s performance.


  He said, “Thought maybe you’d have gathered last night that I’m a little down on the Pistons.”


  Maybe so, but the rhythm guitarist had a small but prominent point-of-purchase display of the Collector’s Choice CD compiling the band’s two albums—with a handwritten card saying, “Ask for Danny Davies’s autograph!”


  Keith said, quietly sincere, “For what it’s worth, I thought you guys rocked the house last night. Don’t know what burr got under your saddle, but as an old friend . . . old fan . . . I hope you’ll reconsider quitting. Won’t be the same without you on the tour this summer.”


  Danny swallowed, shrugged, looking past Keith’s gaze.


  Keith had been in here several times—the front end of the narrow, low-ceilinged store, its aisle running down the middle, was given over to modestly kitschy midcentury modern furniture and knickknacks, with a few other older-era art deco items, chairs, tables, lamps, mixed in. A section showed off primitives and garden chic, and the front counter’s display case had vintage costume jewelry. Way in back was the pop culture stuff, the real draw of the place, including record bin after record bin of vintage LPs.


  They were alone in the shop. Early time of day, way early in the season. Even a Saturday like this was slow.


  Seeing that the conversation was going nowhere fast, Keith said, “Mind if I browse?”


  “Go for it. The vinyl’s pricey, though. I do a ton of online mail-order business. You’d be surprised the prices this stuff commands.”


  “Yeah. People are really into it these days.”


  Keith wandered back there, past several upright display cases of toys and geegaws. The walls of the pop culture room in back were lined with expensive movie posters from the ’50s on up in inexpensive frames, below which were bookcases of TV and movie tie-ins, in case reading a Partridge Family novel was your idea of a good time, and shelves of TV lunch boxes (The Six Million Dollar Man) and board games (Lost in Space).


  He was soon at one of the bins of old albums, all in clear plastic sleeves and as pricey as Danny had promised. Still, flipping through made for a pleasant time machine ride, back to when going to a music store meant finding a vast selection of artists and long-play albums whose physical size beautifully showed off cover photos and graphics, with liner notes and lyrics large enough to actually read. He was in the New Wave section and seeing familiar friends from high school and college—Devo, Blondie, the B-52s, the Cars, and on and on.


  “Always a discount,” Danny’s voice said behind him, startling him a little, “for old bandmates.”


  Keith was pausing at a Lene Lovich album from Stiff Records. He glanced at Danny. “I have a confession to make.”


  Danny’s forehead frowned and his mouth smiled. “Oh?”


  “I’m not into vinyl. I don’t even have a working turntable.”


  “Well, you’re definitely not with it, Keith.”


  The once-and-future roadie grinned. “That’s been true for a long time. But truth is, I jumped to CDs as soon as they came out. After living with pops and clicks and scratches for all those years, I was an instant convert.”


  “But the warmth of analog, man.”


  “It’s not all that warm when a record’s skipping.”


  Danny smiled. “To each his own.”


  “Always my attitude.”


  One side of Danny’s smile vanished and the remainder was sad. “Always was, wasn’t it? . . . Rick and the others weren’t nearly as cool as you, Keith.”


  “Nobody ever said that before. I always felt like the square dog hanging around with cool cats.”


  The bloodshot blue eyes locked on to him. “You never called me queer, and that was very cool.”


  “That term’s being embraced these days, isn’t it? But I don’t think I could bring myself to use it.”


  Danny’s eyebrows went up. “Well, you probably shouldn’t. Like you shouldn’t sing along with rap and hip hop.”


  “Oh, I hardly ever do.”


  They were smiling at each other when the bell dinged up front. Danny headed back that way to tend to his customers, the slender shopkeeper moving slow. Halfway there, he paused and clutched his side once. Keith wondered what that was about—loading up last night hadn’t been that rough.


  Then Keith returned to looking at old friends in the LP bin, doing that for perhaps five minutes before wandering back up front. A couple in their forties were gawking at things in the tall glassed-in display case opposite where Danny was again seated behind the counter. Maybe a minute later, they thanked him and he nodded at them as they went out.


  Danny looked at Keith, just down the counter from him. “Didn’t find anything?”


  He was at the small point-of-purchase display. “Actually, I’d like to pick up this Rod and the Pistons CD. Nice to have ’em both on one disc together. I can listen to it in the car.”


  Danny grinned. “You still have a CD player in your car? Hang on to that, man.”


  “Hey, I still have a car you start with a key. It’s turning into a museum piece, like me.”


  The shop owner chuckled. “You want some coffee?”


  “Sure.”


  “Come back around here. I got an extra chair.”


  Keith came around, got some coffee, used some creamer, sat next to his old friend. “Listen, Dan. You really ought to reconsider.”


  “You mean, play the reunion tour.”


  “Of course I mean play the reunion tour.”


  Danny wasn’t looking at him. He seemed to be staring at the display case opposite, but he wasn’t really staring at anything but his thoughts.


  “That,” Danny said, “was one sad spectacle last night.”


  Keith sipped coffee, nice and hot. “Hey, you know how it is. Things get out of hand in bands. Artistic temperaments. Nerves get rubbed raw. They didn’t mean anything by it.”


  Danny turned to Keith and gripped his sweatshirt sleeve. “No. That was my bad. I lost it. I shouldn’t have. I was calling Rod a prima donna when I was the idiot acting like one.”


  “You can smooth that over. Anyway, you have a right to want to sing a damn song now and then.”


  “Maybe. I used to sing a few in the old days. But the record company producer? Never let me do any vocals on the albums, not even backup, so maybe . . . look, Rod’s the singer. I should’ve stayed in my lane.”


  “Then just tell him that and move on.”


  He shook his head again, not hard, but shook it. “I’ll make amends to Rod, one of these days. I never really got along with Steve, but maybe I’ll patch that up enough, too, to at least be civil when we pass on Main. One of these days.”


  Keith was studying Danny like a clue he couldn’t make heads nor tails of. “I really don’t get you. This is a once-in-a-lifetime thing. Who doesn’t want to grab the chance to relive their best years, before the sands in the hourglass do their Days of Our Lives thing?”


  That got a momentary smile out of Danny. “Keith, it wasn’t the best years of my life. Oh, I had a share of fun. I enjoyed the music, playing. But you know damn well I was in the closet then. So many gay guys were. Girls, too. And men, and women. I put up forever with bastards like Rick who made cracks. Funny.”


  “Funny?”


  “I think the guys knew. Never came right out with it. But they knew. Did you know?”


  Keith shrugged. “You were gay? I figured as much. It was your business. I didn’t care. But, Danny, I never heard Rick make any remarks—”


  “You weren’t looking to hear them. And, anyway, it was mostly at rehearsal. He’d call me ‘Danny Girl,’ and he’d say just terrible things to Rod.”


  “You mean—”


  “Yeah, just outrageous ‘funny’ racist crap. He’d use the N-word like it was a joke between them. Say stuff like, ‘You know me, I call a spade a spade,’ and that kind of ‘comedy.’”


  “I never picked up on it.”


  “You remember those days. ‘Gay’ was a put-down. Nobody was afraid to use it. Watch an ’80s movie some time. I don’t mean to make a big-ass deal of it. It’s just . . . going back to that place is not my idea of a good time, plus . . . well, that’s enough of that.”


  “Plus what?”


  He sighed, and that made him grimace and touch his side again. “Plus . . . nothing.”


  “Are you okay, buddy?”


  He nodded. Sipped his coffee. Said, “Well. Really not.”


  “What’s going on, Danny?”


  He let air out; it wasn’t quite a sigh. “I’m not physically up to it. Steve was right—I was just standing there onstage last night. It was all I could do to just play my simple rhythm parts.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  Danny glanced at him. “You remember Lee?”


  “He worked with you here. I never knew whether he was a co-owner, or just . . . well, he seemed like more than an employee.”


  “He was. A lot more. We lived together upstairs for about six months. We got along fine for a while, but then he started getting crazy jealous. And I mean ‘crazy.’ If I just had a conversation with another guy, nothing flirtatious about it or anything, Lee would explode. Never in front of anybody, though. Always behind closed doors.”


  “He hurt you?”


  Danny nodded. “A lot of shoving. Finally, knocked me down and kicked me. In the side. Repeatedly. I have three broken ribs, Keith. I’m taped up like a bad ankle.”


  “Damnit, man, I’m sorry. Did you report this?”


  “No. No, no. I didn’t want Lee in jail. I just wanted him out of my apartment. And he went. I haven’t seen him since. I mean, he’s still in town, but . . . That was . . . three weeks ago.”


  Keith was leaning forward. “You did go to the hospital, surely.”


  “I did. I told them I’d fallen down the stairs. I was in three days.” He sat forward, grimaced again and he looked at Keith. “You’re not a police officer anymore, Keith. Don’t you go reporting this. Once it’s reported, the genie’s out of the bottle.”


  “Well, I think this genie’s ass should be in jail.”


  “Maybe. But it’s not what I want.” Carefully, he sat back. “I’d hoped this reunion with the band would be just the thing for me. But it turns out I’m not in shape for it. Not physically.”


  “How about otherwise?”


  “You mean, mentally? Emotionally? Well, I’m bummed out, all right. But I’m working through it. I thought I loved Lee. I mean, I did love him. But I don’t love him now and don’t want to be his or anybody’s punching bag.”


  Keith put a hand on Danny’s shoulder. “Listen, if you talk to Rod . . . never mind Steve . . . but I know Rod will understand. Sounds like he went through the same thing with Rick that you did, so he’ll be sympathetic. You don’t have to jump around onstage. Be the quiet cool one. Just stand there and play those chords.”


  “All three of them?”


  “All three.” Keith patted the shoulder. “Give it some thought. If you need to talk, let me know. I’m not hard to find.”


  “Okay. Thank you, Keith. I’ll keep that in mind.”


  Keith came around and plucked one of the Pistons CDs from the little cardboard point-of-purchase display. “I don’t have a grand for Jayne, but I’ve got the ten bucks you’re asking for this . . . if you’ll sign it to me.”


  Danny got up, slowly. “This is on the house, Keith. Consider it your pay for helping load out last night.”


  Danny got the CD wrapper off quickly—a skill Keith wouldn’t have minded mastering—and used a Sharpie to sign it boldly to the band’s favorite roadie. Then Danny tucked the CD insert back in its place and handed it to Keith.


  “Thanks, Danny.”


  “Thank you, Keith.”


  Outside, Keith paused to remove the CD insert and see what his friend had written.


  To Keith—


  Square but cool.


  Danny Davies


  “Hot Rod & the Pistons.”


  It was signed and dated.


  At that moment, Keith had no idea how much that would come to mean to him.


  SEVEN


  In this instance, she did consider murder an option.


  Obviously an unfortunate one, and definitely a “plan B,” because this individual was someone she liked. Liked quite a bit back in the day, and even now liked well enough not to love the possibility of what might have to be done.


  After all, Danny Davies was probably the member of the band she knew best of the remaining original (and replacement) Pistons, the only one who rated more than just a smile and nod or maybe “hello” on the street.


  She’d even been in his shop a few times, and on one occasion had bought a chrome metal art deco desk lamp. The lamp had been expensive, but he gave her a generous discount and threw in a signed copy of that CD with the two Pistons albums on it (she was too polite to tell him she already had one).


  When she draped a white linen tea towel over the handful of her back-pain medication on the cutting board in her kitchen, and pounded the pharmaceuticals into powder, she truly hoped she would not have to employ the pulverized pills. But that didn’t stop her from using the edge of a carving knife to brush the particles into a small glassine envelope, the size they put stamps in, which she put in her purse.


  She waited till after the lunch hour to drop by, after sitting in her car in a nearby parking lot for half an hour, watching to see if any customers went in or came out. Right away she’d seen Keith Larson exit—not surprising, the band’s old one-man road crew dropping by after last night’s gig. Maybe to try to talk the Pistons’ rhythm guitarist out of quitting, after the outbursts at load out.


  After that no one else entered. This was a slow time of day, and of the year.


  Danny was sitting reading Antique Trader magazine behind the counter at her left as she entered, her big purse over her shoulder. A small boom box was playing Queen, the track with David Bowie—“Under Pressure.” The handsome but rather haggard-looking blond shop owner lowered the magazine and looked up at her somewhat quizzically and managed a sort of smile.


  He said, “I bet you’re here looking for an apology.”


  She smiled back. “What on earth for?”


  His bloodshot blue eyes looked up at her in chagrin. “For how I behaved last night. You deserve an apology. I was a jerk.”


  She leaned against the counter and gave him the most winning smile she could summon. “Don’t be silly. C’mon, we go way back. If we can’t cut each other a little slack, who can?”


  “I guess.” The smile remained but faded a little and his eyes tightened. “Listen, I was going to call you later today.”


  She did her best not to react. “You were?”


  He tossed the magazine on a little desk at his right. “Yes . . . but I hadn’t quite got the nerve up.”


  “For what?”


  He looked past her, thinking. Finally he said, “Business is nonexistent today. Turn the sign around in the door to ‘Closed,’ would you?”


  “Well . . . sure.”


  She did that. Threw the lock, too.


  When she turned back to him, he was on his feet. There was something sad about a fifty-something ex-rocker in a Cyndi Lauper T-shirt.


  “Let’s go in back,” he said. “There’s a little reading table in my pop culture room where we can sit and talk. Would you like some coffee?” A Mr. Coffee was perking on the desk next to him.


  “Please.”


  “Sugar? Creamer?”


  “No. Black is fine.”


  He filled two Fire-King jadeite cups and handed her one, the aroma pleasant, then doctored his with creamer and sugar. He rose, nodded toward the back, and led the way past display cases of costume jewelry on the left, 1950s atomic tables and such to the right, and some art deco furniture that was probably too hip for most of his tourist clientele. She’d seen many of these same pieces the last time she’d been in here, months ago.


  Danny was moving slow and once he paused and touched his side; he was breathing kind of hard. What was that about?


  Soon they were settled on hard chairs at a leather-top wooden card table; reading material was stacked there for the pleasure of his patrons—back issues of Antique Trader, Films of the Golden Age, and Goldmine, the record collector magazine.


  The faces of movie stars in framed vintage posters stared at her, Marilyn Monroe and James Dean and Steve McQueen and Raquel Welch, and while most were smiling, she felt something accusatory in their expressions. A number of the posters were from vintage rock ‘n’ roll movies, with Elvis and Chuck Berry and Bill Haley and His Comets joining her accusers.


  Just barely she could hear “Staying Power,” the Queen CD starting up again toward the front.


  Nearby were back-to-back bins, stretching the length of the room, bringing to mind the record shops of her youth. More faces stared at her from those bins, many beaming and happy, and yet creepy somehow—Julie London and Dean Martin, Bobby Darin and Brenda Lee, Mick Jagger and John-Paul-Ringo-George, Herman’s Hermits and the Zombies, Human League and the Pretenders.


  He drank from the coffee cup. Drank, not sipped—a nice gulp. Then he said, “I shouldn’t have snapped at you last night. You’re a victim in all this.”


  “I don’t see myself as a victim.”


  His mouth pursed in a smile. “That’s healthy. But you were taken advantage of, particularly by that louse Rick. Hey, we both know he was a hell of a guitar player, and charismatic? Blew the rest of the band off the stage, back then. Even Rod, and he was the front man!”


  “I suppose,” she said, “Rick took advantage of all of us, in a way. But as for me? Sexually?” That was a hard word to get out. “He didn’t rape me or anything. I was consenting. I was of age. So let’s not go there.”


  “You have a very mature way of looking at it.”


  She smiled a little. “Well, at my age, I better be mature. Why were you going to call me? To apologize? Not necessary.”


  “Not that. Well . . . that, but also . . .” He seemed embarrassed. “Look. Angel. Neither one of us has forgotten that little party we had, all those years ago.”


  Her grin was probably too big. “Really? How can you forget what you never remembered? I was pretty wasted that night.”


  “As I recall of those days? You mostly just got high. Weed, beer. I don’t remember you doing pills or lines or anything.”


  “Well . . . you’re right. I didn’t. Hardly ever, anyway.”


  He shrugged a shoulder and opened a hand. “I don’t know whether you were roofied that night or were just high or in the bag or, hell, just into it. But we both know it got out of hand. I mean, I didn’t participate!”


  “You had other tastes, Danny.”


  “You knew that, even then?”


  Her shrug was tiny. “A girl knows. Nothing more frustrating than a beautiful man who has zero interest in you.”


  They both laughed some. Not a lot. Some.


  “You’re doing well,” he said.


  “I’m doing fine. A daughter and a son, grown and happy and gone. See them now and then. No grandkids yet.”


  “That’ll come. Has there been anyone since your husband died?”


  “No. Not really.”


  “Been a while since he passed, hasn’t it?”


  “Five years.”


  “But his business is alive and well.”


  “Yes it is.”


  “Flourishing, I understand.”


  “You could say that.” She grinned, definitely too big. “I’m not exactly rolling in it, but, yeah . . . we’re doing fine. Business is fine.”


  He rolled his eyes. “I wish I could say the same.”


  “Oh?” She suspected Danny’s pop culture take on antiques wasn’t working in a town whose nostalgia had more to do with General Grant than Paul McCartney.


  “My online business is building,” he said. “Sell a lot of vinyl that way. I think if I could invest in that more, buy private collections and increase my stock, I could really get this thing going.”


  “Well, I wish you the best. This is outside my area of expertise, of course.”


  “I understand that.” He sat forward, held her eyes with his. “But I know what I’m doing. See, I’m not asking for a handout. This isn’t blackmail.”


  The corner had been turned.


  “What,” she asked, “isn’t blackmail?”


  He leaned back. Sighed. “I need an influx of cash. As I say, to buy more collectible stock. To keep this store going and maybe vary my merchandise here, to make it more palatable to the Galena tourist market.” His eyes sought hers again. “You could be my silent partner.”


  “And you’d be mine? Staying silent about what exactly?”


  Now the eyes looked away. “I hate to even get into it.”


  “Force yourself.”


  He gulped more coffee. Then: “I saw you that night.”


  “What night? Saw what?”


  “Arnolds Park.” He raised his palms as if in surrender. “Hey, I didn’t see anything. Nothing that happened inside that cottage. But I was staying at the West Wind, too. I saw you and Rick in what must have been your car. You pulled around and through the parking lot and over to his cottage.”


  Queen was doing “Body Language” up at the front of the shop.


  “Oh,” she said. “Well, I was there awhile, yes. Didn’t stay the night.”


  He wasn’t looking at her. “I don’t know what you did. I don’t want to know. My reaction at the time was a weird mix . . . disgust, melancholy—it made me sad and a little sick that, after everything that went down, back then? You were willing to be with him again. I don’t necessarily mean ‘be’ in the sexual sense, but even just to . . . hang out with that lout again. Hell, at the induction concert, I didn’t even like being onstage with him!”


  “I can see that.”


  He leaned back in his chair, kept his voice low. “But you were with him that night. And you didn’t come forward. So I’m thinking that maybe that might not’ve been a heart attack. That maybe you . . . did something to him.”


  “Are you accusing me?”


  “No! Well . . . sort of. The thing you have to understand is . . . I don’t care. I don’t care what you did or didn’t do to that creep. Somehow Rick finally got what he deserved and I’m fine with that. I don’t know if you hated him or not, but I did. If you were responsible for his death, I don’t care. Hell, I applaud you. You need to believe that.”


  She thought about that. Should she keep denying it? Why?


  So she said, “All right. But are you saying you need money from me, not to care? How much?”


  His head went to one side, as if this kind of talk was mildly painful or distasteful, if necessary. “We can discuss that. And if you don’t want to invest—and you really should, we can do very well in the vintage vinyl field—we could make it a loan. A no-interest loan, but a loan.”


  She remained calm. “Okay. All right. We can discuss that. But just because I didn’t come forward after Rick’s heart attack, and let the world know I was with him, in the run-up to it? That doesn’t mean I killed him.”


  “That’s right, it doesn’t.” He sat forward again. “But your reputation would be at risk, even so.” He frowned, shook his head, not angry—frustrated. Embarrassed. “Please don’t put me in this position. Let’s not make this dirty, or sleazy.”


  But blackmail always was both of those things, wasn’t it?


  “Let’s not,” she agreed. “But there’s something you should know.”


  “Which is?”


  She scooched forward. “Last night, you said you were running camera, at that ancient . . . party. Did you know Rick had the tape with him and was planning to show it to the guys? For old times and laughs?”


  He shook his head firmly. “No. I didn’t. Rick didn’t invite me, if he really invited anybody. Maybe it was just him being an asshole and trying to make you feel bad.”


  “Maybe. But he had the tape, all right. And he gave it to me, when I asked for it.”


  Danny said nothing, but his eyes told the story: he knew Rick would not have handed over that tape out of the goodness of his heart. Either she had paid him blackmail for it, or she really was responsible for Rick’s death and had then searched the cottage for it and found it.


  Which she had.


  “As you might guess,” she said, cool, confident, “I destroyed that tape.”


  Which she also had.


  He was looking at her, his eyes practically screaming, You killed him, then destroyed it, you mean!


  But Danny only said, “I don’t blame you. Whatever Rick got, he deserved. Whatever you did, or didn’t do, I’m fine with. Do you understand?”


  “I do.”


  “There’s something you should know, though.”


  “What?”


  “I ran camera, like I said. And I have it.”


  “Have what?”


  “The master tape.”


  She said nothing. Sipped her coffee, which was still warm.


  “Listen,” he said, “it’s yours.”


  “If I invest.”


  “Let’s not look at it that way. It’s an opportunity for you. Take the damn thing. There are no copies. You are on the tape, but I shot the stupid thing! In today’s climate, I’d be seen as worse than you. And that’s how it should be.”


  She sighed. “Do you have anything you can show me to demonstrate the kind of money you’re getting in your online business? How much all this vinyl is going for? What you’re realizing?”


  He’d perked up at that. “Certainly. Would you like to see it? We can go up front.”


  She frowned, concern, not anger. “If we’re silent partners, maybe we shouldn’t be seen through your front window going through the books.”


  “Good point,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”


  He went off, moving quickly, perhaps too quickly, because she heard him groan once. Something was hurting him. A health problem of some kind. It would not be bothering him for long.


  She got the tiny glassine envelope from her purse and poured the granules of succinylcholine into his half-drunk coffee. She stirred it in with her finger, which she dried off with a tissue, also from her purse.


  He returned with a ledger in his hands and rested it on the table. She almost smiled—anyone younger would have brought a laptop or tablet; but Danny lived in yesterday. The book took up considerable space as he spread it open and ran his finger down the figures and began explaining things to her. She pretended to listen. He did this for about a minute before pausing to gulp his coffee.


  He returned to his explanation of the ledger, but within a minute or so, the drug began taking effect. His head came up and he looked at her, alarmed, and then he began to twitch all over, still seated while he did the same pre-death dance Rick had, a jerky thing any punk rocker back in the day might have envied. It sent him tumbling onto the floor, landing on his back, arms outstretched as if he wanted a hug, legs still in the knees-in-the-air position they’d been in while he was sitting down.


  The dance didn’t last long, though, as full muscular paralysis quickly set in, leaving Danny unable to speak or even blink or, more to the point, breathe. But he remained wide awake, unable to do anything but feel himself suffocate.


  She didn’t care to watch this, so she gathered the coffee cups and took them into the storeroom beyond the pop culture area. The restroom was back here and she’d used it on a prior trip, so she knew what to expect. Into the sink she emptied the coffee cups, then washed them out. On the other side of the storeroom, a door was open on a stairwell to the apartment above, and she went up the steps to see if the door was unlocked. It was, which was nice, because that meant she didn’t have to go fishing in his pockets or rummaging around elsewhere for a key.


  Then she returned to her purse, which she’d left on the chair, and dug out the cotton garden gloves she’d brought along. She snugged them on and went about the place, rubbing any surfaces she’d touched, though she’d already been careful not to go throwing fingerprints around.


  Throughout all this, Danny—on his back, like an upended beetle (near a poster of Hard Day’s Night, as it happened)—remained frozen, knees-up-Mother-Brown and arms outstretched and still wanting that hug. She was finishing her cleanup task when he relaxed, his muscular paralysis over, meaning he was finally dead (it had taken maybe five minutes) and his corpse looked natural now, for a corpse, knees down, arms sprawled.


  She was sorry. A little sorry, anyway. Danny wasn’t a bad person, like Rick. But he was flawed, certainly. If he hadn’t tried to blackmail her—and, let’s face it, that was no business opportunity, that was no “loan,” but sheer unadulterated blackmail—he might be alive now.


  From her purse she took the coil of nylon rope. This she rested on the table. She pulled one of the chairs over, near where Danny stared up at her, and climbed onto the seat and, with her gloved hands, pushed a ceiling tile aside to get access to the beamed ceiling.


  What came next was an effort. Thank God she’d taken her back-pain meds beforehand. She got him up off the floor and sat him in the chair, under the dangling rope. This was awkward, and though he was skinny, he was heavy enough for this to be like dealing with a big bag of sand. She had already formed a noose at home, and this she looped around his neck. With both hands, she yanked on the rope, levering him up and off the chair, which she nudged aside. He was well off the ground when she got back up on the chair and secured the rope over the beam, so that the rope would hold him there, sufficiently off the ground. It was hard, exhausting, even painful work, but it had to be done. She climbed down and kicked the chair over, as if Danny had done that himself.


  Hands on her hips, she looked up at him, appraising her work. She no longer felt bad about it. The effort had been grueling enough to override that and, anyway, he’d manned the camera, hadn’t he?


  She went upstairs into his apartment, to look for the master tape.


  EIGHT


  When the call came in, Krista and her father were still at lunch at Vinny Vanucchi’s in the cozy dining room upstairs with its traditional red-and-white tablecloths and vintage photos of long-gone Italianos. Half of the handful of tables were taken up and they got a few glances from the other diners. With her in uniform and her dad in his Dubuque PD sweatshirt and jeans, they looked like two very different cops, though really they had a lot in common.


  Right now they were sharing a big bowl of salad and some garlic bread, ordering no pasta to follow, Krista working to stay trim (with the restaurant’s trademark garlic bread the only splurge), Pop already having had a big meal today—breakfast, after foolhardily braving all those steps down Quality Hill.


  She clicked off her phone and looked across at her father, who was finishing up a plate of the delicious salad with its tart Italian dressing and generous fresh Parmesan.


  “That was Booker,” she said. “He’s already headed over there.”


  “Where?”


  She answered with another question. “What frame of mind was Dan Davies in?”


  He had told her briefly and in passing about trying unsuccessfully to get the original Pistons rhythm guitarist not to step down from the coming reunion tour.


  Pop frowned, a bite of salad on his fork paused in midair. “A little down, I’d say. Why do you ask?”


  “You must not have cheered him up any,” she said. “He’s killed himself.”


  In her unmarked dark blue Toyota, making the short trip to Antiques A Go Go, she got a more detailed recap of the conversation between her father and Dan Davies.


  “This recent breakup with Lee Jeffries,” she said. “How depressed over that did Dan seem?”


  “It was an ugly breakup,” he said.


  “Dan despondent?”


  “Not that I picked up on. Maybe I misread him. He didn’t seem like the gun-owner type, but you never know.”


  “Didn’t shoot himself, Pop.”


  “Not pills, surely. Hardly time for that since I saw him.” His eyes were on his daughter. “What, did he hang himself?”


  “You’re a detective.”


  “Sometimes I wish I weren’t.”


  Neither mentioned that Keith Larson was a retired detective, and that Krista could have dropped him off at home before going to the scene. But that never occurred to either Larson, nor did having her non-departmental employee father wait in the car while his daughter checked out the situation.


  Her father asked, “Any note?”


  “Not that’s been found.”


  They parked in front of the post office, put on latex gloves taken from a glove compartment that had finally earned its name, and headed together across the street. They had no traffic to wade through. The tourists would come to Galena in full force soon, but just a trickle so far.


  One of her people, Officer Wendell Clemson—mustached, a onetime Galena High football tackle, today a nicely imposing presence—stood outside by the door. A Ford Explorer, white with blue trim and GALENA POLICE markings, was pulled up sideways nearby, blocking several angled parking places.


  Clemson, a thumb in his duty belt, said, “Chief” and, as they approached, added, “Mr. Larson,” with a nod.


  Since the Class Reunion Murders, as everyone around here now referred to them, and her father’s role in that case, nobody was surprised to see him around. And he did drop by Krista’s office fairly frequently, often for them to have lunch together as they had today. But, really, her dad hadn’t been involved in any Galena PD business since then.


  Krista planted herself before her officer and she didn’t have to ask a question—Clemson went right into it.


  “Twenty minutes ago a local called this in,” he said, and gave Krista the name of the woman, who she was familiar with—a travel agent in town.


  Clemson went on: “She phoned from her car. Pretty spooked by what she saw.”


  Krista said, “Which was?”


  “Well,” Clemson said, “she had a box of old record albums in her trunk to show to Davies. He buys old records. Bought. She had an appointment with him. When she got over here, with her box of albums in her arms, the place was locked up, ‘Closed’ sign in the door. First reaction was irritation, but then when she bent down and looked in the window, she could see him in there. The shop guy. Davies.”


  Krista said, “Saw him.”


  “Yeah. Not much of a look, ’cause he’s way at the rear of the store. But enough to get the idea, and really throw her for a loop. She just hauled those old records back to her car and left.”


  “You’ve called for an ambulance?”


  The officer shook his head. “No rush. He’s past needing a siren.”


  That was too flip for her taste, but Krista knew cops were prone to gallows humor, the term at once appropriate and inappropriate here.


  Clemson was saying, “Haven’t even cut him down yet. East Dubuque’s been called, of course.”


  The Jo Daviess County Coroner’s Office was in nearby East Dubuque, Illinois, just across the Mississippi River bridge from Dubuque, Iowa.


  She asked, “Any ETA on the coroner?”


  Clemson said, “Should be here within the hour, they say. Booker’s in there taking pictures.”


  She nodded. “We’ll join him.”


  “Yes, Chief.”


  Clemson opened the door for them—it had been forced open, so that didn’t take much doing—and Krista led the way down the long central aisle through the funky antiques, her father following.


  Arms and legs slack, Danny Davies in his black Cyndi Lauper T-shirt and jeans was hanging by the neck from a nylon rope looped and secured around a beam that had been exposed by pushing a ceiling tile up and over and out of the way. A hardwood chair was on its side, apparently kicked aside by the suicide. He was only about three feet off the floor.


  Booker, in a black suit and looking appropriately like a casual undertaker—his blue-and-white-striped tie loose around his neck, a noose that would do no damage—was pausing between pictures, leaning against the back-to-back bins of old LPs.


  The big African American often wore a sorrowful look and right now was certainly no exception. He had in his big hands a Nikon D5100, a digital single-lens reflex camera. Cell phone photos made for unacceptable crime scene evidence—you needed a camera with twelve megapixels or more, plus image sensors and manual exposure settings. That’s what it took to produce photographs that could be enlarged to sixteen by twenty inches for court exhibits.


  Booker’s mellow, seen-it-all baritone intoned, “You consultin’ on this, Keith? Doesn’t seem like much to do here.”


  They were gathered around the suspended corpse as if it were some bizarre mobile art piece; around them famous faces stared, many of them with big movie-poster smiles that were undimmed by this death.


  Krista answered for her father. “Pop’s potentially a material witness, if this isn’t a suicide.” She turned to him. “You were in this shop talking to the victim, what, ninety minutes before this must have happened?”


  Her father said, “About that, yeah. Didn’t look at my watch.”


  Booker’s attention went from the corpse to Krista, then to the former police detective. “Material witness? . . . You two think this isn’t a suicide, Keith?”


  Looking dour, he said, “I don’t have to tell you the rule, Booker.”


  All death inquiries should be conducted as homicide investigations until the facts prove differently.


  “I know the rule,” Booker said, not at all defensive about it. “You spend much time with Davies on this visit, Keith?”


  “Maybe half an hour.”


  “State of mind? Fit the suicide profile, you think?”


  He shrugged. “Hard call. Dan and his boyfriend broke up recently.”


  “Acrimonious?”


  Her father nodded toward the suspended corpse, whose presence loomed over all. “If you check under that T-shirt, you’ll find he’s taped up for three broken ribs. Courtesy of his ex’s shoe. So, yeah. Acrimonious.”


  Booker and Krista exchanged glances. That information spoke to suicide, all right, but just as much to murder.


  “If we’re looking at a staged scene,” Krista said, “that could mean Davies was dead before that rope went around his neck. Already strangled, or possibly poisoned.”


  Her father said to Booker, “You’re probably going to want to ask for an autopsy.”


  That meant sending the body to the Winnebago County Coroner’s Office in Rockford, where such procedures were handled. And her pop’s “probably” was just a courtesy of one cop not telling another cop what to do.


  Booker said, “I’ll clear that with our county coroner, but yeah. For one thing, lividity might tell us right away if the body’s been moved.”


  Krista was no forensics expert. But every cop knew that postmortem lividity, or livor mortis, indicated the settling of blood in the lowest portion of a dead body. That when the heart stopped functioning, blood settled due to gravity, leaving a bruised effect.


  Her father shook his head. “Don’t think so. Davies died right here in this shop, not long after I saw him. My guess is, in this very room. His body would had to’ve been on the floor for a good twenty minutes for lividity to give away the body being moved.”


  Krista said to Booker, “You’ve called ISP Crime Scene Services.”


  It wasn’t a question.


  “Oh yeah,” Booker said. “They’ll be droppin’ by with all the toys.”


  The Galena PD had no forensics; the Illinois State Police would need to work the crime scene.


  Booker asked Keith, “What about the ex?”


  “Lee Jeffries. I think he’s a waiter at the Green Street Tavern.”


  That was just up the block and across the street, attached to the DeSoto House Hotel.


  Krista said, “Have him rounded up, Booker. Bring him in for questioning. Would you be offended if I did the interview?”


  “If I were,” the big man said, “I wouldn’t tell you. Rumor is you’re the chief. Look, if this turns out to be a homicide, I would gladly bounce the whole damn deal over to you. Maybe Keith could consult again. I got three child abuse cases on my desk and two domestics, one very damn nasty.”


  Booker was the best child abuse investigator in the state.


  “That’s a deal,” Krista said. “I don’t know if Pop is up for consulting . . .”


  “I’d be happy,” her father said, not looking at all happy, “to get in on this. If the chief here wants me.”


  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Krista said. “But even if this turns out to be suicide plain and simple, and doesn’t require too much of your attention, Booker . . . I still need to stay on top of it. Daniel Davies was in the Pistons, you know, and this tragedy will throw a very dark shadow over their reunion and our Music Fest.”


  Booker had started nodding halfway through that. “Chief, I knew Danny. He forgot more about rock and soul than I ever knew! And I definitely do not like standing here with his poor damn dead body dangling like a frickin’ side of beef. Off duty, I play with two of those Piston boys over at the Corner Stop, remember.”


  “I know,” Krista said. “Like I said, you were great the other night.”


  Big shoulders shrugged. “So, yeah, sure, I will hand this off to you if it’s a homicide. Why not? You solved two of the biggest homicide cases this area ever saw.”


  She smiled a little in her dad’s direction. “I had some help.”


  “You did. You did at that. But while I’m fine with goin’ off and takin’ care of the business I already got on my plate, don’t you two hesitate to call me in off the bench.”


  Krista almost laughed—that mixed metaphor called into question which plate Booker was invoking, a meal or home base—but the dangling Piston discouraged that.


  Her dad said, “Danny lived upstairs. Has anybody checked it out up there yet?”


  “No,” Booker said. “You two wanna take a tiptoe through? You can get there by the stairs off the back room.”


  “You want us to put booties on or anything?”


  Booker shook his head, then, only half kidding, he said, “Not unless when you peek in there, you see blood or bodily fluids on the floor. And I kinda think the action is confined to this area. Could be wrong, though.”


  “Never know,” her father said.


  Krista had not been at this nearly as long as her father or for that matter Booker Jackson; but she had already learned that you never did know what you might encounter in this line of work. Particularly at a crime scene.


  Krista said to her detective, “When you’ve got what you need for photos, get him down. Need any help?”


  Booker shook his head. “No, Deitch is on the back door in the alley. I’ll volunteer him.”


  Krista and her father went into the storeroom, where the lights were already on, found the door open to the second-floor stairs, and headed up, Krista taking the lead. Midway in the stairwell, she glanced back at him and, heel of her hand on the butt of her holstered Glock 21, her eyes asked a question.


  He nodded, and she got out the gun.


  The odds that she might need the weapon were long, but this was suicide with quotes around it, meaning the possibility of homicide made taking precautions prudent.


  They came up into a kitschy ’50s-style kitchen—all pink and mint green and pale yellow—but everything was topsy-turvy, with clear signs of a frantic, even frenzied search, furniture turned over, upper cabinet doors open, contents scattered on the floor, open under the sink, too, with cleaning products scattered. Flung here and there were colorful dishware and bowls.


  It was like Pee-wee Herman’s Playhouse suffered a home invasion.


  With the Glock held out before her, she raised an arm and glanced back at her father, barely whispering, almost mouthing, “Let me clear it first.”


  He stayed in the doorway.


  She cautiously explored the apartment—laid out like a boxcar, echoing the shop downstairs, starting with this kitchen. As she went, she carefully checked potential hiding places, including closets and even under the bed, in the next boxcar down the line, a bedroom all in shades of green with blond furniture.


  It must have been something to behold before it got upended.


  Two throw pillows from the bed were gutted and on the floor—white with black trim, a drawing of Fabian on one and Frankie Avalon on the other, both slit through their smiling faces. Two velvet paintings of shirtless Polynesian men were on the floor, the paper covering the backs of the framed artwork torn away. Dresser drawers were dumped, their contents gone through. A closet door was open, the clothing on hangers tossed. The contents of the upper shelf, hats, scarves, were pitched, too.


  A green-and-pink-tiled bathroom off the bedroom had a tub with shower curtain, behind which no one was waiting, not even Anthony Perkins with a knife, though her reflection in the mirror over a ’30s-era deco sink did startle her for a moment.


  Glock still at the ready, she moved slowly into the spacious living room. About half of it was in ransacked disarray, but then—curiously—the other half was intact.


  “Clear!” she called.


  She waited in the living room till her father joined her. He was looking around, his eyebrows up as he took it all in, an impressive collection of midcentury camp, even in this trashed state.


  All around them were pieces of furniture that had likely walked through the door of the shop below, even better and more desirable than that merchandise—the coolest ’50s items, a boomerang coffee table here, an amoeba-shaped table there. Coats and such were dumped out of the front closet, which had a ’50s-style sliding door. Framed geometric modern art prints and the covers of the two Pistons LPs autographed by everybody in the band had gone from the walls to the hardwood floor.


  Yet some of the furniture remained untouched: a gondola-style sofa, its blond three-tier end tables, and several fiberglass molded chairs—all these remained upright, like miraculous mobile homes that somehow survived the tornado that took all their neighbors.


  “Remember, earlier,” he said, “when you called me a detective? Well, I must be one. Because I can tell somebody was looking for something.”


  “You are good,” Krista said.


  “Now you tell me why they stopped searching midway through this room.”


  She frowned. “Did we interrupt somebody?”


  Her father was already at the front windows, looking down the street. “Doubtful. They could’ve gone out the front way, here, but not without Officer Clemson stopping them.”


  “What then?” Then, eyes popping, she answered her own question: “Duh! They found what they were looking for. But what?”


  He was over at the coat closet now. He was down on his knees. “Check this out.”


  She came over. Knelt. He was pointing to a place in the back on the floor where he had found a loose piece in the wainscoting. It revealed a cubbyhole about seven inches wide and three inches deep—an empty cubbyhole.


  “Whatever they were looking for,” he said, “was small enough to hide in here . . . and, yes, they did find it.”


  NINE


  When Keith and his daughter returned from upstairs, Booker had finished taking photos and the remains of Daniel Davies had been cut down—above the knot, maintaining its evidentiary value—and laid out on the floor, to await a body bag.


  Booker said, “No sign of the coroner yet. Anything upstairs?”


  “We may have a homicide here,” Krista said. “Place was tossed. Somebody looking for something.”


  “Which,” Keith said, “they found,” and reported on the wainscoting hiding place.


  Krista said to her detective, “Rick Jonsen died of an apparent heart attack Labor Day weekend. Found floating in a hot tub. Call the Arnolds Park PD and see what you can find out.”


  Booker squinted skeptically at her. “What do a heart attack and a suicide have to do with each other?”


  Krista’s expression was bland but her words weren’t. “If this isn’t a suicide, maybe the heart attack was something else, too. We have two dead members of the same rock group here, Booker. Why, do you like coincidences?”


  Big hands came up in surrender mode. “Not one damn little bit.”


  Keith said, “We want to know who found him, and whether the Arnolds Park PD viewed it as a suspicious death. Was there an autopsy, the whole nine yards.”


  Krista added, “And see where the late Rick Jonsen ended up. I don’t recall a funeral locally.”


  Booker was squinting again, but the skepticism was gone. “Ran his latest rock group out of Des Moines, I believe. Called it the Rick Jonsen Experience, if I remember right.”


  Keith said, “I don’t imagine there was much chance Jimi Hendrix sued him over it.”


  “Well,” Krista said, “find out what they did with him. If there wasn’t an autopsy, we may need an exhumation. May need one in any case.”


  Booker cocked his head. “Might be gettin’ ahead of ourselves, Chief.” He indicated the body on the floor, rope still around its neck. “Maybe oughta wait for this autopsy.”


  She shook her head. “We may be a small town, Detective Jackson, but we can walk and chew gum at the same time.”


  Booker grinned at Keith. “She’s callin’ me ‘Detective Jackson’ now. That seem like a good sign to you?”


  Keith said, “Not at all.” He turned to his daughter. “I don’t know to what extent, if any, I’m going to be involved in this . . . other than to provide a statement about the time I spent this morning with Dan Davies. But right now I’m going to suggest I accompany you to the Corner Stop, and not for a drink on duty.”


  She was thinking. “The Pistons should be rehearsing there right now.”


  “They need to be informed of this,” Keith said. “And we need to see how they take it.”


  Keith and Krista walked to the Corner Stop at Main and Perry, and were a block away when the muffled “Girl Can’t Help It” emanating from the place began making itself heard.


  At just before two o’clock on a Saturday in May, the downtown Galena sidewalks had some foot traffic, tourists starting to show up, though not in the droves to come. Nonetheless, strollers would pause appreciatively at the window where the band, its back to them, was rocking, the visitors eventually moving on to buy caramel corn at the All American Popcorn Store, perhaps, or a six-pack of soda pop at Root Beer Revelry.


  The sign at the angled entry said CLOSED but the door was unlocked, and Keith and Krista went on in. Everyone in the band saw them and gave them big smiles and continued playing and, in Rod’s case, singing.


  The guys were in jeans and T-shirts emblazoned with the names and sometimes faces of other bands—Rod had on a gray T-shirt with the logo of the ’60s rock group, Love, whose lead singer had also been African American. Silver fox Steve’s tee was white with the bull’s-eye logo of the Who, whose great drummer, Keith Moon, made that a logical choice. Dark-haired Brian wore a black Vanilla Fudge T-shirt with the four floating heads of the band, including his favorite bass player, Tim Bogert. Only cue ball–noggin Phil was wearing a Hot Rod & the Pistons tee—dark blue with the logo and a pic in which both Rick and Dan were still alive, cocky, and well.


  Keith and Krista positioned themselves in front of the postage-stamp stage and took the music in with smiles—there would be time enough for smiles to be in short supply—and Keith was struck by how good the group sounded as a four-piece. The lack of a rhythm guitar appeared to have hurt very little, though Steve’s drumming seemed a trifle sluggish.


  The club had the lights up and revealed itself as the slightly dingy dive it really was, chairs on tables with their legs up like tired chorus girls. From the back somewhere trundled Donna, probably fresh from a smoke in the alley, again in a Corner Stop T-shirt and jeans, shortish yellow-brown hair permed, her broad face, which was still almost pretty despite some hard years, wearing a big smile.


  Krista whispered, close enough to her father’s ear to get her remark in over the music, “She’s in a better mood than last time.”


  He looked at her quizzically.


  His daughter leaned in again. “She was pissed she’d been left off the guest list for the Col preview.”


  “I saw her there last night.”


  “After I got her on that list.”


  Donna came up to them. “Boys are pretty good, don’t you think? Phil sounds better than my ex ever did, meaning no disrespect to the dearly departed.”


  Nobody figured Donna had shed many tears over the loss of hubby Rick.


  “They’re doing fine,” Keith said, working his voice over the finish of the song.


  From the stage, which was only up a foot off the floor, Rod said into the mic, giving his words a voice of God quality, “Didn’t you Larsons get enough of this last night? Keith, my man, where were you when we loaded in today?”


  “Sorry,” Keith said with a quick grin. “Please don’t dock me.”


  Steve, from behind his drum kit, laughing, said, “We’d have to pay you first to do that.”


  Rod asked, “Any requests? You two probably know what’s on our list as well as we do. Maybe better.”


  Krista called out, “I was hoping you fellas could take five! We need to go over some things.”


  Everybody was still smiling, but those smiles were quickly fading—this young woman was the chief of police, after all. The guitarists put their instruments on stands, Steve rested his sticks on his snare, and Rod—who always stood as he played—came out from behind the twin keyboard setup.


  As they came down off the stage, Donna asked them, “Beers?”


  The guys all thought that was a good idea, but Keith and Krista passed. The musicians took chairs around a big round table that had room for Keith and Krista, too. A seat was open next to Brian, and Krista took it, which of course did not surprise her father. That left a chair for Keith next to Steve, who gave him an anxious look. The drummer’s eyes were red—not in the bloodshot, post-tears way Danny’s had been, earlier—but in a manner that went well with the familiar skunk-like scent that the drummer brought with him.


  Keith knew Steve was into that years ago, but was unaware the drummer still partook. They did not hang out, after all. And he found almost comical Steve’s obvious unease at having ended up sitting next to a cop. With medical marijuana in Illinois legal, and recreational legislation in the works, ex-cop Keith could not have cared less.


  Still, he filed the information away. If Steve had staged that suicide, and shaken down Dan’s apartment, might he not choose to chill out before band practice?


  For now, though, this was Krista’s show.


  They waited till Donna delivered the mugs of Blue Moon on tap and Krista suggested the bar owner pull up a chair and join them, which she did.


  “I have sad, troubling news,” Krista said, and she shared it with them.


  Keith admired the way she did it—very matter of fact without seeming cold, no extraneous detail, just that Dan Davies had apparently hanged himself at his shop and been found shortly thereafter by a customer. He was dead at the scene.


  They all reacted about the same—goggling in disbelief, words of dismayed surprise tumbling out, often laced with profanity. Their collective shock, Donna included, seemed very real. If one of them was a murderer, that murderer did well.


  Sociopaths, Keith knew, were expert at imitating human emotion.


  Rod, sitting forward, said, “This is crazy. You’re not saying Danny killed himself because of what happened last night? Over that stupid argument? And him quitting?”


  Steve, the redness of his eyes giving him a vaguely demonic look, said, “I was surprised he didn’t show up today! Keith, you were around the band in the old days. You bump heads. Have blowups. Then it’s forgiven, forgotten.”


  Sitting up, Phil said, “I didn’t know Danny as well as the other guys. I’m the newbie. But this can’t be about that . . . can it?”


  Frowning, Brian said, “I think something else was bothering him. He was fine at Arnolds Park. He had a great time. He played great.”


  Donna, who’d not said a word yet, and who had reacted the least, just staring, finally said, “He’s a troubled soul. Was one. Always.”


  Rod turned toward her, holding back emotion, maybe anger. “Why, because he was gay? We didn’t care about that. Nobody in the band did.”


  Donna shrugged, her mouth twitching something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Really? Rick did. Rick always ragged him about it.”


  Steve was shaking his head. “That was just kidding around.”


  “Kidding,” Donna said, “on the square.”


  “Well,” Brian said reasonably, “Rick can’t be to blame. Rick’s dead, too.”


  That stopped the conversation.


  Again, Keith could only admire the way his daughter was handling this. She had let them talk. She had sat back and listened and taken in their reactions. His little girl was a cop, all right.


  And she didn’t have to prime the pump to get them going again, either.


  Rod sighed. “Starting to feel like the Pistons are under one hell of a dark cloud.”


  “What the hell!” Steve said. “Are we freakin’ cursed or something?”


  Phil said sarcastically, “You think maybe somebody’s got a little shelf of voodoo dolls, sticking pins in them? These things happen.”


  Brian didn’t like that. “These things happen?”


  “They do,” Phil said. “No offense, but this T-shirt’s older than you, son. We been around the block, us old farts. One day you’re breaking hearts, and then you blink and it’s decades gone and your heart attacks you. Or you’re a gay man in his fifties who spent a lot of years in the closet and, surprise, surprise, he’s depressed. Something small like what happened last night can trigger something big.”


  “So,” Rod said, “we caused this.”


  Phil shook his head. “Life caused it.”


  Steve said, “Maybe we should bail. Just throw it in. Meaning no disrespect to you, Brian, or you, Phil . . . there’s only two original Pistons left. What kinda reunion is that?”


  “Hey!” Phil said, lurching forward. “I played in the Pistons longer than any of you guys!”


  “Funny,” Rod said, “I don’t remember you ever being at any of the recording sessions.”


  Holding up his hands, Brian said, “Guys. I’m not an original member, hell, I was probably conceived at one of your gigs. Well, after one of your gigs. I stand in for my dad, here. This is his legacy. And yours, Rod. Yours, Steve. And even you, Phil. This is a legit version of the band, agreed?”


  Nobody disagreed.


  Brian went on: “We’ve been playing four-piece for, what? An hour and a half? And it sounds good. Very damn good. Don’t you think?”


  Keith could only be impressed by his daughter’s boyfriend. Brian was coming off as the voice of reason, levelheaded, strong but not pushy.


  Rod sighed and said, “You’re right, Bry. It’s coming together fine. I think we sound cleaner and, with some work, we can be even tighter than before. Okay. I’m for going on. Krista?”


  “Yes?”


  Rod found a grin, even if it didn’t last long. “Or maybe I should say ‘Chief Larson’—you’re involved in this fest. Do you think the city will want us to go on with the Hot Rod reunion?”


  “I don’t know,” Krista said with a shake of her head. “I’ll have to speak to the mayor and maybe the city council. But my guess is that, yes, they’ll want to go on with the show. We have posters up, ad time bought on radio stations, and the media boosting us. It’s the kickoff of our summer events, and you are all Galenians, so you know what that means to this town.”


  Rod was nodding. “If the other guys want to go forward, I’m in.”


  “I’m in,” Steve said.


  “Me too,” Phil said.


  “And me,” Brian said.


  Rod said to Donna, “Are you okay with this? Do we have your blessing? This club is kind of a shrine to the Pistons, and we do still need a place to rehearse. We might need to start working in morning rehearsals, too.”


  “Glad to have you,” she said. She turned to Keith and Krista. “I’ve been bringing the kitchen help in early so I can give the boys lunch before they start in.” Her gaze traveled to the musicians, gliding over their faces. “I’ll keep doing that, until you tell me you’re sick of the fare.”


  Rod said lightly, “She’s not Joan of Arc or anything, Keith. She’s charging us off the menu.”


  Everybody, including Donna, laughed a little, except for Keith and Krista, who merely contributed smiles.


  Keith said, “A few more things you should all know, before you go into a group hug.”


  The band and their hostess looked at him curiously.


  “As far as Dan leaving the band,” Keith said, “maybe leading to him taking his own life? That’s highly unlikely. He had a recent traumatic breakup and that’s where his depression came from.”


  Steve, the red eyes slitting, said, “He was living over his shop with that Lee Jeffries. A waiter someplace. Hotel, I think. Younger than Danny.”


  Rod said, “You said there were ‘a few things’ we should know.”


  “There’s a possibility,” he said, “that Dan’s suicide was something else.”


  Steve, his red eyes big now, said, “What else could it be?”


  Krista said, “Homicide.”


  The intake of air from every band member, and Donna too, added up to a collective gasp.


  “This is not,” Keith said, “for public consumption—understood?”


  Nods and serious expressions all around.


  He said, “That nasty breakup involved some violence. Dan had three broken ribs that came from Jeffries kicking him in the side.”


  The musicians talked over each other, every one immediately angry that their former bandmate had suffered this. It almost seemed to hit them harder than news of his death.


  Rod said, “That’s why he stood there onstage like a statue last night! He was in pain!”


  Krista said, “We haven’t talked to Jeffries yet. We will be shortly, of course. Like my father said, this is to be kept to yourselves.”


  Keith said, “But obviously that’s a possible homicide motive. There could be others.”


  He and Krista had agreed not to mention the apparently successful search for something hidden in Dan’s apartment.


  “And then,” Keith said, “there’s the matter of Rick’s death.”


  Rod’s forehead was tense with thought. “You’re not suggesting what happened to Rick might also be . . . murder?”


  Firmly, Krista said, “We’re not suggesting anything. But we are looking into it.”


  Rod tilted his head as if he were having trouble understanding. “Including Rick’s heart attack?”


  “Including Rick’s heart attack.”


  Keith said, “Before Chief Larson here goes to the mayor and recommends that the reunion concert proceed as planned, she needs all of you to understand that it’s possible . . . possible . . . that all of you might be in danger.”


  “Particularly,” his daughter said, “the two original members.”


  Rod and Steve exchanged looks.


  And Phil did not mention voodoo dolls this time.


  But a moment later, Rod was looking at the chief of police and her father and saying, “Again—I am still in, if the other guys are.”


  He looked at his fellow Pistons and everyone was nodding. Slowly. But nodding.


  Then the leader of the group turned to Krista and asked, “Is there anything else?”


  “Yes,” she said. “What time did each of you get here today?”


  TEN


  The second floor of the Bench Street police station—a rough-hewn limestone-block two-story building—was as modern as its exterior wasn’t.


  In interview room A, Krista sat on one side of the rectangular pine-top table with Lee Jeffries seated opposite. Her father was watching from the unlighted nook behind the one-way mirror. She felt having him observe was permissible based upon his experience and his past work as a consultant with the Galena PD.


  Jeffries, who’d given his age as thirty-eight, was in a black polo with the logo of the Green Street Tavern, where he worked as a waiter. Diminutive, with black hair, dark eyes, his features rather boyish despite a close-trimmed mustache and beard, he sat slumped, his expression hangdog. His hands were folded and he was not looking at the chief.


  A plastic water pitcher and two Styrofoam cups were on the table. So was a box of tissues. The blinds were shut on the sole window in the eight-foot-by-ten room, with its pale green walls, big-screen TV, clock, low-slung cabinets, and wall locker for cops stowing weapons during interviews.


  The subject had been told by Officer Reynolds, who brought him over, that he was needed for questioning in the death of Daniel Davies. The waiter hadn’t protested and had come willingly, and quietly, although Reynolds reported that Jeffries had been weeping in the back seat as they drove over here.


  “You understand, Mr. Jeffries,” Krista said, her hands folded prayerfully before her, “that you are not being formally detained, but your cooperation would be greatly appreciated.”


  The dark eyes were large and searching. “How . . . how did Danny do it?” His voice was a rather strained second tenor. “The officer didn’t say. Wouldn’t say.”


  She saw no reason not to tell him. “He apparently hanged himself.”


  “Oh my God.” He covered his face with a hand and sobbed.


  “He left no note,” she added.


  Krista pushed the box of tissues toward him, and waited for him to collect himself. It took a while.


  “We . . . we had a bad breakup.”


  “So we understand. When was this?”


  “We were together a long time. Five years, almost.”


  “When did you two split up, Mr. Jeffries?”


  “About . . . three weeks ago.”


  “Was it amicable?”


  “No. God, no.”


  “Could you elaborate?”


  He sighed. He blew his nose with a tissue, then held them in a clenched hand. “It got kind of rough.”


  “Again, could you elaborate?”


  “It got physical.”


  “You both did?”


  “. . . Yes.”


  “In what way did it get physical?”


  “Slapping. Pushing. Shoving.”


  “Kicking?”


  He swallowed. Nodded.


  Krista poured him some water. He sipped at the Styrofoam cup.


  She asked, “Are you aware that Mr. Davies went to the hospital after the altercation? That three of his ribs had been broken?”


  He gulped air. Nodded again.


  “Mr. Davies told a departmental consultant . . .” Her father. “. . . that the injuries were a result of you kicking him in the side. Repeatedly.”


  He began to weep again.


  She waited.


  More tissues.


  Krista asked, “When did you go in for work this morning?”


  “Ten thirty. We open at eleven.”


  “And you were working there till Officer Reynolds brought you here?”


  “Yes.”


  “Was it busy at the restaurant?”


  “Spotty. Picked up a little around noon. Very slow up to then. It’s the time of year. But Saturdays are always at least . . . okay.”


  “How large a waitstaff was working?”


  “Five, including the bartender.”


  “You were working all that time?”


  “Took a bathroom break. A smoke break, too. Outside the building, of course.”


  “When did you take the smoke break?”


  “I think . . . around eleven thirty. After that, lunch gets going, and taking a break is iffy. Like I said, Saturdays, even in off-season, are pretty busy.”


  Krista rose and said, “Excuse me a moment. Sit tight, if you would. Your cooperation is appreciated, Mr. Jeffries.”


  He said nothing, not looking at her.


  Krista joined her father in the booth. “What do you think?”


  Her father was watching the seated subject through the smoky glass. “He’s obviously really upset. But that could be the legitimate reaction of someone who murdered a lover.”


  She was shaking her head. “But if so, it was no crime of passion. Staging a murder scene is about as premeditated as it gets.”


  His eyes met hers. “The staging took calculation, but not necessarily in advance. If Davies was strangled in, yes, a crime of passion, the cover-up would be cold-blooded. And consider that apartment—shaken down but good. Any need to sell Dan’s death as suicide took a back seat to finding whatever the killer was looking for.”


  She sighed. “If there was a killer. If it wasn’t suicide. Like Booker said, we might be getting ahead of ourselves.”


  He smiled a little. “Are we? Tell me under what circumstances that apartment getting turned over like that wasn’t related to the ‘suicide’? Who did go through that place like the Tasmanian Devil, then? Why? Surely not Davies before he killed himself!”


  She sighed again, deeper. “What the hell is going on, Pop?”


  “No damn idea. But Dan’s ex in there kicked him in the side till three ribs busted. That makes him worth looking at—hard.”


  She opened a hand. “Being at work at the time, with four coworkers and who knows how many customers, is a pretty fair alibi.”


  “Send one of your officers over to Green Street Tavern and question the rest of the waitstaff, right now. See if it’s possible he could have slipped out longer than usual for his smoke break or that bathroom visit.”


  Her eyebrows went up. “He would have at least had to take half an hour to give him time for all that—a murder, staging a suicide, turning that apartment upside down. Even then . . .”


  “I know. But that antiques shop of Davies’s is just around the corner, a block down. If he exited in back of the hotel building for his smoke break, that would likely put him on Green Street. Footsteps away.”


  She went out and got on her phone and caught up with Booker. “Where are you?” she asked.


  “The Illinois crime investigation team is working the scene. Eli Wallace is in charge, and you know how thorough he is. I’m just babysitting.”


  “Clemson still there?”


  “Yup.”


  “Leave the hand-holding to him.” Krista told the detective what to do over at the Green Street Tavern.


  Then she added, “And maybe come back to Bench Street and work on getting that information out of the Arnolds Park people.”


  “Already working on that,” he said. “Rather than twiddlin’ my thumbs while Wallace does his thing, I been putting my smartphone to good use. When you’re not smart, y’know, it sure helps when your phone is.”


  She smiled at that and said, “I feel that way about having a smart detective on board. Let me know what you find. I’m interviewing Lee Jeffries now.”


  “Your dad sitting in?”


  “Eavesdropping in the booth.”


  “With Keith for advice, you don’t need a phone smarter than you.”


  “I agree. Just don’t tell him.”


  She reported back to her father, who said, “I’d like to hang around this afternoon, till Booker’s had a chance to gather his Arnolds Park intel. That okay, honey?”


  “It is as long as you don’t call me ‘honey’ in front of anybody.”


  “Is ‘number one daughter’ okay?”


  They exchanged grins. That was a reference to the old Charlie Chan mysteries they sometimes watched together, wherein the detective’s offspring called him “Pop,” like she did him. When she squirmed at the stereotypical portrayal of Asians, Pop would remind her a brilliant Chinese sleuth was the hero in a pop culture era not noted for diversity.


  She settled in again across from Jeffries, who looked more composed but also decidedly morose.


  She said, “You lived for a time in the apartment above Antiques A Go Go.”


  “I moved in with Danny maybe . . . six months ago?”


  “Did he keep valuables in his apartment?”


  He thought about that momentarily. “We had . . . he had, I didn’t own any of it, really . . . a lot of things of value. Very collectible furniture and lamps and framed vintage prints. Midcentury modern, it’s called. Fifties deco.” He frowned in confusion. “Is it all right for me to ask a question?”


  “Yes. You’re not a suspect, Mr. Jeffries. You’re just helping us put a picture together.”


  Frustration bled through. “A picture of what? How could I be a suspect in a suicide?”


  “Whether Dan’s death was a suicide, or a homicide made to look like one, is something we’re investigating.”


  “You said he hanged himself!”


  “He was found apparently having hanged himself. That’s why we’re investigating. There are circumstances that don’t entirely add up.”


  “What circumstances?”


  “The apartment over the shop was searched. Turned upside down. Hard to imagine Dan trashing his own apartment and then taking his life. If someone else killed him, what might they have been looking for? Drugs?”


  “No! No, no, not at all. That wasn’t Danny. He wasn’t into anything like that. Hardly even drank. He was vegan, a borderline health nut.”


  “What might he conceal in his apartment? Jewelry? Cash?”


  “Why would he do that? I don’t know of any jewelry except the costume stuff we . . . he . . . sold. He had the normal cash a business like ours, like his, would have. Made regular bank runs, of course. Meaning no offense, Chief Larson, you’re not making sense.”


  “What about the hiding place in the front closet?”


  “What hiding place?”


  “The little storage compartment in the wainscoting.”


  “What where?”


  She poured herself some water. Had a few sips.


  “Mr. Jeffries, few people knew Dan as well as you.”


  “I think that’s correct.”


  “Do you believe him capable of suicide?”


  “I think . . . I think almost everyone, under the right circumstances, is capable. Of suicide. Yes.”


  “Was Dan a good candidate?”


  “. . . Maybe.”


  “Please explain.”


  His shrug was elaborate. “I saw him depressed plenty of times. Although . . . I would call it ‘blue.’ He felt like he had peaked in college, when he was in that band, and never gone anywhere with his life of any import after that. He was estranged from his parents. They were very conservative, religious people, and his lifestyle wasn’t something they could accept. I think I was the longest-lasting relationship he ever had. He was having some money difficulties with the shop. I told him he was too hip for the room, that Galena was the wrong market for the pop culture material he specialized in. We argued about that.”


  “But that wasn’t what sparked the violence.”


  “No. What caused the rift was . . . personal. He called me possessive, and I thought he was a . . . you know, cruiser. Eyes for every man but me. It hurt.”


  More than broken ribs? she wondered.


  “Mr. Jeffries, did you have any contact with Dan Davies after the breakup?”


  “No. Well.”


  “Well?”


  “I apologized on the phone.”


  “You spoke?”


  “No. It went to voice mail. He was in the hospital then. I, uh, tried to say something to him on the street a few times. He looked right past me. After all we’d been to each other!”


  “Well, he did do you one good turn.”


  “Really? What was that?”


  “He didn’t report the assault. You’d be in jail, or prison.”


  The blood left his face, its whiteness stark next to the black hair and beard.


  She rose. “Mr. Jeffries, thank you for your time and cooperation. Do you have any plans to leave town in the immediate future?”


  He looked up at her. “No.”


  “Good. We have a few things to check on and may need to get back to you. Let me know here at the station if your plans change.”


  “I’m free to go?”


  “You always were.”


  He rose, nodded, and she held the interview room door open for him, and he went quickly out.


  Krista stepped into the observation booth where her father was waiting.


  She asked, “What do you think?”


  “If we have a murder and not a suicide,” he said evenly, “and he turns out to have opportunity, he certainly has motive. That’s a textbook tempestuous relationship he described there. Plus, he may be lying about that wainscoting hideaway—maybe something very valuable was nesting.”


  “What if he doesn’t have opportunity?”


  Her father shrugged. “He may have hired someone. Or he might have a new boyfriend, who he told about that valuable hidden whatever-it-is, and got rid of Dan in the bargain.”


  “I don’t know, Pop. It’s pretty thin. Awfully far-fetched.”


  “Maybe. But we need to look at him. We don’t know anything about him. And we should. He’s as close to a suspect as we have.”


  “If we have a murder.”


  “If we have a murder.”


  They spent the next hour and a few minutes in Krista’s office, a small table and chairs at right, where her father sat and got a laptop going. A low-riding file cabinet was snugged below the three windows onto Main with their view on the Fritz and Frites restaurant, a vacant bakery, a dermatology office, and a private residence. She sat, at left, at her L-shaped desk with computer screen and keyboard, where she was reading law updates that had come in while she was out.


  After a while, her father said, “Number one daughter?”


  She smiled and looked over at him. “Yes, Pop?”


  “Checking out Lee Jeffries’s Facebook page, he appears not to be seeing anyone at the moment—status: single. His parents live in Dubuque and seem very supportive. There are plenty of pics of him with his coworkers at Green Street Tavern. Some lively drunken photos from a gay bar in Chicago, none with Dan Davies in them. No photos of Davies at all. For what the info is worth.”


  “Not much, I’m afraid.”


  “Not much. I’d suggest more digging.”


  Her glassed-in office gave her a view of the four officer work cubicles, unpopulated right now, and she could see Booker making his way toward her office along the aisle bordering the bullpen. She got up and opened the door for him. The detective said his hellos, then joined her father at the round table, as did she.


  Booker heaved a sigh that started at his toes, and said, “The rest of the Tavern waitstaff vouches for Jeffries. His bathroom break was maybe five minutes, smoke break maybe ten. No reason for them to lie.”


  Krista said, “What reason would they have to keep track of him, though?”


  “Place was busy enough that if they’d suddenly been shorthanded, or thought somebody was off doggin’ it on a ciggie break, they’d notice, all right. You ever work as a waitress, Chief? In college maybe?”


  She had. And he was right.


  “Meanwhile Wallace and his CSIs are finishing up over at Antiques A Go Go,” Booker said. “And Danny boy is on his way to Rockford for autopsy. As for me, I been led on a merry chase gettin’ any info on the late Mr. Richard Jonsen.”


  Krista asked, “What was merry about it?”


  Booker rolled his eyes. “Well, the Galena PD looks like the NYPD compared to Arnolds Park. They got five officers, including the chief, and no detective. When they need help, they can go to nearby Okoboji Police Department, who got four officers and a part-timer and also no detective.”


  “Oh boy,” her dad said.


  Booker went on: “In a pinch, though, they can go for support to Spirit Lake, who have a ten-officer department and no detective.”


  “All together,” Pop said, “that’s damn near twenty cops.”


  “And zero detectives,” Krista said.


  Booker shrugged the big shoulders. “Well, Spirit Lake is where the coroner is. Dickinson County. Bottom line? Ruled death by coronary at the scene. No inquest. Nothing suspicious indicated. Would you like the name of the funeral home that did the cremation?”


  Her father groaned.


  Booker’s grin mocked them. “How about the cemetery in Des Moines where Rick’s ashes are in a vault? No? Anything else I can do for you fine folks?”


  “Yeah,” Keith said, and got to his feet. “You can give me a ride home. Hell, I don’t even work here.”


  Booker rose. “You bet. We serve and protect, y’know.”


  Krista got up, too. “I have a date with Brian tonight, Pop. He’s going to feed me. You’re on your own.”


  “I’ll manage,” he said with a smile. Seemed a little grudging to her, but a smile anyway.


  The two men weren’t quite out of her office when her father paused and looked back to say to Krista, “When we broke the news to the band, about Dan . . . what did you make of Steve?”


  “Make of him how?”


  His eyebrows went up and came back down. “Well, I was sitting next to him and he smelled like a Grateful Dead concert. I just about got a contact high.”


  “I picked up on that, too, and the red eyes.”


  Her father turned to Booker. “You been playing with Steve in that house band for a while—is that typical?”


  Booker already had a confused expression. “No! Not at all. Few drummers I ever played with indulge on a gig—can play hell with tempo, memory, dynamics. I never saw Steve high on the job, or after, either. And I know the signs.”


  Krista said, “Which might be the point. You’re a cop so Steve didn’t use around you.”


  Her father said, “Back in the day, weed was a part of the Pistons and how they rolled . . . so to speak. But I figured that was yesterday. But do me a favor, Booker, and check up on today, where your bandmate’s concerned. See what kind of history he has—if he ever got busted, either for using or dealing. And if he’s clean, ask around anyway. See what his reputation is.”


  “Okay, man,” Booker said. “But you’re the one sounds high to me.”


  ELEVEN


  Otto’s Place—on the east side of the Galena River, across from downtown—inhabited a long, narrow, two-story, turn-of-the-nineteenth-century red-frame structure facing the old train depot across the street, which had been refurbished into a visitor’s center. Railroad tracks in front of the brick depot followed the line of the river past the comfy breakfast-and-lunch spot, leaving room between the tracks and the shore for Depot Park, site of the coming music festival. It all made for a quietly scenic setting worthy of Norman Rockwell and an old-time Saturday Evening Post cover.


  The building Otto’s occupied had, over time, housed just about every small business you could think of—a basket shop and a bakery, a grocery and a furniture store, a pizza place and an antiques shop. But to Keith it had been the place where, in his teens and early twenties, he’d bought his LPs—David Bowie, Elvis Costello, Blondie, Devo, Joe Jackson. As a record store, the structure had been the site of the first signing session for the debut album of Hot Rod & the Pistons.


  He still had that autographed artifact.


  Somewhere.


  On the Tuesday following the death of Daniel Davies, Keith met his daughter at Otto’s Place for lunch at just after 1:00 p.m. Though only open till 2:00 p.m., the funky yet classy little restaurant—with its ceiling fans, framed paintings by locals, and plank wood floor—was packed, its closely positioned tables and chairs mostly taken by locals, but also a few hip tourists.


  Knowing he and his police chief daughter would be talking business, Keith had hoped for more privacy.


  And he got it. Krista waved to him from atop the open stairs that hugged the left-hand wall up to the cozy second-floor dining room, where he soon sat with her at a table for two. The upstairs, not always open on a weekday, had a small but full bar and a living room feel, overstuffed furniture on the periphery sharing space with tables, only a few of which were taken.


  Keith—casual in a dark blue CUBS T-shirt and jeans—quickly ordered the chicken cordon bleu sandwich. Krista—in a navy polo with badge insignia and dark slacks, Glock on her hip—ordered the half salad and a cup of the turkey and black bean chili. The father and daughter met here for lunch once a week, usually, and always ordered the same way.


  He was having a Carlsberg Light and Krista was sipping her iced tea as they waited.


  They often had little to say in such circumstances, and were fine with minor chitchat. Before his wife’s death, Keith and Krista sometimes found it difficult to come up with anything to converse about. Neither was terribly talkative, and that could make things feel awkward when they were together. But they had grown more comfortable with each other, since sharing the big old house on Quality Hill, and now could enjoy each other’s company in relative silence.


  Today, however, was not an example of silence, relative or otherwise. They were already in the thick of it.


  “So far at least,” he said, “we just don’t have anything that justifies a homicide investigation—certainly nothing worth calling in a major case assistance team.”


  “No autopsy results yet?”


  “No.”


  She sighed. “Well, I’m up to my behind in alligators, getting ready for the Music Fest. And I have to tell you, Pop—I’m worried about Brian’s safety.”


  His eyebrows went up, down. “With two members of the band dead under somewhat mysterious circumstances, you have every right to be. Beyond telling Brian to watch his behind—by which I mean ass—I don’t know what we can do at this juncture.”


  She leaned forward. “You need to stay involved with the Pistons. Volunteer to help them out.”


  He gave her half a smile. “World’s oldest roadie, you mean?”


  She shrugged. “You’re younger than Mick Jagger, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah, but these days he doesn’t haul a hell of a lot of gear, dear. If he ever did.”


  She sipped more tea. “He probably also doesn’t carry a Smith and Wesson nine millimeter automatic. Which you aren’t at the moment, I know . . . but you could.”


  Their food came.


  Halfway through his sandwich, Keith said, “I can do that. Volunteer as a one-man road crew. But the guys should know I’m also there on bodyguard duty. In case they notice, you know . . .”


  She spooned soup. “That you’re packing heat?”


  He nodded.


  They opted out of dessert, but stayed and talked some more, as the place gradually emptied out. Keith held it at one Carlsberg. Krista was on her second iced tea.


  She said, “I’m going to talk to the mayor about you. With your permission.”


  He grinned. “What, about my bad attitude? How I don’t get out of my daughter’s way and let her do her job?”


  “No. The opposite. I’m going to ask her to put you back on consultant status. Like last year with the class reunion thing.”


  He shifted in his chair. “You seem to be managing your job just fine without your old man kibitzing all the time.”


  “I am, thanks. But in the case of a homicide, or a possible homicide anyway, your expertise comes in awfully handy.”


  He waved that off. “Booker Jackson is a good man. A very good man.”


  “But Booker has his hands full with those child abuse cases and pending domestic abuse prosecutions. He’s in a lot of demand from other departments.”


  “Shouldn’t your department come first?”


  She sat forward and the light blue eyes staring into him were disturbingly like his own. “Pop, if you don’t want to do this . . . if you consider yourself well and truly retired, I’ll back off. But you’re not even sixty yet.”


  He let out a single laugh. “I like the way you make that sound young.”


  “Are you cool with me talking to the mayor? I’m thinking a permanent temporary status.”


  “That’s a contradiction in terms.”


  She flipped a hand. “Think of it as being a star player who’s sitting on the bench, waiting to be sent into the game, when he’s really needed.”


  “I would fire a coach who left a star player on the bench.”


  She leaned in. “Are you up for it, though? You don’t think Dan killed himself, do you?”


  “Not sure. Hard to buy.”


  “What’s the verdict?”


  The bill came and he grabbed the check.


  He said, “Put me in, coach.”


  The band, in T-shirts and jeans as usual, was back on the little stage at the Corner Stop, sounding to Keith very tight, including drummer Steve Pike, whose playing this afternoon was crisp and steady, with Brian’s bass right in the pocket. The rockabilly with an edge that was the trademark of the Pistons was a clean, controlled sound, the opposite of the loose, jamming feel of early heavy metal or more recent alternative rock. Right now they were ripping through “Rip It Up,” and Rod’s Little Richard–like vocal was bouncing on top of the guitar and his own fat Hammond B-3–style fill.


  They had spotted Keith when he came in, nods and grins all around, and came down to join him at the same round table. Brian ran a hand through his dark, curly, sweaty hair and plopped down, nodding to his girlfriend’s father, looking happy. As it happened, Steve fell into the chair next to Keith again and this time brought no telltale weed aroma along, his eyes free of red, too. Donna, without asking, brought beers around and included Keith, before sitting down with them.


  Rod said, “You haven’t been around for a while, buddy.”


  Keith half grinned. “I figured maybe you might view me as a perpetual harbinger of bad news.”


  Phil, sweat beading his bald brow, asked, “Is there any? Bad news?”


  He shrugged. “Not really. You may have heard Dan’s body was sent to Rockford for an autopsy. So if there’s anything that doesn’t add up to suicide, we should know soon.”


  Brian asked, “Is that why there’s no word of a funeral?”


  Keith shook his head. “You probably know Dan and his parents have been estranged since forever. His lawyer, locally, has a will that leaves Dan’s estate to the Elton John AIDS Foundation. He requested no funeral and specifies cremation.”


  No one said anything for a while.


  Then Rod said, “You always were the life of the party, Keith.”


  That got everybody smiling, however uneasily.


  Keith said, “Maybe you won’t want to take me up on my offer, then.”


  Rod cocked his head. “What offer is that?”


  “I want my old job back,” Keith said. “I want to roadie for you bums. I’m in at least as good a shape as any of you—except Brian, who only has youth for an excuse. You can use the help, and you can use a certain kind of chaperone.”


  Steve frowned. “What kind of chaperone is that?”


  Rod, frowning thoughtfully, said, “You mean bodyguard, don’t you?”


  Keith shrugged. “Call it that. I’m licensed to carry. Not carrying at the moment, but I will be at the Music Fest. And I understand you have another preview gig coming up, here in town.”


  Nodding, Brian said, “At Grape Minds. This Saturday. Invite only, again.”


  Rod said, “We need to kick the tires on this four-piece version of the Pistons.”


  Keith said, “I look forward to that, but, hey, you guys sound fantastic.”


  Phil huffed a laugh. “Even if the herd is getting thinned some.”


  “No getting around it,” Keith said. “Two of the original five Pistons have died under somewhat questionable circumstances. Rick’s heart attack was not medically confirmed and no investigation followed. And Dan’s supposed suicide raises more questions than answers.”


  “Aren’t you a little ray of sunshine,” Steve said, then to the others, “Hanging with this guy’ll be one laugh after another.”


  But Rod said, “I don’t mind having Keith around.”


  “Me either,” Brian said.


  The ex-cop said, wryly, “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”


  Rod flashed his trademark grin. “My pleasure, buddy.” He directed his next words to the other band members and Donna, too. “Keith was part of the band in the early days. It feels right to have him back among us. Even if I personally don’t think there’s any real threat—that these are just terrible, tragic coincidences . . .”


  “Yeah,” Steve said, smirking humorlessly, “like all those JFK assassination witness deaths.”


  Rod picked up: “No harm in Keith keeping an eye out for us . . . and, yes, armed.” He turned toward Donna, who’d been quiet through all this. “How about you, Donna? You’re the godmother of the group. What’s your take?”


  She didn’t answer right away. But finally she said, “I don’t think it hurts to be careful.”


  She seemed to have something specific on her mind. Keith would have to ask her about that.


  The boys finished their break and their beers, and were back onstage going through “Twenty-Flight Rock” when Booker Jackson came in. The big detective, in a lightweight gray suit that somehow managed to look sharp and slept-in at the same time, stood smiling and watching the boys tear through it.


  When they brought the song to an abrupt stop, he clapped and shouted praise, and they shouted hellos and thanks back at him. Then they started in on “Ooby Dooby” and Booker wandered back to the big round table where Keith still sat, nursing his beer.


  Booker leaned in. “Heard you might be here. Care to step outside?”


  “Why, was it something I said?”


  Booker grunted a laugh. “I don’t beat up on old people. Come on.”


  In front of the Elks Lodge, next door, was a wrought-iron bench. Booker gestured for Keith to sit, which he did. So did Booker.


  “Got the autopsy results,” the big detective said. “Asphyxia.”


  “Consistent with death by hanging.”


  Booker nodded. “And the tox testing came up nada.”


  “Hell.” Keith shook his head, scowled. “Do I have to tell you how some drugs almost immediately break down?”


  “No. You don’t. But even so, elevated levels of those kinda chemicals are detectable, my friend.”


  “Yes, if the medical examiner knows to look.”


  “Even so,” Booker reminded him, “it’s tough as hell to prove murder without corroborating evidence.”


  “No argument.”


  Keith had once dealt with a homicide by potassium chloride, a drug that specifically treated patients with extremely low levels of potassium—and a drug that metabolized into its components, both of which are normally in the body. An overdose of injected potassium approximated a heart attack, with cardiac death arriving in minutes.


  Still, an elevated level of potassium could be explained away by the large amount of it released in a person’s blood when muscle tissue is damaged. Like the muscle tissue comprising a human heart.


  The suspected murderer in that case, despite Keith’s best efforts, got off.


  Keith asked, “No signs of injection marks?”


  “Not a one.”


  Neither man said anything for a while.


  “So,” Keith said, “we don’t know anything after the autopsy that we didn’t know before the autopsy.”


  “Not a damn thing, you are correct. I do have something for you, but I don’t know if it means anything.”


  “I’ll take it. Any table scrap.”


  Booker sighed and looked out into the street, where cars rolled slowly by, on the prowl for parking places. “I did like you asked and checked with the sheriff about Steve Pike. Steve does not have any arrests or convictions on anything related to controlled substances. Or anything else, for that matter.”


  “I sense a ‘but’ . . .”


  Now Booker looked at Keith. “I talked to a deputy I know who says it’s general knowledge you can buy weed from the night man at the Tick Tock Motel. Mostly tourist trade customers, but also some of the high school and college kids around here.”


  “And Steve is the night manager at the Tick Tock.”


  “Steve is, yes.”


  “You didn’t know about his sideline why?”


  “Tick Tock is outside the city limits. Strictly the county sheriff’s bailiwick. It’s also possible people knew that I play in the house band at the Corner Bar with Steve and that either I was already wise to what he was up to, or . . . didn’t wanna be.”


  Keith said nothing.


  Booker said, “I only know I never saw him high. And drummers I worked with, like I said, just stayed away from the chronic when they need to be rock steady onstage. Why Steve showed up high at that rehearsal, same day Dan bought the farm, I have no idea.”


  “Understood.”


  Heaving a sigh, Booker gave Keith an earnest look and a hand on the shoulder. “Look, man. I will help you on this, best I can. But I got a full plate already. You know that. And as far as Steve is concerned, I don’t want to put the arm on a bandmate.”


  “I’ll handle it,” Keith said.


  TWELVE


  The mayor’s office, just off the city council chamber and with a window on the cubicles of the City Hall staff, was anything but lavish.


  Perhaps half the size of Krista’s office back at the Bench Street station, it provided just enough room for a metal, wood-topped desk, a matching bookcase at left, and a secondary work space by way of a credenza under the window, glowing with sun at the mayor’s back. The walls bore the typical diplomas and a few scenic shots of downtown Galena, and family photos were sprinkled around, including on either side of the MAYOR RHONDA RECTOR desk plate.


  For such an inauspicious space, the mayor had a lot of responsibility. And for holding down a local government position, which should have only been a part-time job—she was the owner of the real estate agency where Krista’s boyfriend, Brian, worked—the mayor put in a lot of hours.


  Krista knew that, and respected the woman for it. But she was about to make Mayor Rector’s life even more troublesome.


  Before that, however, the chief of police had to report the status of preparations for the first Galena Rock and Country Music Fest. The mayor, of course, was well aware of the seemingly countless planning committee meetings Krista had attended over the past five months, going over such matters as vendors, street closures, and public works. Her Honor had even attended a good number of those herself.


  The mayor—attractively middle-aged, ash blonde, and in a conservative light blue suit with a dark blue silk blouse with tasteful touches of jewelry—leaned on her elbows and smiled, apparently genuinely pleased to see Krista. The woman’s heart-shaped face, with its gray-blue eyes, again reminded Krista of Amy Poehler, although the actress didn’t wear her makeup quite so heavily.


  “I don’t know what we’d do without you, Krista. And by ‘we’ I mean me . . . I just can’t take the time to sit through all the emergency preparedness meetings with all the agencies involved, and anyway I wouldn’t have the expertise to add anything useful.”


  These meetings, which had just started up a few weeks ago, were even more frequent than the planning ones. Galena’s chief of police had met with the sheriff’s office, the county emergency manager, the fire department, the Illinois State Police, the county health department, and on and on.


  “I think we’re in good shape,” Krista told the mayor. “But there’s a lot more to do.”


  The mayor nodded. “The Explorer Post with the Scouts called to see if they’d be needed again to assist with crowd and traffic control.”


  Krista returned the nod. “They will be. I just haven’t got around to that yet. I still have the Galena ambulance service to call and we’ll need the haz-mat team to be on standby. And, of course, the Northwest Illinois Critical Incident Response Team.”


  “Remind me what that is again?”


  “That’s the snipers we had on the rooftops downtown for the Halloween parade, and the plainclothes team members walking the crowd.”


  “The SWAT team.”


  “That’s right. World keeps changing on us, and not in a good way. I don’t have to tell you that a big event in a small town takes a whole lot of prep. I’m still working on my IAP.”


  “Your . . . ?”


  “Incident Action Plan.”


  “Ah.”


  That included how traffic would be routed, making a map of events, a radio communications plan, communications list, medical plan, duty assignments. The responsibilities were dizzying.


  “I do hate,” Krista began, “to hit you with anything else, Mayor—”


  “Why don’t you call me Rhonda and I’ll call you Krista, in private, anyway. Somehow this ‘Mayor’ and ‘Chief’ thing seems a little silly, as long as we’ve known each other.”


  The mayor and her late husband had gone to the same church as Krista and her late mother. Pop never had attended regularly, not at all since Mom passed.


  Krista said, “Fine with me, Rhonda. But even considering everything we have to deal with—and in the coming days it’s only going to ramp up—I’m afraid I have to throw you another curveball.”


  The mayor sighed, raised her eyebrows, and reached for the cup of coffee the City Hall’s receptionist-secretary had brought to her (she’d done the same for Krista as well). The two women sipped in tandem, as if the police chief’s remark had warranted a little caffeine boost.


  Smiling a little, the mayor said, “All right. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”


  Krista leaned in. “We both know that this reunion appearance by the Pistons is the centerpiece of what we’re mounting. And the real draw for crowds.”


  The mayor nodded, but added a shrug. “Yes, but I think the idea of a music festival itself is a draw. And we have a top country artist for Saturday.”


  “We do. But this apparent suicide of Dan Davies casts a nasty dark cloud over that reunion . . . and possibly our entire event.”


  Rhonda frowned in confusion. “My understanding is the band’s rehearsing at the Corner Stop. That they are very much prepared to go on with the show. I hear nothing but good things.”


  “Well, yes . . .”


  “And as sad . . . as tragic . . . as Dan’s suicide is, if the group itself is prepared to perform, if they really want to perform? I don’t see why we should stop them. You aren’t seriously suggesting we cancel their appearance?”


  Krista took a breath in, let it out. “I’m opening that possibility up for discussion, yes.”


  The mayor leaned back and rocked a bit in her desk chair. “I don’t wish to sound callous, but the tragedy itself . . . considering the show-must-go-on attitude of the band . . . shouldn’t cost us any attendees, dark cloud or not. It might even . . . again, forgive me for appearing insensitive . . . it might well boost attendance.”


  Krista had anticipated that response. “But you should know that there are questions about whether Dan’s suicide was really a suicide at all. That it may have been staged, and we might be looking at a homicide.”


  Rhonda frowned. Sat forward, brow taut. “You’re certain of this?”


  Krista held up a hand in a “stop” gesture. “Not at all certain. We’re endeavoring to look into it, but my time is limited, ironically, by the demands of the fest.”


  The mayor rocked some more, slowly, her expression thoughtful. “What might make this a murder, not a suicide?”


  Krista explained the peculiarity of Dan’s apartment having been turned inside out in a search.


  “That’s odd,” Rhonda admitted, not rocking now, “but I don’t see how that makes a suicide necessarily a homicide. Rumor has it, and I realize it’s only a rumor, that Dan Davies had been depressed in recent days.”


  “Not a rumor. That depression is undeniable. But it came out of a violent breakup with his partner of some years.”


  “Partner in the business sense?”


  “In every sense.”


  A slow nod. “Violent how?”


  “Broken ribs that sent Dan to the hospital.”


  Rhonda’s eyes narrowed. “This was reported to you at the PD? The individual was charged . . . ?”


  “No. We learned after the fact. But that breakup could just as easily be a murder motive as the reason for a suicide.”


  Those gray-blue eyes in the mayor’s heart-shaped face tensed up. “So he’s a suspect? A good suspect, this ‘partner’?”


  Krista gestured open-handedly. “He’s the natural suspect, but he seems to have an iron-clad alibi. Of course, he may have hired someone, or otherwise had an accomplice. There’s a lot to look into.”


  Rhonda nodded, her expression sympathetic. “And you don’t have the time. Too bad, with your experience in those two major homicide cases. What about Detective Booker?”


  “Tied up with other vital matters. And you know what his specialty is.”


  The mayor sighed. “I do. I certainly am not in favor of pulling him off those terrible offenders he’s so good at putting away.” The eyes narrowed again. “Are you really proposing we cancel the Pistons’ performance?”


  “It’s an option at least worth considering.” She sat forward. “But I’d also like to bring my father back on board as a consultant, as we did last year with the Lund murder.”


  “Pro bono again?”


  “Hadn’t got that far. He’s expressed a willingness to pitch in, and look into things that my officers and I don’t have time to. Hasn’t said anything about payment. I thought perhaps you might discuss this, informally anyway, with your city council members.”


  “I see.”


  Krista shrugged. “I think it would helpful for this situation, and in the future, to establish that Keith Larson, formerly of the Dubuque police, officially be deemed a consultant to our PD—to be called upon if or when needed. A rate of payment could be determined. Certainly he should have expenses.”


  The mayor had started nodding toward the end of that. “I think that’s a fine idea, and doable. Let me get back with you.”


  “Thank you.”


  “And I will discuss the possibility of canceling the Pistons reunion concert. But I doubt anyone will view that as a viable option. It would be difficult to replace them at this late notice with a group of similar standing. And no band has the special meaning to this community, to this area, as Hot Rod and the Pistons.”


  “No argument there.”


  Suddenly the mayor beamed. “One thing we can do, and I don’t need the city council’s approval.”


  “Oh?”


  “We can dedicate Friday’s performance to the memories of Rick Jonsen and Dan Davies.”


  “Yes, uh. Well, that would be nice.”


  And not at all helpful if a murderer was in back of the deaths of Rick and Dan.


  Krista stood. “I thought I had a responsibility to at least put that on your desk. The idea of possibly canceling.”


  Rhonda stood as well, and came around the desk. “You were right to do so. But if the band wants to perform, I can’t see pulling the plug on them.”


  The mayor walked the police chief out, a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll try to have word for you on both of these matters before Saturday.”


  “Before Saturday?”


  “Yes. That’s the preview by the Pistons at Grape Minds. You’ll be there?”


  “I’m on the invite list.”


  Rhonda smiled. “Of course you are. You have to be on hand to support Brian, don’t you? Nice young man, Brian. Doing a great job at the agency. You’re a very lucky girl.”


  Krista returned the smile. “You might tell my father that.”


  They were in the small lobby now. The mayor was holding the door open for Krista.


  Rhonda chuckled and tossed her hair a little as the almost warm air hit them. “No guy is ever good enough for a father’s daughter. But Keith’ll come around. Is he still seeing that newscaster from Chicago? At KWQC in Davenport now?”


  “He is.”


  “Do you think he might convince her to do a story about the Music Fest? She was here for the news conference, you know.”


  “Yes, and I think Pop will make that happen. He’s great friends with the boys in the Pistons. Goes way back.”


  “I remember.”


  Krista didn’t mention to the mayor that the PD’s prospective consultant was already playing roadie and about to pack a pistol to protect the band from a murderer who might not exist.


  Rhonda said, “I’m anxious to hear what this new lineup sounds like.”


  “They’re going to be fine.”


  The two women were in the parking lot now, and they could see Antiques A Go Go from where they stood.


  “When you and the council are considering all this,” Krista said, “do keep in mind Dan’s death isn’t the first Piston fatality in the last year or so.”


  This brought the mayor back to somber reality. “Rick Jonsen,” she said.


  “Rick Jonsen,” Krista said.


  Rhonda frowned, tilted her head. “But wasn’t that a heart attack?”


  They were standing by Krista’s Toyota in the lot now.


  “It was called that,” Krista said, “minus an inquest and with no real investigation at the time . . . followed by cremation, making any new inquiry problematic. For example, looking for traces of, or injection sites for, drugs that are so-called perfect poisons—the kind that leave the impression of heart attack.”


  The mayor frowned. “You can’t be suggesting that someone is trying to eliminate every member of the band?”


  “Possibly just the original members.”


  “Oh, is that all!”


  Krista knew how absurd she was sounding, but somehow managed to say, “If that is the case, however off the wall it might seem . . . do we really want that happening onstage at the Music Fest?”


  The mayor shrugged. “Isn’t that kind of thing why you’re inviting the SWAT team?”


  THIRTEEN


  The various websites list more than ninety lodging choices in or near Galena, Illinois, ranging from bed-and-breakfasts in historic homes to the magnificently scenic (and expensive) Lake View Lodge. The Tick Tock Motel, on winding Highway 20 West, ten miles past the Galena city limits, was in the midst of the rolling countryside, high bluffs and overlooks that made Galena a top tourist destination.


  The ten rooms in a row with an office in the middle were pink brick with a charcoal roof, a roadside sign with pink neon letters spelling TICK TOCK by a neon clock, the hands of which were permanently set at ten after three for no apparent reason. A few planters with artificial flowers under windows dressed the place up and several picnic tables faced the highway with its lesser view of the countryside. Amenities included TV, free Wi-Fi, and free parking, as if ten miles out of town that was a real plus.


  All of this made Tick Tock a destination for tourists touring with someone other than their legal spouses and/or who had certain illegal recreational interests that suggested the neon clock might more aptly read twenty after four. The latter customers included residents of the area, who would pull into the parking lot well after dark, make a brief trip into the office, and return to drive back into the night, as if turned away from the inn, though a VACANCY neon burned red.


  Keith stepped out of room seven, which he’d taken earlier, checking in with the guy working the previous shift, who told him Steve Pike came on at 1:00 a.m. Usually Steve came on at 11:00 p.m., but on the nights of his house band gig at the Corner Stop, he didn’t make it in till one or so. Right now it was one thirty, so Steve should be on duty.


  And he was, seated at a computer in a cubbyhole office behind the counter in a small lobby with the usual rack of things-to-do-in-Galena pamphlets, and whose wood paneling might have been left over from a 1965 rec room. The drummer’s salt-and-pepper hair, adding up to gray, looked greasy and unattended, not surprising since he’d probably come straight from beating on his drums at the Corner Stop. He was likely wearing what he’d worn onstage there—a black Hot Rod & the Pistons T-shirt and jeans, providing his muscular chest as a billboard for the coming reunion at the Music Fest.


  Steve frowned at first seeing him, then smiled tentatively and got up from the computer desk, came out to the counter. “Keith, my man. What brings you out here after midnight?”


  “I wanted a chance to talk to you, away from the other guys. Thought this might be a good, quiet time.”


  A bell dinged over the door as two college-age kids with long hair and sideburns came in, also in T-shirts and jeans. Seeing a full-fledged adult like Keith looking at them—even though he was in a T-shirt and jeans, too—seemed to throw them. Of course, Keith’s T-shirt was CUBS and theirs were ELECTRIC WIZARD and MONSTER MAGNET.


  Keith said to Steve, “Take care of your customers, then meet me outside, would you?”


  He went out and sat at the small picnic table. The night was cool, almost cold, and the umbrella above a nearby small table shivered. Not much moon tonight, and dark. The boys came out quickly, as if they’d just pulled a robbery, and squealed off in their car, a mildly battered Mazda Miata that was about the same age as they were.


  Keith smiled to himself.


  Steve lumbered out of the office and, as he approached the picnic table, said, “They just wanted directions.”


  “What, about how to roll a joint?”


  Then, as he sat, pink neon edging the left side of his face, the percussionist said, “What can I do you for, Keith? But let’s make it quick, okay? I am working, you know.”


  “I gathered. Did you ever finish your college up?”


  Steve frowned at this non sequitur. “You drove out here to ask me that?”


  “Just making conversation.”


  “I said I was working.”


  “I said I gathered.” He gave his host an easy smile, making sure his tone was neither sarcastic nor judgmental. “You didn’t, did you? Finish up school. You stayed out on the road with Rick awhile, right?”


  He sighed, smiled a little himself. “I did. Rick had an ego that was hard to be around for too very damn long. But I’ve mostly been gigging ever since. Different bands, different stuff. Night manager at the Tick Tock is not the career I had in mind.”


  Keith jerked a thumb toward Galena. “But you do have the house band gig in town.”


  “I do. Between this job and that one, I pull down thirty K—if I’m lucky.”


  “Not counting your sideline.”


  Steve smiled again, but not in a friendly way. “Are you a cop or my bud? A roadie or a narc?”


  “Probably none of those.” Keith shrugged. “We were never ‘buds’ in the old days. Friendly acquaintances, I’d say. That fair?”


  Steve shrugged. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s fair.”


  Keith said, “I don’t care about grass one way or another. I don’t care that you deal it or that you smoke it.”


  The drummer frowned. “Listen. I’m not heavy into it. There was a day, but . . . but now about the only time I toke is on a slow night here, if it gets long and boring.”


  “That happen a lot?”


  Steve shook his head. “Less than you might think. I actually have a lot to do in this job. It’s not just checking in guests who show up at all hours. I do the daily accounting, which was what I was working on when you showed up. It’s dealing with drunks and fights and plumbing and medical emergencies. It’s towels and toilet paper. You name it and I got to deal with the damn thing.”


  “You didn’t work this shift the night of the band’s preview in Davenport, did you?”


  “No. I took it off. There’s a guy who fills in for me, likes any extra hours I can throw his way. Why?”


  Keith turned over a hand. “At rehearsal the next day, you were high. Yet Booker tells me you never gig when you’re high.”


  “He’s right.”


  “Because you’re playing with a cop in that house band?”


  Steve frowned again. “No. Because I don’t like to play high. It screws up my timing. I poke, then I rush. But that wasn’t a gig day. It was rehearsal, and I was bummed out about Dan getting bent out of shape and quitting. I thought it might cost us this whole reunion tour.”


  “And you wouldn’t like that,” Keith said. “You’re into the idea of playing again.”


  “Anything wrong with that?”


  “Not at all. I just don’t think working the night desk and selling tourists and local stoners weed has much long-term potential for advancement . . . if for no other reason than legalization is in the air.”


  The drummer huffed a resigned laugh. “You’re not wrong.”


  Keith leaned in, kept his tone friendly. “So, yeah, Steve, I think you should keep your focus on your music. Maybe a new career is waiting for you out there with the regrouped Pistons. I mean, you boys are sounding really fine.”


  Steve chuckled, grinned. “Yeah, it is going good, isn’t it?”


  “Oh yeah. So the sooner you make dealing a thing of the past, the better, don’t you think? For one thing, there’s Dan and Rick to consider.”


  Steve frowned again. “What about them?”


  His voice inappropriately cheerful now, Keith said, “Well, they’re dead, remember? And now I am talking as a cop . . . not even an ex-one, because I’ve been hired on as a consultant by the Galena PD. My daughter’s chief of police, you know. Call it nepotism. Worked for Trump.”


  The drummer’s expression was cold. “Okay. So you’re a cop again. Sort of.”


  “Sort of is right. But my nose is telling me your two dead band members were not a heart attack and a suicide.”


  A skeptical half smirk dimpled a cheek. “I know. I heard you before on that, Keith, but none of us in the band really buy that.”


  A little shrug. “Maybe not. But I can tell you this—if they’re murders, it’s dead certain both of those two bandmates of yours were drugged. And that makes you an instant suspect.”


  Alarmed, Steve lurched forward. “Keith . . . man, I deal nothing but weed! No pills, no coke, no GHB, nothing. If I did . . . well, certain people wouldn’t look the other way.”


  Keith smile was mildly mocking. “Hey, I don’t think selling weed is the gateway to poisoning your bandmates any more than I think smoking it leads to heroin. But, I’m kind of a freethinker for a guy my age.”


  “Are you really?”


  He leaned way in, coldness in his voice now. “So far this was just some sheriff’s deputies, like you say, ‘looking the other way’ . . . but now Booker’s heard about it. That means my daughter will hear about it—from me, as well, because we have two possible murders to look into. She will talk to the sheriff, not deputies. So I would suggest finding a new sideline.”


  Steve was thinking about it. He nodded. Nodded some more. “Okay,” he said. He got to his feet. “Now . . . do you mind getting the hell out of here? Having you around isn’t great for business.”


  “Oh, I’m not going anywhere, not right now.”


  “Is that right?” The muscular drummer loomed.


  “Yeah,” Keith said, getting to his feet. “I’m a guest. Check the register.”


  Keith could feel Steve’s eyes on him as he walked to room seven, used his key, and went in.


  The lights were off, the curtain shut. His night vision was attuned enough for him to get undressed in the dark down to his boxers, and he left the CUBS T-shirt on, then climbed into bed, quietly.


  A bedside lamp snapped on.


  Rebecca Carlson, naked but mostly covered by a sheet and light blanket, her long light brown hair fetchingly tousled, brushing her shoulders, looked at him sleepily with those big blue eyes in that fashion model’s face.


  “Out for a walk, were we?” she asked.


  “I told you I needed to talk to the night man.”


  “Did he try to sell you any grass?”


  “No. Why, did you want some?”


  “Not particularly.”


  Keith propped a pillow behind him and gazed at her, while she sat up and let the sheet and blanket fall to her lap, brazenly and beautifully unclad, waist up. She shoved a pillow behind her, too.


  He asked, “How do you know where to buy weed in Galena?”


  She was in her deadpan mode, which he found infuriating and delightful. “This isn’t Galena. This is outside Galena. Get your facts straight. Didn’t you used to be a cop?”


  “I got rehired today, remember?”


  She raised a lecturing forefinger. “Part-time. A consultant. Doesn’t sound very Dirty Harry. I know about the weed because my camera guy mentioned it last time we were up here. I’m not into that. Strictly a wine girl.”


  “Do you think a mixed marriage could work? Beer and wine?”


  “Is that a proposal?”


  “Just a dumb joke. But you’d be surprised how few women in my lifetime I ever checked into a motel with for illicit relations.”


  She frowned a little. “That sounds like aunts and uncles who steal from you. How many?”


  “Aunts and uncles have stolen from me?”


  “Women you aren’t married to that you’ve checked into a motel room with.”


  “Before you?”


  “Before me.”


  “One.”


  She nodded, processing it. “Did your wife ever find out?”


  “Sure. She was the one. We weren’t married yet.”


  She gave him a squinty smile. “Keith Larson, I am still working on whether you are fascinating or boring. I’ll get back to you.”


  “No rush.”


  Rebecca sighed, nestled further into the pillow she was propped against. “Do you have to get back home before your daughter gets up and realizes her father was out all night?”


  “Probably should. Would hate to get grounded. What time do you have to get back?”


  “I put in a wake-up call for three.”


  “Ouch.”


  Her shrug was rather regal. “Trials and tribulations of a morning show anchor. It’s an hour and a half back, you know.”


  “I know very well.”


  “Let me ask you something.”


  “Please.”


  She looked right at him. “Why do I feel like you feel you’re cheating on your daughter?”


  “That’s a terrible thing to say,” he said, but he was smiling. Then he said, “Maybe because it’s kind of true. I don’t think she can handle me sleeping with you in the same house where her mother and I raised her. She’s never said as much, and she’d deny it if I ever had the stupidity and nerve to ask about it . . . but I think you’re probably onto something.”


  “I have an idea.”


  “You often do. Care to share it?”


  She touched his arm. “If I sleep over . . . just as your very good friend . . . I will take the guest room.”


  He made a face. “What, and I tiptoe in, in the night, have my way with you, very quietly, and tiptoe back? All without waking my daughter?”


  “No.” She shrugged. “You just sleep with me in the guest room.”


  “What does that accomplish?”


  “It means we’re not in the bed you used to share with your wife.”


  That stopped him.


  Then he said, “You are smart, aren’t you?”


  “Sensitive and insightful, too. Now let’s talk about Brian. What’s your problem with him?”


  “I don’t have a problem with him.”


  “Sure you do. Do you feel your daughter is cheating on you when she’s with him?”


  His eyebrows raced to his hairline. “Of course I don’t! . . . Do I?”


  “Is it because he’s Hispanic?”


  “What?”


  “Part Hispanic, anyway. His mom is Maria, who runs that Mexican restaurant, right?”


  He was goggling at her. “How can you even say that?”


  A shrug. “Well, she does run that Mexican restaurant.”


  “No, how can you accuse me of being down on Brian over that?”


  “Then what are you down on him about?”


  “Nothing!”


  She turned to him and got close, as if sharing a terrible secret. “How would you like it if he and Krista were in her room together, doing what comes naturally, and we were across the hall in, for sake of argument, the guest room, doing the same.”


  “I . . . I . . . I . . .”


  Her chin came up, her eyes widened, and her right palm opened like a blossoming flower. “You have another guest room and it’s on the first floor, right? One of the advantages of owning a big old ungainly monster of a house.”


  Her eyes narrowed and her smile was a sly curve.


  She went on: “Here are some new old-fashioned ground rules. When I stay overnight, it’s in the guest room and you are free to join me. When Brian stays overnight, it’s in the downstairs guest room and Krista is free to join him. You can even make a rule that all four of us are never there at the same time—she gets her overnight guest and you get yours, in those specific locations, but on different nights. Prevents any kind of Fawlty Towers type mix-up.”


  That made him laugh. “You have no shame.”


  She gestured to her topless self. “Clearly.”


  “Why don’t you turn that light off?”


  “This one?” she asked, gesturing to the bedside lamp.


  “That one.”


  “Okay,” she said.


  And did.


  FOURTEEN


  La Mesa—owned and managed by Brian’s mother, Maria Paulen—was among Krista’s favorite restaurants in a town noted for many good ones. Normally she would have been delighted to drop by midmorning, at Maria’s request, for whatever reason; but accepting the woman’s invitation today meant postponing a follow-up meeting on the music festival with key county health department board members.


  Still, she hadn’t hesitated in accepting. Not when Maria told her she was gathering the wives and other women with direct ties to the members of the Pistons. Krista wanted to hear their concerns and answer any questions they might have.


  And maybe get some information from them that she didn’t have.


  The restaurant itself was on the corner of Franklin and Commerce, across from the blacksmith museum, a parking lot, and the grass-covered rise of the levee. The pueblo-style building, making a sideways L with its rounded wing, was pale pink with pastel-green trim; dark red lettering said LA MESA over the doors and more red edged the steps leading to a deck that served as a patio. This was where the women would gather at ten thirty on this warm but not hot May morning.


  The restaurant didn’t open till 11:00 a.m. Maria had snugged an extra chair up to one of the hot-pink umbrella-shaded tables for four. She had even moved one of the latticework dividers to give her guests some privacy, if their conversation lasted long enough for other patrons to arrive.


  Krista got there right on time but was still the last to show up. Their hostess had provided two dips—black bean and chunky guacamole, with tortilla chips—and each of the women had a small, salted-rim margarita going, including Maria herself. Good thing it was the small, Krista knew, as you could swim in the large.


  Plump, lovely Maria was dressed as she usually was at the restaurant, in a simple black dress with a colorful necklace; she did not greet or wait tables, but liked to smilingly circulate and talk to her patrons. She was in her midfifties, but her black hair showed no gray, her face unlined enough to make a mystery out of whether or not she dyed those tresses piled up on her head.


  Rod Penniston’s wife, Chloe, in a red-and-navy-blue-patterned silk blouse, managed the Galena Bath and Candle Shop. Also in her midfifties, the African American woman—slender and delicately featured, her hair short, her lashes long—always displayed a quiet elegance that Krista admired, although she did not know Chloe well.


  Donna Jonsen was, as usual, in a Corner Stop shirt, this time a black polo with white lettering. With dyed, permed, medium-length blonde hair and light makeup, she projected a blue-collar, “one of the gang” persona that her patrons at the bar enjoyed. But Krista knew the deceptively slight woman could be formidable. One of Krista’s officers claimed Donna sometimes did her own bouncing at the club.


  Lisa Pike was more in Chloe’s league, defying the warm day in a navy blazer over a light blue dress with a wide checked pattern. Her dark hair in its blunt-cut bob curved nicely around her sharply pretty features, softening them, and her slender figure was no doubt hard-fought (she wasn’t touching the dip and chips), making her look forty, not near sixty. She was a top real estate agent at the Rector agency, where Brian worked.


  Everyone said their hellos, and Krista (to no one’s surprise) declined a margarita, much as she would like one. People with Glocks holstered on their hip shouldn’t be drinking alcohol. She took the waiting chair between Maria and Chloe.


  Brian’s mother said, “Thank you for coming, Chief Larson.”


  For a moment Krista almost prompted the women—she knew them all, at least a little—to use her first name; but then she decided she didn’t mind a modicum of formality here. Judging by the somber looks on the others, something serious was in the air, and she could guess what it was.


  Chloe, with a one-sided smile and a hooded gaze, said, “I seem to have been elected as a spokesperson, but I’m sure my friends here won’t be shy about expressing themselves, either.”


  Already Krista knew she could have used that margarita.


  But she merely smiled, her gaze in return not at all hooded, and said, intentionally arch, “Sounds a little like I’m being called on the carpet. Is there something I’ve done to offend you good citizens?”


  Lisa said, “It’s what you haven’t done.”


  “Excuse me?”


  Chloe picked up. “We don’t feel we should’ve had to come to you . . . and arrange this little get-together. We feel you had a responsibility to come to us. One at a time. And you’ve neglected that.”


  “You’ve lost me,” Krista said, though they hadn’t really—she was using the delay to gather her thoughts. With this not yet officially a murder investigation, she’d been in no position to actually interview the women.


  Chloe drew a long breath and let it out slowly. “My husband, and Lisa’s ex-husband, would appear to be in some danger. Do you deny that?”


  Now it was Krista’s turn to draw a long breath, but hers came out in a rush of words: “There’s some reason to think so, yes, but not enough evidence to suggest there’s anything concrete to back those suspicions up.”


  Leaning forward, concerned, Maria said, “What about Brian? If someone might be killing members of the band he’s in today . . . that his father was in, back in the day . . . is my son potentially in danger, too?”


  Donna said, “That goes for Phil, too. We’re not married, Phil and me, but I think most of you know we live together. That we’ve been together for a couple years now. And yet I’m the only one of this little group who knew, Chief Larson, that you were worried enough about the situation to send your daddy over to protect the boys.”


  Then, her piece spoken, Donna dragged a chip through the guacamole and took a crunching bite.


  Krista, keeping her voice steady and her tone reasonable, said, “My father was part of the band going back to college days. He roadied for them, and he’s stepped up to do that again now. Kind of a for-old-time’s-sake thing.”


  Chloe said, “You provided him as a bodyguard. He’s armed.”


  Now Krista bristled a little. “If you’re concerned about the welfare of your husband, Chloe . . . your ex, Lisa . . . your son, Maria . . . your significant other, Donna . . . I would think you would all appreciate that a step like that has been taken.”


  Eyes tight now, Chloe said, “What we would have appreciated is being informed of that step, and told why such a precaution was deemed necessary.”


  “I wouldn’t say ‘necessary.’ More like . . . prudent.”


  “Semantics, Chief Larson.” The beautiful black woman’s eyes flared. “We should have been told.”


  Lisa, having a bite of chip and black bean dip, seemed less concerned.


  “Yes, you should have been told,” Krista said, and knew she was wading into uncomfortable territory, but added anyway, “by your husbands. And by your son, Maria. As for you, Donna, you already knew all this. How much have you filled them in?”


  Donna shrugged, talking through the tail end of another bite of chip and guac. “Just that you suspect Dan didn’t kill himself, and that Rick didn’t really die of a heart attack in that hot tub. That you think they were murdered.”


  Krista said, “May have been murdered.”


  Chloe asked, “What leads you to think they may have been murdered?”


  “Didn’t Donna share that with you?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  Now Chloe seemed a little uncomfortable. “She hadn’t gotten to that, when you arrived.”


  That made Krista smile. “Ah. Well, Rick died in a part of the world where police departments are smaller than ours, and ours isn’t exactly the Chicago PD. No inquest was performed and he was quickly cremated . . . Donna, were you aware of that?”


  Donna, looking a little uncomfortable herself now, nodded. She wasn’t even reaching for a chip.


  Krista asked her, “Do you know who approved that cremation?”


  “Well . . . I did. He was my ex but he had no close next of kin living, and I was listed as executor on his will.” She shrugged. “He left the small share of the Corner Stop that he still owned to me.”


  “Why cremation?”


  “Why not?”


  “Certainly was your prerogative. However, if his body had been available for exhumation, we might be able to determine if he was dosed with a drug that causes cardiac arrest.”


  All eyes were on Donna.


  Feeling the heat, she said, “I, uh . . . look, I didn’t want to pay for transport of his body back to Des Moines, where he lived, or over here either. Cremation was the easiest thing to do. Path of least resistance.”


  The other women were frowning at Donna now.


  Krista said, “Well, frankly, even then we might’ve had difficulty. Some of these deadly drugs don’t leave much in the way of traces. The autopsy on Dan Davies didn’t turn one up.”


  Chloe, her expression puzzled, asked, “So why the assumption that someone is murdering the Pistons, one by one?”


  “I don’t make that assumption,” Krista insisted. “I only know that two of the band members died under circumstances that are at least a little suspicious. My father talked to Dan, had a conversation with him right before the supposed ‘suicide.’”


  Donna said nastily, “Does your father have an alibi?”


  “Actually, he does. You’re looking at her. But what my dad reports is that Dan was somewhat depressed, over a breakup with a longtime, live-in boyfriend.”


  Chloe asked, “Does the boyfriend have an alibi?”


  “Yes. Also, Dan was down in the dumps, after that blowup he had with the band the night of the preview gig. Surely you all must know that.”


  Somewhat grudgingly, they all nodded.


  Krista went on: “But my father said Dan did not show any signs of severe depression. He seemed in fairly good spirits, after he and Pop talked for a while, and was even considering not quitting the band after all.”


  Lisa said, “That doesn’t mean Dan didn’t kill himself. You can’t know what’s going on in another person’s mind.”


  “No, you can’t,” Krista admitted.


  Chloe, frowning, mostly in confusion but probably with irritation mixed in, asked, “Then what makes you think those deaths were likely murders?”


  “Possibly murders. Because I am a cop. A small-town cop, maybe, and a young one at that. But my father is a cop and I grew up around him and his cop friends. And they disagreed about all sorts of stuff. Some were Republicans . . . okay, most were. But some were Democrats, and some rooted for the Cubbies while others, across the river where Pop worked, weren’t interested in anything but the Hawkeyes. Some were white, some were black, some were Hispanic, one or two were Asian. They liked different food, they liked different movies. Some believed in God, others did not. But they agreed on one thing: they did not believe in coincidence. Cops hate coincidence.”


  Her four-woman audience thought about that. Meanwhile, patrons were starting to file into the restaurant. A mild breeze had come up to flap the cloth umbrellas and make it almost chilly now. Not quite.


  Chloe said, “Chief Larson . . . Krista . . . do you think the reunion appearance at the festival should be canceled?”


  “I talked to the mayor about that,” Krista said. “I stopped just short of recommending we cancel, but it wouldn’t have done any good if I had. The town has too much wrapped up in this festival. We’re too far down the road with publicity and ad buys and posters and . . . well, all I could think of to do, and maybe it was just a gesture, was to put my father on the job.”


  Chloe actually smiled a little. “A roadie with a gun.”


  “An old roadie with a gun. The gun isn’t terribly new either, but they’re both reliable.”


  Gradually, the margaritas were disappearing and so was the dip and chips.


  Maria asked, “What if we want it canceled? What if we went to the mayor, as a group?”


  “You have only one recourse,” Krista said with a sigh. “Chloe, you can talk to your husband. Lisa, I know you and your ex aren’t on the best of terms, but you can talk to Steve. Or you can enlist your daughter, Holly. If she agrees with you, maybe she could convince her dad the risk is just not worth it. If either of them decides not to perform, I don’t think any acceptable version of the Pistons can be cobbled together.”


  Maria asked, “What about Brian?”


  Krista shrugged. “His unwillingness to play might convince the other two to throw in the towel, too. But some other bass player might fill in. It’s the two original members, frankly, who count.”


  Maria was frowning, but nodding. “Not just any Piston?”


  “I don’t think so. Phil, for example, could be replaced fairly quickly. The band plays oldies that a lot of musicians around here, seasoned ones anyway, could probably fake on the spot.”


  Chloe had been thinking. “Then this must be about something that happened a long time ago.”


  The others looked at her, not following.


  But Krista followed, all right. “Yes. That’s my guess. Some old grudge, some old rivalry, something. Maria, Lisa, Chloe, Donna . . . you were all followers of the band, back in college days, when they first went out playing and then made the big time, right?”


  Chloe said, “Right.” She smiled a little, some sadness in it. “The big time, briefly.”


  Krista looked from face to face. “So if you four could search your memories, together or singly, about anything from those days that might be significant . . . someone kicked out of the band early on, an old girlfriend, someone in another band, envious then and bitter now. If you come up with anything at all, let me know.”


  They all nodded.


  Chloe asked, “What precautions will you be taking?”


  Krista said, “Snipers on rooftops, plainclothes SWAT team members working the crowd. Plenty of precautions.”


  “Which could mean,” Lisa said, thinking out loud, “the concert isn’t where the danger is.”


  Chloe said, “They may be in more danger off the stage. At home with us. Think about it—Dan was in his place of business, Rick was in a cottage at Arnolds Park.”


  The restaurant patio was filling up beyond the latticework barrier.


  “You should stay alert,” Krista advised them. “If you have home alarm systems, utilize them. If you see anything or anyone suspicious, call 911. You also need to talk to these men you value, and I include the nonoriginal members of the band.”


  The women were slowly nodding.


  Krista went on: “We can’t be absolutely certain, if these really are murders, that their cause is in the past. You need to watch out for your men. But the boys in the Pistons need to watch out for their own selves, too.”


  Her dark eyes big and unblinking, Chloe said, “It’s not just the music festival, it’s a summer of gigs.”


  All eyes were on Chloe now.


  “We’ve had one death in Arnolds Park,” Chloe said, “and another here in Galena. Who’s to say next time it won’t be a stop on the summer-long Hot Rod and the Pistons reunion tour?”


  Chloe’s eyes went from face to face—Lisa, Maria, Donna, and finally Krista herself.


  “I will tell all of you right now,” Chloe said, quietly firm, “that I’m going to do my best to convince Rod to drop out of this whole reunion thing. Because if there’s no Rod, there’s no ‘Hot’ tour.”


  Leaning in, Lisa asked, “Do you think you can talk him out of it? Deprive himself of reliving his glory days for a little while?”


  Chloe thought about that for a long time.


  Then she said, “No.”


  FIFTEEN


  While his daughter was at La Mesa, Keith was working up an appetite for his lunch with Krista at one. In jeans so old and tattered that if a female were wearing them they’d be stylish, and an ancient, faded orange DA BEARS T-shirt with Chris Farley on it, as well as equally old tennies that had burst here and there, he set out to mow the lawn.


  The white-trimmed, gray-framed two-story house on Hill Street, dating as it did to the late 1890s, had an incredible panoramic view overlooking Galena’s historic downtown, a few church steeples in the foreground, the river and hilly countryside farther out, chasing the horizon. With the weather starting to cooperate, like today’s warm yet lightly breezy late morning, he and Krista would soon be sitting in wicker chairs on the quaintly covered porch, taking their time emptying bottles of Carlsberg.


  The lawn was no great challenge. Higher up on Quality Hill, some of the steeply terraced lawns would have been a nightmare to mow. With the Larson home, you could break a sweat, but that was about all. The shallow backyard, perhaps a dozen feet wide, edged up against a stone wall with gnarls of bushes riding the land immediately above. The front yard sloped to a wire fence above Prospect, steep enough to get your attention but nothing crazy.


  In the garage, Keith checked the gas and oil on the red Toro mower, then wheeled it out across the wide brick drive and steered it into the front yard, taking the sloping front yard in a side-to-side fashion—up and down would’ve been a killer.


  The sun felt good—maybe he should have applied sunscreen—but so did the easy, lazy wind, lapping at him like a big friendly dog. The mower’s motor had a kind of percussive musicality that helped make the experience a pleasure not a chore.


  The Toro’s front-wheel drive didn’t preclude the need for Keith to put his back into it. He liked giving his muscles a workout, however mild. He went around the far side of the house and cut that narrow edge of green, then started on the landing strip of grass behind the big old house. Almost before he started, he was done. He shut off the mower, leaned on the handle, then rolled it toward the brick drive heading for the garage when someone said, “Hey, you!”


  Hey, you.


  That dumbest of all insults. That rudest salutation known to man that didn’t include an obscenity.


  He glanced to his right and saw them, one already planted, the other still ambling across the driveway. Just for the hell of it, he waited for the second one to catch up and fall in next to the first. The vehicle they’d arrived in—an old beat-up green pickup, the body lowered and a new-looking logo on it saying JONES BOYS FARM with caricatures of his two visitors labeled Pete and Bruce—was parked at a careless angle on the wide brick drive.


  They were a sturdy-looking pair. Had to be brothers or at least cousins—a few years separated them, Keith putting the slightly taller one at early thirties, and the other at late twenties. They shared shoulder-length greasy reddish-brown hair, receding hairlines, flat noses, and wide thick-lipped mouths. Both wore red baseball caps, backward.


  The taller one was clean-shaven, or anyway shaven, the other with a week’s growth of beard. The tall boy, resembling the “Bruce” caricature, wore a black T-shirt that said ZERO SHITS GIVEN while the smaller guy, Pete apparently, wore a black Metallica KILL ’EM ALL tee. Both wore jeans almost as faded and tattered as Keith’s.


  They grinned at him, their teeth big and yellow, oversized kernels of corn. Their arms were muscular and heavily tattooed—marijuana leaves, skull heads, a topless pinup girl toking, that sort of thing. Fairly well done, though, Keith had to admit.


  All this sizing up Keith did in about a second and a half.


  “Help you fellas?” he asked.


  “You better had,” Bruce said. His voice was gruff but high-pitched, as if he’d been sucking from a helium-filled balloon, which minimized any intended menace.


  Keith, amused but uneasy—they looked dumb but dangerous—said, “Sure you have the right address?”


  “We’re Steve’s friends,” the helium-voiced Bruce said.


  “Steve’s friends,” Pete echoed, in a bassy voice.


  The effect was unintentionally funny—tall one girlish-toned, small one overly masculine.


  Keith smiled, as he leaned on the Toro handle. “If you mean Steve Pike, he’s a friend of mine, too. Meaning no offense, fellas, but so what?”


  Bruce moved closer, only the Toro between them. “Steve says he don’t wanna do bidness with us no more.”


  “Turning over a new leaf is he?”


  Neither farmer got that. And it was pretty obvious what the cash crop for the Jones Boys Farm was.


  The helium voice got even higher—so to speak. “You need to get out from between us and him. You need not to bug the boy. He’s got a sweet thing goin’ and you don’t wanna go messin’ it up.”


  The man who lived here shrugged. “I’ve said my piece to Steve. That’s the end of it. Up to him now.”


  A sneering lip curled over Bruce’s upper row of corn-kernel teeth. “Well, maybe it’d be different if you was friends with us, too?”


  Keith smiled just a little. “I already have a lot of friends. Thanks, though.”


  Pete said, basso profundo, “You could have a taste.”


  Bruce said, “Pete’s right. A weekly taste. You know how much that could run, Mr. Larson?”


  Was it supposed to intimidate him, them knowing his name?


  Keith, shaking his head, said, “Don’t know. Don’t care. Fellas, this is private property. Have to ask you to move along.”


  The smaller one crowded the Toro, too. “You need to mind your own bidness, man. You ain’t a cop no more or nothing.”


  “Actually, I am.” He reached for his wallet in his back pocket, although it wasn’t there. He was hoping they might lean in for a look, and they did.


  He shoved the mower into them, hard, and it caught them both on their shins, and then they were dancing around, making noise, Ow! Ow! Ow!, and it was all Keith could do to stop from clapping his hands and stomping his feet in rhythm, like two of the Three Stooges would when the remaining Stooge suffered a similar injury.


  But helium boy Bruce stumbled around the mower and lurched toward Keith, who came forward to meet him halfway and punched him in the belly, doubling him over, then gave him a hard left in the jaw. The farmer didn’t go down but he was reeling, and Pete caught him, to keep him on his feet and off the brick surface below.


  Backing away, Keith said, “Go. Get out of here! Now!”


  His hand felt sprained from slugging the guy, and two of his knuckles were bleeding, as he scrambled back into the house, glad he’d left the kitchen door unlocked. But he locked it now.


  He stood there shaking his left hand a little, breathing hard. He had been in his share of scrapes as a cop in Dubuque, but was no street fighting man, as the Stones put it. Those two were big and dumb and muscular in a way a guy in his late fifties wasn’t, and he was a little scared.


  Thank God that was over.


  Then came the pounding on the windowless door.


  Fists banging, banging, banging, the wood groaning as it gave, but held on.


  “We ain’t through with you, you son of a bitch!” Bruce finally sounded actually threatening, a shrieking quality giving his helium voice some actual fright factor.


  Then the deep-voiced Pete started hurling profanity, nasty words, threatening words, arranged in no particular order, a wounded animal’s howls of rage. But at least the banging had stopped.


  “Go home!” Keith yelled, getting his phone out of his jeans jacket to dial 911.


  His finger was poised to punch in the numbers when one of them threw a shoulder into the door. Then came a kick. The bastards were not going to stop till they broke into the place!


  He glanced over at the kitchen counter, where earlier today he’d cleaned and oiled his Smith & Wesson M&P nine millimeter, in preparation for carrying it in his role as bodyguard-cum-roadie. A pair of handcuffs, which he’d also decided he might be needing, was over there as well, ready for him as part of his revised wardrobe’s accessories, as Krista might put it. He went over and grabbed the cuffs in one hand and the nine millimeter in the other—it was already loaded—as the battering on the back door continued.


  He walked over and waited till after the latest heave of a shoulder before opening the door and the two farmer boys were standing there with their eyes wide and their mouths wider, not expecting him to actually let them in, which of course he wasn’t about to.


  He was pointing the blunt snout of the nine millimeter at them. They struck awkward frozen poses, their hands (as it happened) already upraised.


  “Here,” Keith said to Pete, and handed him the cuffs. “Your right wrist to his left wrist. Now.”


  Pete did that. Fumblingly, but he did it.


  “Now go sit down,” Keith commanded. He pointed. “Right there.”


  They did, in the middle of the wide drive, between the garage and their carelessly parked pickup.


  He did not call 911. He called Booker instead, and the detective got there in under five minutes. Nothing happened between the call and Booker’s arrival except Pete starting to cry and having to use his free hand to use his Metallica T-shirt to wipe his face of tears and snot.


  Booker took a look at them. “Heard about these boys. Big pot farmers, a county over. What you been up to, Keith?”


  “I was mowing the grass.”


  Booker squinted at him. “That’s not a figure of speech, right? You mean, you actually were out here mowing the yard?”


  “Yeah. These two idiots dropped by and tried to assault an officer of the law.”


  “No shit? What officer of the law would that be?”


  “Me.”


  Booker grinned. “You got a badge now, do you?”


  “Enough of one.” He handed Booker the handcuff key. “Would you take these dopes over to the jail for me? I’ll stop over after I clean up. Make a statement, provide the details.”


  The big cop shrugged. “Sounds fair.”


  “It’ll be after lunch. I’m meeting Krista.”


  “It’s a plan.” Then Booker turned to the farm boys seated on the brick. “Okay I leave that dumb-ass truck here, Keith, till I got these two processed?”


  “You’re the police officer.”


  Booker grinned. “One of ’em, anyway.”


  Keith—a new man after a shower, fresh polo, fresh jeans, and a Band-Aid for two left knuckles—met his daughter downtown under the black-and-gold sign of One Eleven Main. They exchanged smiles but no kisses on the cheek or anything—they had enough Nordic DNA not to.


  He escorted her into the vestibule of the refurbished 1850s building, and soon they were at a table by the window in the first-floor, brick-walled dining room. Black-and-white photos framed and on the wall showed local farmers with whom the restaurant did business; Bruce and Pete were not among them.


  As they waited for Krista’s Cobb salad and his fish and chips, Keith filled her in about his failure to mow the yard without incident.


  “You’re all right, though,” she said, pausing before her latest sip of iced tea, eyeing his bandaged knuckles, touching that hand lightly.


  “I’m fine,” he said, and grinned. “We pro bono consultants for the Galena PD are tough, you know.”


  “You’re tougher than most,” she admitted. “But you’re no tough guy. And I’m working on that pro bono thing. You might just get paid this time around.”


  He raised a palm as if swearing in. “You’ll spoil me. What was that meeting with those women at La Mesa about?”


  She filled him in, in some detail.


  “You realize, don’t you,” he said, narrowing his eyes at her, “that those women are prime suspects, if we really are looking at murder.”


  She narrowed her eyes back at him. “Bigger suspects than those clowns you tangled with today?”


  “Please don’t denigrate my attackers, honey. I prefer to think of them as formidable opponents. And, anyway, I don’t see them having any connection to the two deaths in question.”


  She shrugged, considering that. “Drugs, maybe?”


  He shook his head. “No. Thin. Thinner than thin. That was just me mixing it up and getting a little exercise.”


  “I see.”


  “But those women? They all go back to the original days of the band. Before they were wives, they were . . . well, not groupies, but sort of camp followers, who graduated into various relationships with the individual musicians.”


  Slowly, she said, “All right. I see that. But how does that add up to murder?”


  He shrugged. “I can’t say specifically. And I was really only close to the band . . . you know, traveling with them . . . before they got their record deal and hit the small big-time.”


  “Okay. And?”


  Another shrug. “And those were wild times. Different days. It’s hard to know exactly what went on back then.”


  “Sex and drugs and rock and roll, you mean.”


  He sipped his Carlsberg. “That’s the expression. Yeah. Old sins come back to haunt.”


  She turned over a hand. “Well, none of the women said anything about that kind of thing.”


  “Why, do you think they would?”


  The food came, and it was typically delicious One Eleven fare, and the talk was limited and had nothing to do with anything important, when there was any talk at all.


  But over coffee afterward, Keith decided to dive into it. Something was on his mind far more frightening than pot growers trying to kick the door down, or some fiend out there maybe murdering musicians.


  “I was with Rebecca last night,” he said.


  She sipped her coffee. “Yes, I know. You drove down to Davenport, right?”


  What happens at the Tick Tock stays at the Tick Tock.


  “Well,” he said. “Never mind that, what I want to say is . . . she had an interesting point of view about her and me, and you and Brian.”


  She gave him an unblinking look. “Really? What do Brian and I have to do with you and her exactly? I mean, I like Rebecca fine, and—”


  “And Brian is a great guy.”


  “He is. What are we talking about again?”


  He paused. Took another run at it. “Look. Things have heated up with Rebecca and me. I would like to be able to have her stay over now and then, and I’m hoping you don’t have a problem with that.”


  She tossed her head a little, too casual. “Why should I? You’re of age. She’s of age. Way past of age, really—right?”


  He stayed at it. “Rebecca had a nice notion. She would sleep in the guest room, and I would sleep in my room. Then I might go, you know . . . drop in on her, during the night and . . . are you all right?”


  She was staring into her coffee. “This is really not a conversation I want to have.”


  In for a penny. “Hear me out. She thinks you might be uncomfortable with her and me sleeping in the same bed that, you know, your mom and I slept in. Together.”


  Her tone got brittle. “Don’t be silly. Aren’t we all adults? Come on, Pop.”


  He’d come this far. “And there’s a guest room downstairs. So why not have Brian over, when it gets to that stage in your relationship, or maybe it already has, and . . . oh, God. I hate talking this much.”


  “You have now officially talked to me more about this than you did to me on any subject during my high school years.”


  “That’s isn’t fair.”


  “Life isn’t fair. But I’ll tell you what is fair.” She touched his wounded hand. “You have Rebecca over anytime you like. Maybe tell me ahead of time, a little. But anytime you like.”


  “Okay. Same goes for you and Brian.”


  Her smile was small and ironic. “Well, thank you. It is my house, but thank you.”


  “You sound a little pissed off.”


  Another sip of coffee. “I’m not really. Can we talk about something else? Something more pleasant, like is somebody out there poisoning people and faking heart attacks and suicides and such?”


  A couple at the next table glanced at them, alarmed.


  Krista frowned. Softly, she said, “What’s their problem? I’m a cop in uniform, aren’t I? Can’t I talk about such things?”


  He leaned in. “What about this for another topic? Are we comfortable with me having Rebecca over at the same time that you are having Brian over?”


  She clenched her fists.


  “What’s wrong, honey?”


  “Nothing, Pop. Just trying not to scream.”


  SIXTEEN


  Under a wide purple awning on South Main that said


  GRAPE MINDS


  GRACIE’S WINE & MARTINI BAR


  Krista and her father entered, along with a number of other invited guests for the PRIVATE PARTY (as the sign in the window said) that was actually a second preview night for Hot Rod & the Pistons, this time with their new four-piece lineup.


  The Grape, as locals called it, was one of Krista’s favorite spots in town. Like the Corner Stop, it offered a wide range of musical styles, but replaced the intentional dive atmosphere of Donna Jonsen’s establishment with an eclectic, electric funkiness.


  The bar stretched at left as you came in, with the lounge at right, through an archway in a brick wall. Christmas lights dangled over the bar and front windows, couches and comfy chairs hugged the periphery, and on the walls hung obscure advertising signs and big canvas artwork ranging from Pollock-style splatter to a rumpled bed with an equally rumpled blonde in it.


  Waiters and waitresses in purple tees with the Grape Minds logo were circulating. Among them was the little blue-eyed, bob-cut platinum blonde, Holly, who was Steve and Lisa Pike’s daughter. Small tables provided intimacy where couples could sip an international wine (Falling Star merlot-malbec from Argentina, anyone?) or oddball martinis (an Antioxidant Tini suit your fancy?). At slightly larger tables, little groups could nurse their drinks while playing one of the countless board games available.


  Nobody was playing a board game at the moment. The air was buzzing with anticipation, the place packed with assorted merchants and restaurant owners, including the mayor and most of the city council members. Quite a few teachers from Galena High were on hand to support their moonlighting colleague, Rod Penniston, as well as a contingent of twenty- and thirty-somethings who’d been his students over the years in Show Choir. Many here were dressed to the nines—definitely not a rock ‘n’ roll feel and not a typical night for the Grape.


  Solo and other smaller acts would perform in a nook in the bar, but for a band like the Pistons, an area in the lounge by the windows onto the street had been cleared—no stage, but much roomier than the postage-stamp platform of the Corner Stop. The boys would be able to display some real showmanship tonight.


  Krista’s father had said rehearsal here this afternoon went well—he had helped them load in, of course, in his roadie role, before going home to shower and spruce up. After all, Rebecca Carlson would be there with her cameraman.


  And her pop did look good—gray polo, black jeans, black sport coat (and Smith & Wesson on his hip under it). Threads any fancier would have been a mistake, since he had to help tear down and load out after the gig.


  As usual, Krista as police chief had to walk the fashion tightrope for a night out in Galena, conservative enough to cause no ripples, but definitely not dowdy—light blue shell top, black cardigan, navy trousers, and pumps.


  A modest area had been allotted for dancing, and tables were at a premium—plenty of standing room only. But her father had told her the band would only be doing a single set tonight, just an hour, as they would at the Music Fest. So the Larsons had split up to circulate among a crowd that included a good number of their friends.


  The band members were off in the green room in back, but Chloe Penniston, Maria Paulen, and Lisa Pike were together in the lounge at a high-top right off the little dance floor. They seemed to have agreed upon a group dress code—colorful untucked silk blouses and dark slacks. One chair remained and Krista (and her glass of chardonnay from Galena Cellars) drifted over and asked if she could join them.


  Maria said, “Until Donna alights, please do.”


  This appeared to be the table for wives of the band, including exes and a widow. At the moment Donna was nearby, talking with Krista’s father.


  “With apologies for prying,” Krista said, directing this to all of them but landing on Chloe, “it would appear any efforts to discourage a Pistons reunion fell on deaf ears.”


  “Well,” Chloe said wryly, “all old rock and rollers are at least a little deaf.”


  “I plead not guilty,” Lisa said, with hand to her blouse. “Steve and I were barely talking before all this started.”


  Maria, shrugging a little, said to Krista, “Brian says it’s not his decision. But he must have told you the same thing, dear.”


  The previous evening—in his bedroom at home, with Weezer and Foo Fighters posters still on the wall from high school days—Krista and Brian had taken advantage of his mother being at La Mesa. After the couple had gotten back into their clothes, they’d returned to the bed, smoothed the comforter, and stretched out on their backs.


  Krista had said, “We have to quit meeting like this.”


  “No. We have to keep meeting exactly like this. Just not here.”


  “I’ve been talking to my father about that.”


  She’d told Brian about the guest room hopscotch Pop had suggested.


  “Quite reasonable,” Brian said.


  “Okay. I’ll bring it up.”


  “Good.”


  “Listen.” Choosing her moment. “What would you think about not playing with the Pistons?”


  “Not good.”


  She went over all the reasons why he should seriously consider walking away from the reunion, and he’d listened patiently.


  “Here’s the problem,” Brian said. “I’m not letting my dad down.”


  “But you wouldn’t be.”


  “In my mind, I would be. And if you felt that way about your mom’s memory? Or you dad’s, if he weren’t with us? What would you do?”


  She hadn’t been able to argue with that.


  Krista glanced around. Rebecca and her cameraman had just come in, and were standing inside the door looking at the mob they had to navigate. Her associate was a guy in his thirties in a KWQC T-shirt and jeans, lugging a tripod, but Rebecca looked glamorous, in perfect if rather heavy makeup and a black, white, and pink floral dress.


  Rebecca saw her and smiled and waved. Krista returned the smile and the wave, having to work at it a little.


  “Looks like everybody who got an invite,” Krista said to the women at the high-top, “said yes, and kept their word.”


  Lisa said, “The Pistons were a very big deal around here, when a lot of us were younger. Half the women here, anywhere near our age anyway, used to follow the band.”


  Maria nodded toward the bar, where a good-looking zaftig woman in her late forties with purple hair and purple-framed glasses in a low-cut white dress with purple polka dots was bartending and smilingly chatting up customers. That was Gracie herself—the owner.


  “Surely Gracie wasn’t old enough,” Krista said, “to tag after the Pistons back then.”


  Lisa, typically droll, said, “Haven’t you ever encountered a fake ID in your police work?”


  Krista’s dad and Donna had wrapped up their conversation and the rival bar owner, defiantly wearing a Corner Stop tee, was heading toward the high-top. Krista said some quick goodbyes and slipped away, nodding and smiling to Donna as she did.


  Her pop—not a regular Grape Minds customer—was at the bar accepting a bottle of beer from Gracie, and complimenting the woman for carrying Carlsberg Elephant brand.


  “Anything for you, handsome,” the woman said with a wink. Her bare arms bore cartoony tattoos, fun ones, but Krista was pretty sure her father wasn’t into women with that kind of art collection.


  Behind her purple cat-eye frames, Gracie squinted at him. “You aren’t a right-wing nut, are you, handsome?”


  “Not so it shows.”


  “We’re a progressive bar, you know.”


  “All bars are. They get people progressively soused.”


  Gracie roared with laughter. Pop had passed the test.


  The owner-bartender moved on. The two Larsons remained at the bar, where a pair of leopard-print cushioned chairs had miraculously presented themselves.


  Krista sipped her chardonnay, then asked, “Why didn’t you tell Gracie you haven’t voted in the last two or three elections? That your political position is a pox on both their houses?”


  Keith shrugged, sipped at the bottle of Elephant beer. “I figure my politics are my business.”


  “In a bar you do?”


  He was making a face.


  “What’s wrong, Pop?”


  “Turns out I don’t care for this stuff. Asked for Carlsberg and this is what I got. Too much bitter hops. Too much alcohol. Seems not everything from Denmark is as sweet as you.”


  “We’re not from Denmark, Pop. We’re from Galena. What did Donna buttonhole you about?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “It means she said she wants to talk, but not here. I said we could slip outside and she said no—it could wait till tomorrow. Should she stop by the house or come over to the PD? I said the house was fine, I’m not at the station that much, but why not wait till the next Pistons rehearsal, on Monday? She said it couldn’t wait that long. I said, well, fine, call first, but coming over to the house is cool. Whatever.”


  “Any idea what this is about?”


  “None. And one odd thing?”


  “Yeah?”


  “She kind of dragged it out, or anyway that was the impression I got. Repeating herself, talking loud.”


  “Well, it is noisy in here.” No music was blasting over a sound system, but with all the people, the talk was enough. “Listen, Pop, that’s the owner you were talking to—that bartender?”


  “Yeah? Really? That’s the ‘Gracie’ of Grape Minds?”


  “Sure is. Do you know her?”


  “Obviously not.”


  “Well, maybe you do. She supposedly followed the band, back in your day.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t remember a Gracie or Grace or anything like that, back then. You have to remember, honey, I only roadied with the Pistons in the early days, when they were strictly local. It wasn’t till the national record hit that the groupies came out of the woodwork.”


  “Didn’t you still follow them?”


  “Yeah, but I was no groupie.” He seemed to be getting used to the bitter hops because he was having no trouble swigging the beer. “Your mom and I were dating, big-time, and used to drive around and follow the boys, all over Iowa and Illinois and even Wisconsin.”


  She liked seeing him thinking about Mom that way—the two of them young, in love, having a good time. Seeing him with Mom in his eyes and no sadness there at all. Maybe that was why everybody liked nostalgia. It was the past with only the good parts left in.


  “Hey, you two,” Rebecca’s familiar voice said behind them.


  They turned to her. She was a fetching woman, which was about all the reporter had in common with Krista’s mother. Karen had been small, somewhat plump. Cute. This was a tall, almost willowy beauty.


  “I’m doing quick interviews,” she said to Krista’s dad, “with people who were fans of the band back in . . .”


  The newswoman paused, obviously seeking a less insulting way to phrase it.


  Her father finished it his way: “The good old days? Sure.” To Krista, he said, “Save my seat. Let’s watch the band from here, all right?”


  He got up and went off to do a stand-up interview with Rebecca. Krista put her purse on her father’s chair. The owner-bartender came over.


  “Another glass?”


  “No, I’m still working on this one.”


  “He doesn’t recognize me, does he?”


  “What, my dad? Did you know him?”


  “Didn’t know him, really. But he was a camp follower like I was.”


  “How old were you?”


  She shrugged her tattooed shoulders, bare against the straps of the polka-dot dress. “Maybe thirteen.”


  “Really? That young?”


  “Oh, yeah. I was a wild thing. Terrible parents, which was great for a kid in those days.”


  “How, uh, wild, if you don’t mind my asking?”


  “What’s the statute of limitations in this state?”


  “For what?”


  She laughed; it was a hoarse but pleasant thing. “Well, I wasn’t the one it would’ve got in trouble. But let me tell you, that Rick Jonsen would’ve gone to the graybar hotel back then. And he wasn’t the only one in the band.”


  “Only one who . . . ?”


  She leaned in. “What do you think groupies did in those days? Ask for autographs? When Me Too catches up with rock ‘n’ roll, baby, look out!”


  Gracie roared off laughing and Krista felt a chill.


  Her father came over quickly and resumed his chair, which he turned around to face the lounge, and she did the same—the brick wall with the archway had two huge windows cut out of it, one of which framed the stage area by the windows.


  Meanwhile, the band was coming up from the back of the room and people were clapping and hooting. From where Krista and her dad were seated, they didn’t get a good look at the Pistons till they were framed in that big hole in the brick wall at right. So it was a fun surprise to see that the boys were clad as they would be at the Music Fest—unlike the Col Ballroom appearance, this really was a dress rehearsal.


  In wardrobe that tied them to the Stray Cats, the New Wave band that had paved the way for the more minor success of Hot Rod & the Pistons, the musicians took their positions at their mics with their instruments.


  Rod got behind his two stacked keyboards (the top one said VOX, the bottom NORD), facing the audience, no chair or stool. Like the other band members, he wore tattered jeans and Beatle boots, but his trademark look included a black sleeveless Sun Records tee and a neck-knotted red-and-black bandana. Steve was in a black, red-collared bowling shirt, open to reveal his still toned chest, while Phil had assumed the notorious LIVE FAST, DIE YOUNG! black tee with skull-head motorcyclist for which Rick Jonsen had been known. As for Brian, he wore his late father’s black button-up RAT FINK shirt.


  Krista had heard this four-piece Piston lineup rehearse, and had been at the Col of course, but the combination of their energy and musicianship with an enthusiastic, demonstrative crowd in close quarters made for a kind of alchemy—kinetic, dynamic. The little dance floor filled up almost from the opening bars of “Long Tall Sally.”


  The familiar rockabilly tunes with that almost heavy metal–style guitar was mesmerizing, Phil incredible at sounding like Rick Jonsen, maybe even . . . better? Rod was alternating New Wave combo-organ keyboards, like in Elvis Costello’s early songs, with piano right out of the Jerry Lee Lewis and Little Richard songbook.


  Yes, she knew these artists. Her father had given her a solid musical education.


  She’d heard the Pistons do all but a couple of these songs before, but the pace and energy seemed amped now. Each player had his own moves, which together created a unique synergy. The hour flew by like fifteen minutes, and when they finally played “The Girl Can’t Help It,” the hipster bar was suddenly actually hip.


  They played their original, “Bad Boy, Good Girl,” the minor hit follow-up, as their encore. And after that, as the Grape rang with stomping feet and chants of “one more, one more,” they put their heads together and came back with an unrehearsed “Great Balls of Fire” that was as fine as anything they’d done in the prepared set.


  Through the archway, Krista could see the high-top where Chloe, Maria, Lisa, and Donna sat. She had a very good view of Chloe, who was smiling, an almost Madonna-like smile, and not in the “Material Girl” sense. Rod’s wife was never keeping time or laughing and, while she applauded, she almost seemed to be elsewhere. And Krista could swear the limited lighting caught a glint from the woman’s eyes of what might have been tears.


  Krista couldn’t guess what emotions might be roiling through Rod’s life partner of so many years. A middle-aged man recapturing his youth, in a trip she couldn’t take with him. That same man risking his life by continuing that trip, despite the real possibility of a murderer in the mix.


  How did Chloe process seeing the rock ‘n’ roll star of her younger years, who had transformed into the celebrated but socially acceptable teacher of high school students, sharing his musical gifts in so different a way?


  And considering how many of his former students were here witnessing who he’d been when he was young, Rod Penniston must have been an incredible teacher. Still was, undoubtedly.


  The stage lights came down, leaving Grape Minds in its usual dim ambience. The boys disappeared through the crowd, heading back to the green room to get freshened up and perhaps into clothes that weren’t dripping with sweat. Along the way, they chatted with audience members and signed a few CDs and vintage albums.


  Next to her, her father was smiling.


  “They’re very, very good, Pop.”


  “Yes they are. It really does bring it back.”


  But there were tears in his eyes now. It had come back too fully—not just nostalgia, but actual memories.


  Rebecca and her cameraman were circulating again. She had shot some of the set, with the powerful little camera on a tripod; but now camera and man were mobile and so was she, as she stopped at tables and caught brief interviews with almost giddy crowd members.


  Krista turned to her dad. “Your girlfriend’s pretty terrific, Pop. Awfully good at what she does.”


  He blurted, “I want to ask her over tonight.”


  “You don’t have to ask.”


  His eyebrows went up. “I don’t have to put a lamp in the window or hang a ‘Do Not Disturb’ on the front door?”


  “Or the side door, either. Anyway, I’m having Brian over.”


  “Well. That’s fine. I’m fine with that.”


  She put a hand on his shoulder. “You just stay on your floor, and I’ll stay on mine.”


  It took just a second for that to register with him as a joke, but then he laughed.


  “Deal,” he said.


  Brian came over, still in the ragged jeans but with a fresh Hot Rod & the Pistons T-shirt. He looked at Keith, said, “We killed, didn’t we?”


  “You did,” Keith said.


  Brian turned and looked at her; he seemed almost drunk from the performance. “We did kill, didn’t we?”


  “Knocked ’em dead,” Krista said, but she didn’t love all the fatal terminology. That was show biz, though.


  Brian said, nodding over toward the high-top, “My mom says my dad would be proud.” He swallowed hard.


  Nobody disagreed, but nobody went any further with the thought, otherwise Brian might break down. And nobody likes to see a rock ‘n’ roller cry.


  Steve Pike ambled over. His T-shirt was fresh but he looked tired, as well he should. “We killed,” he said.


  “You killed,” Krista and her dad said in near tandem.


  “Keith, uh . . .” Steve was clearly embarrassed. “You got some people I know in custody, I hear.”


  “I do. Well, the sheriff does. They’re working with the next county and a search warrant this afternoon turned up some things that are going to keep your pals away from the farm for a while.”


  “Not my friends,” Steve said, shaking his head. “I already broke ties with them, before they even . . . If they did you any harm, man, I wasn’t—”


  “I know,” her father said. “We’re fine, Steve. No hard feelings on this end.”


  “Mine, either. I want a new start.”


  Steve’s daughter, Holly, was suddenly at his side and she was smiling so hard it must have almost hurt. “Daddy, daddy . . . you were so good tonight! I love your band!”


  “Thanks, sweetheart,” he said to her, and hugged her around the shoulders.


  Krista was suddenly glad she hadn’t talked Chloe and the others into pressuring the men in their lives to cancel the Pistons reunion.


  This was a feeling of the moment, however, and would not last.


  SEVENTEEN


  As she mingled among, and threaded through, the enthusiastic audience at Grape Minds, the woman whose actions had necessitated the change in lineup of Hot Rod & the Pistons was pleased that this new version sounded so good, so . . . authentic.


  Yes, it was unfortunate that the Pistons were forced to perform in their reunion appearances without two of their original members, she thought, but then all bands go through member changes. In some ways, this new lineup seemed an improvement.


  “Fill-in” Phil Deeson really did capture the late Rick’s style with that driving, edgy lead guitar, and the absence of dear dead Dan’s rhythm guitar, sad to say, only emphasized how little he ever had really been needed. The other two original members were as good as they ever were—age hadn’t compromised Steve’s playing a whit and Rod sounded every bit as fine as in his prime. And the other replacement, Brian, was honoring his late dad by reproducing his bass lines to perfection.


  Plus, the boys had so much more showmanship than at the previous preview at the Col! Adversity had only inspired them.


  Earlier, with the bar already packed by eight o’clock (the Pistons went on at nine), she had overheard a troubling conversation between Keith Larson and Donna Jonsen.


  Donna had spoken up over the crowd noise to say, “We need to talk!”


  Keith, nursing a bottle of beer, said, “How about right now?”


  “No. We need more privacy than this!”


  He shrugged. “Step outside then?”


  “That’s where the smokers go. I should know! I’m one of ’em! Make it tomorrow!”


  “Sure thing, Donna. Tomorrow morning sometime? Ten maybe?”


  “Ten is good! At the station? Or your house?”


  “House is fine.”


  Donna even went over the last part of that a second time.


  Then the two had gone their separate ways, leaving their conversation to play on a continuous loop in the eavesdropper’s brain.


  After the band completed their set, she circulated, Apple Tini in hand, having brief conversations with friends, and finally allowing herself to be cornered by the transplanted Chicago news anchor, Rebecca Carlson. A striking woman, but so heavily made up and, thrusting that microphone at her, unnecessarily assaultive.


  “Are you a longtime fan?” the KWQC reporter asked with a big red-lipstick smile and eyes reflecting the nearby Christmas lights.


  “No,” she lied, “they’re a little before my time. But I’m a fan now!”


  That interview went on a little longer, but when she turned, Donna stood right behind her, smirking over a bottle of Blue Moon.


  “You shouldn’t lie to the media,” Donna said, laughed and went off. A nasty laugh, raspy from too much smoking. Didn’t the woman know those unfiltered Camels could kill her?


  She watched Donna go over and slip an arm around guitarist Phil’s shoulder as he stood talking to Krista and Keith Larson.


  Working the room, saying more hellos and agreeing with the glowing assessments of the band’s set, she wound up within hearing distance of Donna and the Larsons, even while nodding her way through a conversation with a talkative city council member.


  Phil was saying, “We can’t load out till closing. But after that, the guys are going over to Dubuque to the Smokestack. Chow down on some flatbread pizzas.”


  That was a bar across the river, in the Millwork District. The Grape would be closing at one, but over there the bars could serve till 2:00 a.m.


  “Kitchen stays open,” Phil said, “till last call. How about it, Keith?”


  “I’ve got company tonight.”


  Phil grinned. “Company by way of that tall drink of Chicago water?”


  “I’m gonna pass,” Keith said, grinning back, “if it’s all right with you and the other guys. If you think you can survive without me babysitting.”


  What did that mean? she wondered.


  Donna said, “I don’t suppose Chloe’s going along. Or you, Krista?”


  “No,” Krista said, not looking at all like a police chief in her tasteful ensemble. “I have company, too.”


  Phil said, “Oh, then so our youngest member won’t be getting shit-faced in Dubuque like a real rock ‘n’ roller, either?”


  Krista smiled knowingly. “I’m pretty sure Brian’ll choose another option.”


  “Sounds like just the real road warriors.” Phil kissed Donna on the forehead. “I should be back by three or so, babe.”


  Hanging over Donna’s shoulder was a purse, yawning open. The eavesdropper spied something in that purse, helped herself, and slipped her plunder in her own purse.


  Though the bar would be open for several more hours, and the sound system was pumping the two Pistons CDs into the atmosphere, many of the dressy attendees were already filtering out into the night. She dropped in with them, having something to do.


  From the recession of a doorway of the closed Dreams boutique across the street, she watched as Donna Jonsen, having walked down from Grape Minds, crossed Main. Donna went up the exterior wrought-iron staircase to her apartment above the Corner Stop, which at one fifteen was closed and pretty well emptied out.


  After another five minutes, the watcher crossed the street, picking a moment of scant traffic and no one exiting the bar, and ascended the stairs. It took only two knocks for Donna to answer with a smile and a raspy laugh.


  “Been expecting you,” the short, but sturdy woman said.


  In that Corner Stop T-shirt and jeans and bare feet, her permed dishwater blonde hair a kind of fright wig, Donna was one tough-looking, working-class female, defiantly so. At one time, this had been a cute little groupie who could make a short skirt sing, and even now, if you looked hard enough, she had a certain appeal. Perfect for Phil, her musical bartender boyfriend.


  Who would not be home till three or after.


  “Why were you expecting me?”


  Donna laughed the raspy laugh again, even more obnoxious than before. “Because I set the bait, didn’t I? Come in, come in.”


  The gracious hostess opened the door and gestured, and the expected guest who had figured on being unexpected stepped inside.


  Donna was saying, “I practically yelled my head off telling our police chief’s old man I wanted to talk to him.” The door shut, a lock clicked. “I imagine you know he’s consulting on these possible Pistons murders.”


  “I do.”


  That was when Donna brought out her right hand from where she’d tucked it behind her back to reveal the gun in her fist. Small and black, but an attention-getter.


  Donna’s smile was confident, yet some fear was bubbling under there, or at least anxiety. This was not the usual thing even in the life of a hard-bitten bar-owning woman like this. “You don’t mind if I take a small precaution?”


  “Why a precaution?”


  Donna beamed. “Oh, I see. We have to play pretend first. Okay. I understand. You got to get your bearings. Sit. Sit.”


  They were in Donna’s kitchen, which had been remodeled around 1975. A smallish captain’s table had an ashtray and a pack of Camels on it; also a bottle of Blue Moon. The open doorway into the next room indicated another boxcar affair, no hallway, just one room opening into another and then another, as was so often the case in these long, narrow ancient buildings.


  Donna sat and then so did her guest.


  Waving the gun a little, its snout a scolding finger, Donna said, “Hand your purse over, honey. Slow and easy.”


  She did, sliding it across the empty tabletop.


  With her left hand, Donna opened the purse, which was brown and somewhat oversize, and went through it, quickly, apparently checking for a gun. No pill bottle in there, either. No weapon at all.


  Donna pushed the bag back across to her, and said, “Put it on the floor.”


  She did.


  With her left hand, Donna raised the Blue Moon bottle to her lips and guzzled. About a third of it was already gone. How many bottles, she wondered, had Donna had at the Grape?


  Donna licked some foam off her lips. The gun in her right hand was propped on the table. “You know, seeing you brings back memories. Some are pretty good memories. A lot of fun in those days. Those boys were good. Sexy devils, the Pistons. But I don’t remember you and me hitting it off so good. More like . . . tolerated each other.”


  “That’s fair.”


  Donna shrugged. “I mean, you knew Rick was into me, that him and me had something special. But you went after him anyway.”


  “How special could he have been, if you divorced him?”


  Donna shuddered. “Oh, he was a horrible human being. Terrible. Gave tomcats a bad name. Spread more STDs than half a dozen heavy metal bands put together. Selfish bastard. I’m fine with him being gone.”


  “Are you.”


  Another shrug. “I’m fine with you taking him out, too.”


  “. . . Dating him you mean? Back then?”


  “No! Killing his ugly ass.”


  “Is that what I did.”


  “We both know it. And both know why.”


  “Do we?”


  “I saw that tape.”


  “What tape?”


  Donna grinned. “Really? I saw it back then. I don’t think Rick showed it to anybody but me, at the time. That’s what this is about, isn’t it?”


  “What what is about?”


  “Oh, honey, please!” Apparently Donna had partaken of a good number of Blue Moons, which prompted her singing a few bars of “Honey, Don’t!”—a rockabilly tune the Pistons used to do, but wasn’t on the reunion list.


  “If there’s a point to this, Donna, maybe you should get to it.”


  She gestured with the gun-in-hand. “Sure. Glad to. I’ve not only seen the tape, I have it. A copy. You probably got the original from Dan before you . . .” She crossed her throat with a finger and made an appropriate “snick” sound effect.


  “And I should believe you why?”


  Donna took a Camel from the pack and lighted it up with a Bic, then spoke out of the corner of her mouth as she got the smoke going. “Because I’ll give it to you. The tape. I mean . . . you’re the only reason I even knew I had it!”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “Sorry. Sorry. Years ago, lifetime ago, Rick showed me that tape. Well, it made an impression. I was jealous, I was disgusted, I was a lot of things, but not paying attention wasn’t one of them. It was a party tape to remember. And I did. I do. When Rick died in a hot tub . . .” She made a rude sound with her lips. “. . . I didn’t think anything much, except good riddance.”


  “Your onetime husband. Good riddance.” The people in this world.


  “Right, but murder didn’t come to mind. Guys like Rick must drown or have heart attacks in hot tubs, oh, every day. But then Dan hanging himself like that? That didn’t feel right. That didn’t sound right. He was full of himself, Dan. He thought he was smarter than the rest of us, real special, and I have to tell you . . . Honey, mostly I’m a live-and-let-live girl, but I was raised in a church and the perverted lifestyles of certain type people don’t make it with me. I just don’t go for it. I never did.”


  “I see,” she said, thinking, What an awful person!


  Donna leaned forward, the gun still trained. “But it got me thinking. It brought that tape to mind. I thought to myself, I saw that thing around here somewhere! I don’t mean watched it, I mean ran across it. Well, I have a box of Rick’s crap that he never picked up, never took back, clothes that didn’t fit him, skin magazines, dirty paperbacks, some old Rolling Stones . . . not any mentioning him, those he kept . . . but I got rooting around in there and bingo! There it was. A tape. Your name on it.”


  “Is that right.”


  She had a swig of Blue Moon. Shook her head. “Now, honey, don’t worry. I didn’t make any copies of it. I wouldn’t know how—don’t have the old-time equipment it’d take to play it. Who does? And I can’t send out something filthy like that to get duplicated professionally. But I figure . . . this must be something you’d like to have.”


  “I wouldn’t mind.”


  Donna’s eyebrows went up. “It’s what you were looking for, at Dan’s place, right? See, that’s the other reason—the real reason—that got me looking for that tape. Krista Larson, our trusty teenage chief of police, came around talking about maybe Rick and Dan were murdered . . . how maybe the other original members of the band were in dutch, too . . . maybe. Her old man seems to think so, anyway. Hell, maybe he put the idea in her head. I dunno.”


  “Your point?”


  Donna waved that off with her free hand. “I gotta come at this another way. I’m not a bad person. I’m not a blackmailer. I don’t wanna bilk you dry.” She sat forward. “But I have an opportunity, you know. My lease comes up this year, and now the building is up for sale. If I don’t buy it, the Corner Stop is as dead as Rick and Dan.”


  “Expensive piece of real estate.”


  Donna’s eyes got wide. “Tell me about it! I knew this might come up some day and I have been putting dough away for years. I have quite the nest egg. Maybe even enough to start over. But I got a good business here. And I like it. I don’t wanna start over. If I can raise fifty grand to put next to what I’ve saved up over time, I am golden. Golden!”


  “Fifty thousand dollars for a tape.”


  Donna scowled. “No, no, no. You misunderstand. Weren’t you listening? I got no copies! I can’t guarantee those other two don’t have their own copies, but I’m not looking for a payoff.”


  “You aren’t.”


  She shook her head, hard. “I’m looking for a partner. You’d have twenty-five percent of this place . . . co-owner of the building and the business! It’s a damn good investment.”


  “Haven’t you been able to interest anyone else?”


  Donna made a face. “No, but . . . well, I probably could, it’s just . . . people want a say.”


  “A say?”


  “People want a say in running the business. About how I do things. I don’t need that kind of partner. I’m looking for a silent partner.”


  “Is that right.”


  Donna gestured at her with the gun. “And isn’t that what you need? A silent partner who won’t let anybody know you killed those two? And why?”


  She nodded, and kept nodding awhile, then said, “All right.”


  Donna’s head went back. “All right?”


  Another nod. “But I have a few conditions.”


  “Such as?”


  “We use my lawyer. We are strictly aboveboard. This is an investment I’m making. Legal and binding. No grocery bags of money in the middle of the night.”


  Donna was the one nodding now. “Yes, yes. A real partnership. Two women who don’t take any crap from anybody.”


  “And I’d like that tape now.”


  Donna was frowning. “Oh. No. No, I can’t do that. I’m no fool, honey. We have to have our deal, as you say, legal and binding.”


  “Right.” She smiled a little. “Can’t blame a girl for asking . . . Could I have one of those? A Blue Moon, not a gun.”


  Donna laughed. “Sure.”


  The hostess got up, taking her gun along of course, and went to the refrigerator, her back briefly to her guest, who dipped a hand into her purse on the floor and quickly removed something from a zipper compartment just inside. She had only a moment, but she made the exchange.


  Donna came back with a Blue Moon, handed it across the table, and sat back down. While the woman being blackmailed had a nice swig of the cold beer, Donna took the cigarette from the pack of Camels, extended enough to make it the obvious one to select, as if a magician had forced a card, and lighted it up.


  The woman who had brought along a cigarette carefully doctored to contain a powdery overdose of succinylcholine watched as the other woman took two long satisfying drags, then exhaled smoke. It had taken tweezers and several botched tries, removing tobacco, dropping in the drug, replacing and tamping down the tobacco without damaging the cigarette in any noticeable way. And she had no way of knowing if she’d used enough sux, and whether inhaling the drug in this fashion would do the trick.


  She’d know soon enough.


  Donna bolted to her feet, but didn’t go anywhere, and while she still had the gun in her hand, it was lowered to her side and she couldn’t move it, couldn’t move at all except in that one ghastly way—the now familiar twitchy dance that preceded paralyzation, a dance that didn’t last long, although the suffocation that followed did, even if the victim revealed no more change of expression than a department store dummy.


  Waiting for Donna to die wasn’t necessary, although the expected unexpected guest did pluck the gun from her petrified fingers, just for safety’s sake, and took it with her into the apartment.


  She moved through a bedroom and into the living room, these quarters similar to those of the late Daniel Davies, for whom Donna Jonsen had felt such casual contempt. The furniture was strictly secondhand store—Donna seemed to have been living frugally, perhaps to save up to buy the building—with the only wall art a few framed rock ‘n’ roll posters of national acts that had appeared at the Corner Stop, although one was a vintage Hot Rod & the Pistons placard, from a 1983 Col Ballroom appearance.


  She had to work fast. It was already a quarter till two and Phil would be home around three. In her garden gloves, she (to use Donna’s word) trashed the place, until she found the tape. It was in a drawer of a bureau devoted to Donna’s live-in boyfriend’s clothes, tucked inside a stack of sweatpants put away for summer.


  Had Phil seen the tape? Or did he know of it, at least?


  And hadn’t Donna said, I can’t guarantee those other two don’t have their own copies?


  Maybe her work wasn’t done.


  EIGHTEEN


  On this first night (or actually early morning) of the Great Experiment—Keith upstairs in the guest room with Rebecca, Krista downstairs with Brian—things had proceeded minus any awkwardness or melodrama. As if nothing were more natural in life than a father going upstairs to bed with his girlfriend and his much younger daughter going to bed downstairs with her boyfriend.


  Arriving at the big house on Quality Hill some time after midnight, both couples had bid each other brief goodnights (the longest of these being Keith’s, “Your dad is smiling right now,” to Brian) and gone off to their separate quarters.


  Keith, in black cotton pajamas, and Rebecca, in pink silk p.j.’s, shared the double bed on their backs, pillows propped a little behind them as they stared at the ceiling, each with hands folded at the base of their sternums. But for their modern nightwear, they might have been a couple in the 1800s on their honeymoon, both of whose parents had neglected to tell them the facts of life.


  Keith, however, was not thinking about sex, or at least his conscious mind wasn’t. He was too busy feeling guilty for sending the guys in the band off on their late-night jaunt to a Dubuque bar minus their bodyguard.


  Without turning to his bed partner, he said, really to himself, “They’ll be fine. I’m sure they’ll be fine.”


  “Who will?” she asked.


  And he came to a crossroads.


  Even when he’d taken Rebecca along to the Tick Tock Motel, a trek made specifically to talk to Steve Pike about the possible murders of two of the drummer’s bandmates, Keith had not brought Rebecca up to speed about any of it. He had kept to himself everything he and Krista had been kicking around about the hovering threat to the Pistons—including his role as roadie-cum-bodyguard.


  That was not to protect Rebecca from the thought that he, Keith, might be in danger himself. No. Nothing quite so altruistic. Rather, he knew the lovely woman in bed with him, her almost-blonde hair spilling like spun gold onto the pillow next to him, was first and foremost a reporter.


  Not only was it premature, getting her interested in the suspicious deaths of Rick and Dan, but doing so might hamper Krista’s efforts . . . and his own . . . by injecting into the already complicated proceedings unwanted, unwise media fuss. Which was just the kind of press attention that the city of Galena did not need for their music festival.


  Keith just hoped he and Krista weren’t the mayor of Amity trying to keep the beach open.


  “Who,” Rebecca repeated, “will be fine?”


  He looked into those big blue eyes and, like the weakest suspect who had ever sat across from him in an interview room, he spilled. He told her everything that he and his daughter suspected, putting the two deaths into a killing context, and even shared his suspicions of what might be behind it all, based largely on the apartment of Daniel Davies being searched—no, shaken down.


  The crossroads had been crossed.


  She was on her side, propped on an elbow, much of that hair hanging down to one side of her fashion model face like a shimmering gilded waterfall. Such are the thoughts of a man not entirely aware of just how much in love he is.


  Oddly, Rebecca’s reaction to his narrative was to smile a little, almost smirking, and saying, “I thought something was going on in back of those Paul Newman eyes, lately.”


  Such were the things a woman might actually say aloud when she is not entirely . . .


  Keith said, “I just didn’t want you worrying.”


  Her eyebrows went up. She was openly amused now. “About you? Going around with a gun on your hip, helping elderly rockers?”


  He couldn’t help but smile himself. “Elderly’s a little harsh.”


  She shrugged. “I could have called you elderly, but I didn’t.”


  “You told me you liked being with an older man.”


  “Because that’s what an older man likes to hear.”


  “How many older men have there been in your life?”


  “Going back how far?”


  There was something feral about her smile, and something devilish in her eyes, so he leaned over and kissed her.


  Fifteen minutes later, on their sides in bed facing each other under a sheet and a skimpy blanket, two pillows under each of their heads, she said, “Where were we?”


  “Going back how far?” he asked.


  She laughed. “You weren’t really trying to keep me from worrying. You were trying to keep me from covering this story.”


  Tiny shrug. “Well, maybe that was part of it.”


  She waggled a friendly finger. “You didn’t want the media hanging around, getting all in your way, sensationalizing it. I mean, it’s a hell of a story, Keith. The Pistons are a one-hit-wonder band, sure, but people know that one hit—it’s on every oldies radio station.”


  He knew that was so. The New Wave channels on Sirius XM all played “The Girl Can’t Help It” right next to “Pump It Up,” “She Blinded Me with Science,” and “One Way or Another.”


  She was saying, “The idea that an ’80s band, mounting a reunion, is getting its players bumped off one by one! It’s a great story.”


  He frowned a bit. “It’s not a ‘story,’ Rebecca. And it’s not a Lifetime movie of the week, either. It’s on the one hand just a theory, and not a very filled-in theory yet . . . and on the other, it’s about real people getting killed.”


  She opened up a hand. “Which is a big damn deal. Do you know how popular true-crime podcasts are these days? Documentaries on Netflix and Hulu? This could be a real stepping-stone.”


  “For who? Or whom or whatever?”


  She was smiling big; even without lipstick, it was a hell of a smile. “For me, you beautiful dope. It could get me back into a major market.”


  That was a sucker punch hitting him in the solar plexus.


  He asked, “Is that where you want to be?”


  She gave him a duh? look. “Do you really think a morning show in Davenport, Iowa, is my idea of a dream job?”


  Why did that feel like she was insulting him?


  Rebecca was like any star—and in her field, in Chicago anyway, she had been a star for many years—self-centered and at least occasionally thoughtless. But she was not without empathy, and her expression melted.


  “Sweetie,” she said, and touched his face, “I’m not going anywhere just yet, and maybe not ever. People aren’t lining up for elderly female news anchors, either.”


  He grinned a little. “Elderly’s a little harsh.”


  She laughed gently. “How about this? Just keep me apprised of what’s going on with this case . . . You know—when things heat up enough for it to be news and not just speculation.”


  “Sure. Okay.”


  She shrugged with the shoulder she wasn’t leaning on. “And if I get some golden opportunity, my love, I will expend just as much energy convincing you to come along with me to my major-market home as I will going after that great new gig. Promise.”


  And she kissed him.


  A very nice kiss, a lingering one that eased his worries, and before long, the light was out, and they were both sleeping. They’d been doing that for over an hour when his cell phone vibrated on the nightstand.


  Keith was immediately awake, as most cops would be, and Rebecca was the same, as most reporters would be, particularly one in bed with a cop, even a part-time, semiretired consulting one.


  Seated on the edge of the bed, he checked the caller ID and answered, saying, “What’s up, Booker?”


  “Lousy damn time to call, I know. I tried to get the chief, but it went to voice mail. I thought you were the next best thing, considering.”


  “Lucky me. What is it?”


  “It’s a dead Donna Jonsen. Is what it is.”


  “Hell you say. I just saw her tonight.”


  “Yeah, well maybe somebody else saw her, too. This is another one of those.”


  “Of those?”


  “Of she looks like she dropped dead, but two’s coincidence and three’s a crowd. Also, place has been tossed, like Davies’s pad.”


  “Meaning her apartment.”


  “Yeah. Should have said that. I’m there now, but I got roused out of bed myself, by the officer who caught the call. I’m still half-asleep.”


  “Be an optimist. Be half-awake.”


  Something that was part laugh, part grunt came over the line. “See what I can do. Phil Deeson found her. He lives with her. Lived with her. I didn’t make it over to the Grape tonight, but you musta been there—at the Pistons preview?”


  “Right. And Phil was part of that, of course. The band guys were heading over to Dubuque for a nightcap and some pizza, after.” Keith checked his watch. “Three thirty now. I’ll be right over.”


  “Tell your daughter.”


  His daughter sleeping downstairs with Brian Paulen? That daughter?


  “I hate to disturb her.”


  “Yeah, well, then don’t wake your daughter up. Wake up the chief of police instead.”


  Booker clicked off.


  Rebecca asked, “Something?”


  He went around the bed to the chair where he’d draped his clothes from tonight. “A third death. Donna Jonsen.”


  Rebecca sat up. Tousled. Gorgeous. “Woman who runs the Corner Stop?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Circumstances?”


  “Don’t quite know yet. I’m not going to keep you in the dark anymore, Rebecca. But for now, this is strictly a police call.”


  He had stripped from his pajamas to nothing and was getting into his boxers, unaware of how at ease he already felt around this woman.


  He went on: “You can go back to sleep or come downstairs with me. I have to wake Krista. Brian needs to hear this, too—his guitarist is who found the body.”


  “Oh dear.”


  “Yeah. That about covers it.”


  She got up and into her red silk gown—she’d packed a little carry-on type bag, in anticipation of the overnight stay and the tricky sleeping arrangements—and followed Keith, who left his sport jacket behind but had the S&W on his hip, out of the bedroom and down the stairs.


  He went to the door of his daughter’s bedroom and felt inordinate relief finding it shut. He knocked, at first, tepidly, then again, with normal force.


  “Krista!” he said. “Honey! Booker needs us at a crime scene . . . I’ll wait in the living room.”


  She called back, “Right with you, Pop!”


  Rebecca was already seated on the leather-cushioned Stickley sofa. Keith joined her as they waited for his daughter.


  Krista emerged from the hallway in her summer uniform of light blue polo with badge insignia and navy slacks, Glock on her hip. She looked crisp and awake and showing no signs of having been awakened, or even just disturbed, at after three thirty in the morning.


  The same could not be said of Brian, whose curly dark hair was mussed, his eyes sleepy, his attire a Pistons tee and jeans he’d pulled on. Where Krista was in steel-toed boots, Brian was in his bare feet.


  Keith met his daughter mid–living room and filled her in. He directed some of the information to Brian, since this death might have ramifications to the Pistons reunion.


  When he was done, she asked her father, “Has Booker called in Crime Scene Services?”


  “Probably. We didn’t get to that. You’re okay with me going along?”


  “I insist on you going along.” She turned to bleary-eyed Brian, who had joined Rebecca on the sofa, and said, “We’ll be a while. Neither of you need wait up for us.”


  Both of them nodded.


  Already heading for the front door, Keith glanced back and said good-naturedly, “This kind of thing comes with the territory. Guess you both better learn to live with it.”


  Rebecca, arms folded, looked at him with patience and obvious fondness. “Just so you take me along next time.”


  Calling to her halfway out, Brian said to Krista, “What’s this mean, anyway?”


  “That’s what I hope to find out,” Krista said, and then her father closed the door behind them.


  Brian sat there frowning, looking at the emptiness the father and daughter had left in the room.


  Rebecca, arms still folded, looked at the young musician and asked, “What do you mean by ‘what’s this mean’?”


  He looked at her, as if he hadn’t noticed her there before. Considering how beautiful the woman in the red silk robe was, that was doubtful.


  “I meant,” he said, “Donna was Rick Jonsen’s husband. So it’s not a member of the Pistons this time, but it’s . . . well, don’t you think it must be related?”


  She nodded. “So Krista has filled you in on her suspicions? And the rest of the band, too?”


  He nodded. “She and Mr. Larson have, yes. That’s why Mr. Larson . . . Keith . . . hell, I never know what to call him. Anyway, her father is tagging along with the band, as a well-armed roadie. A bodyguard, really.”


  “Two members of the band dead, and now so is the ex-wife of one of the deceased. What could that mean?”


  Brian shrugged elaborately. “Donna’s apartment’s been searched, stem to stern. The same was true of Dan Davies’s place after they found him. But I’m kind of the new kid in this thing. I don’t know all the ins and outs of the old days.”


  “So you’re no help to a struggling girl reporter trying to make an impression in a man’s world.”


  He grinned at her. “None at all.”


  “Can you get back to sleep? I don’t think I can.”


  “Me either. I’m waiting up, no matter what Krista said. How about you?”


  She stood, smoothed the sides of her robe. “Let’s see what these people keep in their refrigerator.”


  Fifteen minutes later in the den, Rebecca was curled up on a two-seater sofa and Brian had settled back in a comfy overstuffed chair, both abandoned bedmates facing the TV.


  Each had a plate of sliced Colby Jack cheese and Ritz crackers and iced tea. They settled in to see what they could agree to watch on Netflix while they waited for their significant-others-in-training to report back in.


  They did not choose a true-crime doc.


  NINETEEN


  Krista and Keith Larson stood in the kitchen of the apartment above the Corner Stop and took in a crime scene as troubling as it was puzzling, as sad as it was grotesque.


  Some things were clear, though, as she and her father hovered near the deceased Donna Jonsen, on her back, her eyes wide and at once staring at the antique tin-tiled ceiling above her and nothing at all. The woman’s face was contorted, caught in a death mask of surprise and terror, as if she had died of fright and not . . . something else.


  “Well,” her dad said, his latex-gloved hands hanging at his sides in loose fists, “at least nobody’s trying to pass this one off as a suicide.”


  The corpse on the wooden floor was near a captain’s table opposite as you entered from the stairs up from the street. An ashtray was on the tabletop, but no cigarettes had been put out in it, a Bic lighter and one empty Blue Moon bottle nearby. As for the rest of the kitchen, the cabinet doors were all open, their contents either removed and carelessly arranged on the counter, or still there and clearly gone through. Drawers, too, pushed back in halfway.


  Booker was at work with his Nikon D5100 elsewhere in the apartment, which a glimpse through the open connecting door revealed had been searched in the same thorough but untidy manner as the Davies digs.


  The detective had already filled his chief in on what little he knew, and informed her that the county coroner’s office had been called, and the state police, too. Neither was here yet, which was no surprise—the coroner would have to be roused out of bed, and the Region 2 Forensic Services investigators had to come from Mount Carroll, forty miles away.


  A badly staggered Phil Deeson had been briefly questioned by Booker, allowed to gather a few things, and released to spend the night in the guest room at the Pennistons’.


  “That’s horror on her face,” Keith said grimly. “And pain.”


  Krista was bending for a closer look. “Right. As if she knew what was happening. Knew she was being murdered, and couldn’t do anything about it.”


  “And it is murder, isn’t it? No question now.”


  Krista rose, sighed. “Not with the crime scene a mess again. What the heck was the killer searching for?”


  With a dry smile, Keith said, “You can say ‘hell.’ Grown-up language is allowed at a crime scene. Especially a murder.”


  She managed a smile herself. “Old habits die hard. Neither you nor Mom swore around me. And I paid you the same respect, you may recall.”


  He grunted a near laugh. “Not a lot of respect got shown to Donna by her killer. Can’t be any doubt now that these homicides are by the same hand.”


  She shook her head. “None. And likely Donna’s ex was also a victim. This just has to be some kind of poisoning. That Blue Moon bottle may tell the tale.”


  “Or maybe the cigarettes,” her father said with a shrug. “But I doubt it. That tabletop is fairly neat and clean, considering the state of the rest of this room.”


  “And the rest of the place.”


  They moved away from Donna’s body but remained in the kitchen, over by the sink. They stood facing each other, arms folded, not really aware they were mirror images. Folded arms can mean, in body language terms, a guarded state. Here it reflected only the strength and skepticism of two cops at a crime scene.


  “I’m kicking myself,” her dad said, “for letting my guard down. Or I should say letting down the guys I’m supposed to be bodyguarding. Just because I had a date, like some damn kid.”


  “You weren’t Donna’s bodyguard.”


  He frowned. “No, but this shows the very real danger out there. That we have a maniac on the loose.”


  She formed the tiniest smile. “That’s a little melodramatic, Pop, don’t you think?”


  “Not at all.” Narrowing his eyes at her, he went on: “But this does change the complexion of how we view this. We’ve been assuming the original members of the Pistons are the targets here. Now the victim pool has expanded to include an ex-wife. What does that mean?”


  “What could it mean?”


  He shook his head, unfolded his arms, rested his latex-gloved hands on his hips. “It might mean the potential victims are not just members of the band, but individuals close to the band. It widens the circle . . . but how wide?”


  Now Krista had her hands on her hips, unconsciously mirroring again. “Maybe not very wide at all. The Pistons and those close to them.”


  “All right, but that’s still vague. Does it include Brian, for example?”


  Her head reared back involuntarily. “I hope not!”


  “I’m not surprised you feel that way, but he’s his father’s son, remember. And is his mother, Maria, at risk? How about Chloe Penniston, and Lisa Pike? Steve’s daughter, Holly? What about poor Fill-in Phil, who played with the Pistons for years, even if it was after their heyday?”


  Krista was frowning at the floor. “This reunion really should be scuttled.”


  “Would the city council go along with that?”


  She met his gaze. “I don’t know. As specific as all this seems to us, it may seem circumstantial to the city fathers. A lot is riding on the Music Fest. And then there’s the band itself. The boys got a taste at the Grape of how well they’ll go over. Hard to turn your back on that.”


  “Better than turning your back on a madman.”


  “Or madwoman.”


  “Well, I have to admit, at risk of sounding sexist . . . poison’s traditionally a woman’s weapon.”


  She huffed a small laugh. “That is sexist, Pop. Way more convicted poisoners are men. The stats say so.”


  “That’s only because the stats also say ninety percent of murderers are men. But in this instance, I could be convinced a woman was our man, so to speak.”


  “Why’s that?”


  His eyes narrowed. “Rick was a fairly big guy. Dan was slender but not small, either. And Donna was a tough gal, a bar owner and known for her physicality. You’ve heard she was her own bouncer, at times?”


  “I have,” Krista said with a nod.


  “Well, these murders indicate an avoidance of physical confrontation. Which makes sense with these particular victims.”


  “I’ll buy that as reasonable conjecture. But still . . . something doesn’t quite track.”


  “What would that be?”


  “Poisoning indicates careful planning. A killer who’s done his or her due diligence—including choosing a method that might lead to the murder being taken for a heart attack or suicide.”


  Her father rolled his eyes and gestured toward the dead Donna. “Not much attempt of that here.”


  “Right. Only the avoidance of a physical confrontation. It might mean we have a killer forced by circumstances to strike more quickly, and more often, than originally planned. Or . . . just a psychotic who’s devolving.”


  “And that would help explain why the murders themselves, however carefully executed . . . excuse the choice of words . . . are followed by a frantic, sloppy search.”


  “Sloppy,” came a deep, familiar voice from the doorway to the next room, “but thorough.”


  Booker—Nikon in latex-gloved hands, again in a black undertaker’s (or was that preacher’s) suit, with no tie and an open collar—ambled over.


  He said, “You can see right where the search stopped. Which I would say means that, just like at the Davies pad, what he or she was lookin’ for got found.”


  Krista and her father exchanged glances.


  Booker asked, “Care to see?”


  They followed the detective into a nondescript bedroom adjacent. Gesturing to a dresser, Booker said, “Bottom drawer is open. Check out the ones above.”


  “They’re shut,” Krista said, forehead furrowed, “but carelessly. Not tight, not all the way.”


  “So,” her father said, “the killer started at the top and worked his way, or her way, down. What do you make of that?”


  “Means,” Booker said, “the object sought was in that last drawer.”


  “Not necessarily. Maybe he or she didn’t bother to shut it, not having another drawer underneath to check.”


  Big shoulders shrugged. “Fair enough. But this dresser and that nightstand are the only things that got searched in here—the closet hasn’t been touched, and the books in that bookcase are snug as a bug.”


  “Meaning,” Krista said, pointing to the open drawer, “the search did end here.”


  Booker nodded. “And started in the living room. Or maybe in the kitchen, and then the killer went through the two rooms beyond that . . . this bedroom and a home office . . . and continued with the living room. Have a look yourself. But be gentle. When those CSIs finally show, they won’t appreciate you messin’ up the mess.”


  Other than the body itself—which had been first priority, of course—Booker hadn’t taken the kitchen photos yet. He started in while the Larsons had a walk through the apartment.


  Donna’s place was just as topsy-turvy as Dan Davies’s had been, the only real difference being the furniture was nothing special and the wall hangings, rock band posters, minimal. Those had been taken down and the brown-paper backs of their frames ripped open.


  Daughter and father took their time, but nothing of any apparent import presented itself.


  Krista sent Officer Cortez, who was posted at the wrought-iron stairs off Main, to get some convenience store coffee, half a dozen cups for her father, Booker and herself, and in anticipation of the CSI team. Then the two Larsons took Cortez’s place on the street and waited for her return, or for the forensics investigators to arrive, whichever came first.


  Dawn was threatening to beat everybody here, but then a silver Ford Expedition drew up in front of the Corner Stop. The vehicle bore a state seal with the words ILLINOIS CRIME SCENE INVESTIGATORS over it on the rear side windows.


  Eli Wallace, a medium-size African American with a thick black mustache and a gruff manner he didn’t exactly mean, was in charge of the three-person team. He was in his forties and his associates, a woman, a man, both in their midthirties, were casually attired. They looked alert for having been called upon at an hour like this, though neither seemed happy about it, clearly used to such indignities.


  Her father and Eli knew each other well, the CSI having worked across the river in Dubuque before coming to Illinois for “better bennies.” They shook hands and Krista came over and filled the CSI in. She knew him a little from the reunion murders last year.


  Eli said, “Doesn’t sound like too appalling a crime scene.”


  “Well, it does have a corpse in it,” Krista said. “But no blood, no bodily fluids. Booties strictly optional. Still, with the place gone over the way it was, you should probably check everything for prints.”


  “You think?” he said with a sigh. “Course, we will. But we did the same at the Davies apartment and came up bupkis. I can see why you’re thinking murder, though. That suicide seemed hinky, the place being turned upside down like that. What, a guy getting ready to hang himself goes looking for something he mislaid? Unless maybe it was a rope.”


  “Now it’s twice,” her father said, “that the scene has been upended.”


  Eli nodded, disgust mingling with skepticism.


  Working out of the back of the Expedition, the CSIs got their blue jumpsuits on over their civvies, then snugged on blue rubber gloves and gathered their gear.


  Krista and her father were off to one side, watching. Cortez arrived with the coffee and distributed it. The Larsons drank theirs on the street.


  Eli came over. “Thanks for organizing the coffee, Keith, Chief Larson. Uh, you two aren’t really needed now.”


  Krista said, “Like to get your read first.”


  The CSI shrugged and headed up the wrought-iron stairs, the back of his blue uniform bearing bold CRIME SCENE TECHNICIAN lettering.


  Krista turned to her father and said, “You can probably head home if you like, Pop. Everything’s in control here.”


  “Same is true of you. Nothing for the chief to do here, really. Eli can call you later.”


  “Well . . . I want to stick around awhile and see how this plays out.”


  “Yeah. Me, too.”


  But they knew they weren’t really welcome at the crime scene at this point, and also knew the CSIs would be processing the apartment for many hours. Krista was about to suggest again that she and her father head home when Eli came clanking down the steps in his blue jumpsuit and blue rubber gloves.


  Eli had a humorless smirk going. “That’s an interesting corpse you small-town folks have for me.”


  Her father said, “We aim to please.”


  “Looks like another apparent heart attack.”


  Krista said, “Key words being ‘looks like’ and ‘apparent.’”


  Eli said, “I would tend to agree. I’m not a medical examiner, so take it for what it’s worth . . . which might not be much . . .”


  “Come on, Eli,” her father said. “Since when were you shy with your opinions?”


  The CSI looked at them, one at a time. “You suspect poisoning?”


  They nodded.


  “I can see that,” he said. “Now, I’m no forensics pathologist . . .”


  Her dad grinned. “You gonna list everything you’re not, Eli?”


  “. . . but there are hard-to-detect drugs out there that can look just like heart attacks. I’m sure that’s not news to you.”


  Krista said, “It isn’t. But you may have noticed we aren’t forensics pathologists, either. So feel free to school us.”


  The CSI sighed. “Okay. The best candidates are poisons that break down into elements that occur naturally. Two that come to mind are potassium chloride and succinylcholine—sux for short. Potassium chloride triggers extreme heart arrhythmias and simulates a heart attack. Sux causes asphyxiation and paralysis—which makes for one horrible, painful death.”


  Krista glanced at her father, then said, “Consistent with Donna’s contorted expression.”


  Eli continued: “Sux is a neuromuscular paralytic, causing muscular paralysis—all the muscles, including those needed for such minor details as breathing.”


  “Death,” her dad said, “by asphyxia.”


  Eli squinted. “And the really nasty thing?”


  Krista said, “Isn’t that nasty enough?”


  “You’d think,” Eli said. “But no. The victim is wide awake while suffocating, because sux does all that good stuff . . . with zero sedative effects.”


  Krista, frowning, asked, “This sux . . . it’s used in lethal injection, right?”


  “It is. One of the drugs making up a common cocktail in one method of that style of execution.”


  Her dad asked, “Can it be taken orally? The Davies autopsy didn’t indicate any injection sites.”


  Eli smirked humorlessly. “Which is a real problem, if this is the rabbit hole you two choose to go down. Sux has to be injected. It’s a fast worker, a minute or under. Enzymes in the body start breaking the drug down instantly.”


  Krista, frowning, said, “It must be injected?”


  Eli thought about that. “Well . . . in very limited doses it can be a pain medication. I think I’ve heard of it being used for really severe low back pain, for instance. I suppose an overdose of those meds could be administered orally.”


  “It would,” her father said, arching an eyebrow, “make the pain go away.”


  With a shudder, Krista said, “In a minute or so.”


  “Not really,” Eli said. “A minute to start breaking down in the body. Death takes up to five.”


  “Wide awake,” her father said.


  The CSI gave them a salute of goodbye, turned and went back up the stairs to join his team.


  Fifteen minutes later, the Larsons were back home. They found Rebecca in the den, curled up sleeping on the two-seater sofa, and Brian the same in the comfy chair. The TV was on, but frozen at a menu. Her father used the remote and the menu went away.


  His shrug said to her, Let them sleep.


  Her shrug said to him, Why not?


  And they each went off to their respective rooms to sleep a few hours, alone.


  TWENTY


  With the Music Fest now just a day away—and every hotel, motel, and B and B in and around the Galena area already at, or near, capacity—the downtown sidewalks all but swarmed with visitors. The beer garden alongside Gobbie’s Sports Pub & Eatery on North Main overflowed with tourists noshing appetizers, making beers disappear, and enjoying the warm, mildly breezy early June midafternoon.


  Toward the back of the expansive flagstone patio, with its planters and brick oven, Keith Larson was in the midst of a private meeting in public with Rod Penniston and Steve Pike. Seated under a huge gray umbrella on big black, white-cushioned comfy chairs, the trio was having tall glasses of the sports bar’s “famous” Long Island iced tea.


  All three had broken out their sunglasses and summer shorts, and the two musicians wore different versions of the two HOT ROD & THE PISTONS ROCKIN’ REUNION T-shirts already being sold at gift shops around town, destined for their festival merch table with Pistons CDs and eight-by-ten photos, which the band would be signing after their show Friday night.


  Keith, in a pale blue tee that said nothing at all, tossed his sunglasses on the table and looked at Rod, who got the message. Eye contact was desirable. Even necessary. Rod pitched his glasses on the table, too, and Steve—if a little slow on the uptake—finally followed suit.


  Keith’s eyes traveled from Rod to Steve and back again. “I’m not arguing that you cancel the appearance. We’re way past that.”


  “Good,” Rod said. “Glad we agree on that much, anyway.”


  Keith all but envied Rod his poise and those good looks that seemed nearly untouched by passing years, the slender frame, the trim mustache, the handsome, almost Apache-like angles of his face.


  “We don’t really know,” silver-haired Steve said, “whether these deaths are murder for sure, do we?”


  “That’s true,” Keith admitted. “Unfortunately true. If Donna’s death had been ruled a homicide, the state police would either have taken over, or we’d have a major case assistance team helping out.”


  Rod said, “If you’re so sure it’s poisoning by this drug, uh . . . what is it?”


  “Succinylcholine. Sux, they call it. It’s almost impossible to trace in an autopsy.”


  The keyboard player winced. “Even when that’s what they’re lookin’ for?”


  “Even then.” Keith shrugged. “The only known test for sux is considered invalid by the FBI. And the crime lab at Rockford has declared the cause of death asphyxia . . . but what caused Donna to suffocate remains undetermined. Plus, no needle injection marks were found, which is the usual indicator with sux poisoning.”


  Steve, looking a little shell-shocked, said, “Is this that ‘perfect murder’ you hear so much about . . .”


  “Maybe not,” Keith said. “The killer has to have access to sux, and that isn’t exactly over-the-counter medication. So if a suspect with a path to the stuff—a medical professional, say, since it’s used in anesthesiology—was seen going into, or coming out of, Donna’s apartment? Well, a good circumstantial case for murder might be made.”


  Rod frowned in thought. “Has to be a medical professional to get the stuff?”


  “That’s usually the case,” Keith said, “and that includes veterinarians. But it’s also sometimes prescribed to patients with severe pain, in particular low back pain. If somewhat rarely.”


  Steve, frowning (but not in thought), asked, “Do you have a suspect with access to this sucky shit?”


  Keith shook his head. “Not yet. Hanging around you guys at rehearsals isn’t the only thing I’ve been doing with myself.”


  With the Corner Stop temporarily closed, the Pistons were back to being a literal garage band again, practicing at the Penniston home. That’s where Phil Deeson had been staying, throwing himself into the reunion and keeping his grief to himself.


  Keith went on: “I’ve spent most of my time looking for witnesses who might’ve seen someone go up and into Donna’s apartment, and/or out again. Like tenants in apartments with a view on the Corner Bar and that outside stairway. Also, Donna’s regulars, as well as the regulars at the Log Cabin.”


  The Log Cabin was a nearby steakhouse and bar, popular with locals and tourists alike.


  Rod asked, “Any luck?”


  “Not so far. It’s a slow go. I’m alone on this, with the state cops taking a pass, and the local PD tied up with their everyday responsibilities, plus getting ready for a music festival you might have heard about.”


  Rod said, “Rings a bell.”


  Keith heaved a sigh. “And Krista has been in one meeting after another. So I haven’t accomplished anything much, except expending shoe leather.”


  A waitress in a black Gobbie’s T-shirt brought a second round. They sipped in silence for a while.


  Then Rod said, “I don’t see any reason to cancel the reunion concert, or any of the gigs coming up after that. These are public events. The murders, if that’s what they are, happened in private, right?”


  “Right,” Keith said. “And I am not suggesting you cancel. I’m not convinced being in public makes you safe, though, since we have a devolving subject, and—”


  “Devolving?” Steve asked, sitting forward. “What do you mean by that?”


  “The first murder . . . and I do call these murders, because I’m convinced that’s what they are . . . took place last year, at Arnolds Park. But the next two, here in Galena, were only a week apart. Both of the two later killings involved the apartments of the victims getting searched afterward, in a frantic manner. So. We have a carefully planned murder followed by a frenzied follow-up.”


  “Devolving,” Rod said quietly.


  “The frequency of the acts is accelerating, with the nature of the crimes an odd combination of cold calculation and heated impulse.”


  Steve, making a face, said, “Fancy way to say flipping out.”


  “No argument.”


  Rod said, “So what can we do about that? Who’s to say canceling would even give us a shot at stopping this madness?”


  Keith held his palms up and out. “Guys, I’m not saying cancel. Haven’t I made that clear? But I am saying that I’m running out of time to find the guilty party before you go onstage in front of hundreds, even thousands of potential suspects. Help me narrow that down. In advance.”


  Rod and Steve exchanged glances, then the keyboard player, speaking for both of them, said to Keith, “How do we do that?”


  “Surely you’ve been racking your brains over who might have it in for you guys?”


  Steve said, “Somebody with a grudge, you mean.”


  “Grudge doesn’t cut it,” Rod said irritably. “You don’t kill over a grudge.”


  “A psychopath might,” Keith said. “Something trivial to you may have seemed immense to whoever this is, and only grown in importance in his or her mind over the years. An insult, a snub, a broken promise . . . or, more likely, a sexual indiscretion. A one-night stand that was nothing to you, and everything to some young girl.”


  Keith dropped that last in, in a way as calculated as the killer’s sux poisonings. He wanted to give these two a chance to indignantly deny having any underage sexual activities with the groupies who’d followed them in the heyday of the Pistons.


  But neither musician said anything. Nor did they look at each other, or at Keith . . . rather past him.


  He did not let them off the hook. He allowed what he’d said, what he’d suggested, to linger in the air.


  Finally, Rod said, “Come on, Keith! You were around in those days. You didn’t see anything like that.”


  “I was around in the early days. It got a little wild, I recall. But I wasn’t there when you toured as a national band. When you were on a rock ‘n’ roll pedestal. I don’t know what went on behind the scenes, in those glory days. But what I hear is that you had a lot of camp followers. Female ones.”


  Rod said, “We were young, too.”


  “Not underage, though.”


  Rod’s eyes flashed. “Is that what you think this is about?”


  “I don’t know what it’s about. That’s what I’m asking you to try to help me figure out.”


  Rod rather sullenly shrugged his acceptance of that, and then so did the rather more clueless Steve.


  Keith went on: “A good number of women, now middle-aged, were at the Grape last weekend. When they were young, a lot of ’em were fans. Fans who went to your shows. When you looked out at the faces of those women, did it bring to mind the faces of the girls they’d been? Did memories come rushing back? Some of them maybe things you aren’t proud of?”


  Rod, almost mad, was holding it back. “We did a lot of embarrassing things in those days. Things I’m sure neither of us is proud of. But we were no better than most, no worse than some.”


  Steve, shaking his head, forehead tight, said, “We weren’t a druggie band, if that’s what you’re thinking!”


  Did the drummer think this was still about him dealing weed at the Tick Tock?


  Keith said, “Not what I’m talking about.”


  “But we did,” Steve said, with an exaggerated shrug, “put away a hell of a lot of booze. Rod here says a lot of embarrassing things went down back then. What did we do exactly? I didn’t remember the morning after, let alone now, after all these years!”


  Rod sat forward a little. “Steve is right. And if this is some crazy person who felt slighted because we didn’t sign an autograph or something, how are we supposed to dig that up out of memories?”


  Keith didn’t say anything for a while. He sipped his Long Island iced tea.


  Then, slowly, softly, he said, “If there is something you haven’t told me about—something really bad, even if it’s more than just ‘embarrassing’ . . . you need to tell me. This is not the time to hold back.”


  Neither said anything to that.


  Keith let some air out, got up, tossed a twenty on the table, and said, “That should cover me and the tip . . . See you at load-in tomorrow.”


  Making his way on foot up the street, intending to catch Franklin and cut over to the PD, Keith almost missed a certain face and form on the opposite side of the street, moving south against a slow tide of tourists heading to the final cluster of shops and boutiques before North Main turned residential.


  Keith picked his moment—the vehicular traffic was almost as heavy as the pedestrian variety—and jaywalked over to the old friend. Or maybe adversary was the better way to put it.


  “Rory, old buddy,” Keith said, falling in alongside someone he’d known since fourth grade.


  Rory Michaels had wanted to be a biker when he grew up, and he had made it, even if no bike was in sight at the moment. The other thing Rory had accomplished in his years on the planet was going into the army, where he’d been in the ordnance corps, till his dishonorable discharge. Today he was five feet five of gristle and white beard in a blue-and-white do-rag, a denim “cut” (a jacket with the sleeves snipped off), a camouflage T-shirt, ragged blue jeans, and motorcycle boots. His arms were arrayed with jailhouse tattoos.


  “Lars, old man,” Rory said, yellow teeth flashing in the gray/white nest of beard. His face was one big smile, except for his almost black eyes, which danced with something that wasn’t delight. “Somebody said you was in Galena.”


  “How long you been out, Rory?”


  They walked along, the crowd parting before them like the Red Sea.


  “Two years, man. Even my MSR’s behind me.”


  Mandatory Supervised Release. No parole in Illinois.


  “Learned your lesson, then,” Keith said.


  “I learned not to trust the system! I shouldn’t even be talkin’ to you after that last bum bust!” He snorted indignantly. “Comin’ in my crib with a warrant for drugs! Just an excuse to find them items that somebody unknown to me stored in my shed.”


  Rory was an arsonist, among other things. He’d stolen three crates of gelatin dynamite packed in corrugated board cases from a building site. That had been what Keith had been looking for, and he’d been happy to put Rory in the back seat of a white blue-trimmed Dubuque PD squad car and let the Quad City bomb squad come up and handle the evidence.


  Keith firmed his hand on Rory’s shoulder. “Buy you a drink, buddy.”


  The yellow smile flashed again. “Wouldn’t say no.”


  Keith escorted Rory into the Gold Bar, a dive with a loud jukebox, great burgers, and cheap beer. Even with all the tourists in town, the clientele seemed strictly blue-collar local, and Rory wasn’t the only biker on the premises.


  They took a table by the front window and Keith bought Rory a can of Bud and himself a can of Pabst. Most of the beer here was served that way.


  The jukebox was playing “Born to Be Wild.” Keith was not a regular, but the few times he’d been in, that had been played at least once.


  “So, Rory,” Keith asked, “where you living these days?”


  “State Line.”


  “What, a pup tent on the state line?”


  “No! State Line Mobile Home Park up in Hazel Green.”


  That was a hamlet of twelve hundred or so, fifteen minutes away, in Wisconsin.


  Keith sipped Pabst. “So what brings you to the big city, Rory?”


  “Since when is Galena the big city!”


  “Since you moved into a trailer park in Hazel Green.”


  Rory shrugged. “Well, I used to follow the Pistons in the old days. Best rock band around this part of the world. Thought I, uh, better drop down here and round up some tickets.”


  “I get you. But they don’t play till tomorrow and you don’t need tickets. Free and open to the public. And that includes you, Rory.”


  Something unconvincing was in the yellow smile this time. “Is that right? Then I’ll make sure to come back down tomorrow. When is it?”


  “At eight, but the bands start playing at four. Food vendors open up, too. A beer tent. Should be a real good time, Rory. Come enjoy yourself.”


  “I might just do that, old buddy.”


  “Say. What happened to Vickie Ann?”


  “My wife? That Vickie Ann?”


  “That one.”


  Another shrug. He chugged some Bud, flipped a philosophical hand. “She dumped me. While I was inside. That shit ain’t right, is it, Keith?”


  “World’s a hard place. You heard I was back in Galena, huh? Who from?”


  “Oh, somebody. Anybody. But you’re retired, right?”


  “Actually, I’m attached to the force as a consulting detective.”


  “What does one of them do?”


  “Consult. Detect.”


  Rory nodded sagely. “Sounds about right. Is it true your little girl’s the chief of police?”


  “That’s a fact. How do you think an old fart like me got hired on?”


  “Ha! I was wondering. You used to live over here? You and the wife?”


  “That’s right.”


  “She’s gone, I hear.”


  “Yes.”


  “The cancer got her, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Bastard Big C. I never did meet your better half, but I am sorry. It was hard enough gettin’ my ass dumped while I was inside. Can’t even guess what it must be like to outright lose a woman who stuck by you, thick and thin.”


  “It was hard. I appreciate the sentiment, Rory.”


  “Well, you was good to me, except that one time.”


  Which had sent the biker to Fort Madison prison.


  “Listen, Rory, I would just as soon we stay friendly like this.”


  “Oh, me, too, man!”


  Keith had a little more Pabst. “So, if you get any notions about doing anything that isn’t on the up-and-up, could you do it elsewhere?”


  “Hey, man. Straight and narrow. Fair and square. That’s me all over.”


  “Glad to hear it. You come down from Hazel Green and enjoy that concert tomorrow. I’ve been at their rehearsals, the Pistons. They sound really solid. You’ll dig it.”


  “I know I will!”


  Keith stared right into the biker’s eyes. “I just don’t want to have to put you away again, Rory. You’re a nice fella, when you aren’t burning things down or blowing them up.”


  Rory waved that off. “That’s all behind me, man. I just learned a few tricks in the service of my country, is all. About the only skill I got.”


  “You have a job?”


  “I do.”


  “Which is?”


  “Fire and water damage repair in East Dubuque.”


  “Good for you.”


  “Thanks, man.”


  “Rory?”


  “Yeah, Keith?”


  “Just don’t go drumming up business.”


  Keith went over and paid at the bar and left his old friend there to think about the advice.


  TWENTY-ONE


  This would only be her third meeting with Rory Michaels, counting the handoff of the purse at the antiques mall on Commerce yesterday, when not a word was exchanged.


  Her third meeting, that is, since high school. She had been three grades behind the then rather handsome bad boy, who had always given her a lecherous look and sometimes a “hi, babe” in the GHS halls.


  At her locker, he would occasionally stop by, peeling off from a similar group of budding bikers, and ask her for a date. Always she would smile and say, “Maybe when I’m older.”


  Well, now she was older, wasn’t she? And finally she’d found a place for him in her life.


  The first meeting, after all those years, had seemed to him accidental, she was sure. But she knew of him. Knew of his ordnance history with the army, of his arrest for arson, and of the prison time he’d served until fairly recently. She’d spotted him going into the Gold Bar a week ago, where she’d heard he sometimes went. All decked out in biker togs.


  She’d been in her car, so she pulled over and waited, the thoughts moving so quickly in her mind she could barely keep up with them.


  He was in there a little over an hour.


  When he emerged, she pulled up alongside him and said, “Rory? Rory Michaels? Is that you?”


  He’d known her instantly. Which pleased her, reaffirming her belief that she’d kept her looks, or enough of them, anyway, to be recognizable to old friends and desirable to new men.


  Rory had leaned in at her window, like he was taking her order at a drive-in. She suggested they get a drink, and he’d hopped on his Harley and she followed him to an East Dubuque dive where no one would likely know her. A little risky, but not much. Anyway, they’d been in school together, her and Rory Michaels, however unlikely it might seem, seeing these two individuals together.


  They had talked about old times—even though they really hadn’t had any, since she was just, let’s face it, some jailbait the older boy (who had flunked twice) had a yen for. Then, several beers along the way, she started asking him about his “forbidden specialties,” as she put it, to make him feel special. He began talking arson. And she eased into certain needs he might fulfill.


  Not the needs he might have in mind, but needs he might be willing to fulfill for a price. Didn’t sound like his current job was paying anything much, and she had an eye-popping $20,000 cash for him, if he could deliver. And the vague promise of other rewards.


  There had been phone conversations, too, of course. She’d used a “burner” phone, as he instructed. But just that first public meeting, in an out-of-the-way dive, and two ships passing in the night (well, the afternoon) at that antiques mall yesterday.


  Twenty-five minutes, it took, on Highway 20 West, to get to the State Line Mobile Home Park. The address said Hazel Green, just over the Illinois state line into Wisconsin, but the trailer park wasn’t in that tiny hamlet, which was still on ahead a ways.


  Viewed at dusk, the twenty-five or so mobile homes, on the park’s paved streets, were America in microcosm, ranging from multisection structures with lap siding and a good number of peaked roofs, on down to more modest dwellings, like that of Rory Michaels.


  Pale green with brown trim, with four wooden steps up to a tiny landing at the front door, Rory’s trailer was off the irregular rectangle of the lanes connecting the other mobile homes, down a blacktop offshoot with no neighbors. Decidedly the shabbiest-looking trailer here, easily dating back more than half a century, the black sheep of this park was distinguished only by a very old dead car out front and an apparently working low-slung motorcycle.


  The latter, an ’80s-vintage Harley, had a yellow lock—how this might prevent theft, she had no idea, since anybody with a truck and a helper could lift it up and toss it in back. But she was not here to criticize.


  She was here for a kind of business meeting. She wore a black tracksuit with its hoodie up. Black running shoes, too. She had along a purse on a shoulder strap. She pulled her car in next to the motorcycle, got out, went up, and knocked.


  He answered immediately.


  “Come in, babe, come in,” he said, stepping to one side of the open door, his eyes glittering, his lips disturbingly moist in the thatch of white-gray beard, which matched the short ponytail and his thinning greased-back hair.


  Hard to believe this was the cute boy, the baddest bad boy in school, about whom she had once harbored such naughty fantasies. He was shockingly short, shorter than she was, and skinny in a gray, cartoony death’s head T-shirt and tattered jeans—the latter a fashion statement or simple poverty, who could say?


  Rory ushered her in with a gracious bow. He had not tidied up for her visit—the trailer’s interior, with its Salvation Army furnishings, scattered fast-food packaging, and piled magazines (Easyriders, Hustler), was about in the same shape the Dan Davies and Donna Jonsen apartments had been after her searches.


  The walls of the living room into which she entered bore such tasteless items as a cheap-framed velvet painting of Willie Nelson, a rusty metal sign of a biker silhouette circled by RIDE HARD—LIVE FREE, and a poster of Betty Boop in leathers on a bike with flames all around her. On the floor next to a recliner losing its stuffing (it faced a big flat-screen hanging crookedly) was a red, yellow, and green pistol-grip affair that she thought might be a bong. And, as if to confirm her opinion, the scent of marijuana hung like an unwashed curtain.


  She had the terrible feeling she had entrusted her future, her fate, to a drug-addled, slovenly creature who would be required to possess a steady hand and sharp mind to perform what she needed of him.


  A small kitchenette was to her right, and off the living room a hallway led to a bedroom whose rumpled sheets and blankets were visible from here. She could also see part of a poster of a Hooters Girl.


  With another ridiculous flourish of a hand, Rory indicated a purple couch whose white stuffing was blossoming here and there like oversize popped popcorn.


  “You just sit there, babe,” he said.


  “Babe”—just like high school. Only back then it hadn’t made her cringe. Not even inwardly.


  “I’ll bring your goodies over.” He headed toward the kitchenette, then paused, glanced back. “I gotta make two trips, here. Don’t touch anything till I clue you in.”


  She nodded.


  He wasn’t gone long, fetching the main item she’d come for from a cabinet as if it were a box of Rice Krispies. He carried over the black purse by its handle and set it before her, resting it on its bottom so that the stiff loop of the handle stayed erect.


  “The purse I provided,” she said, “did the trick?”


  “Per-feck-a-mundo.” He sat beside her, closer than she would have liked. “Just the right size, and the latch was a snap.” He giggled at his unintentional joke. An aging biker with a big unruly white beard shouldn’t giggle like that. It was unsettling. Also, not reassuring.


  She asked, “How dangerous is this?”


  “Not hardly at all. Hell, we could play catch with the damn thing.”


  “That doesn’t sound like a good idea. I’ve always understood that this . . . material . . . was highly unstable. That the slightest bump or spark could cause it to detonate, spontaneously.”


  Her host only laughed at that. “You’re thinking about dynamite, babe. This ain’t that. It’s trinitrotoluene.” He grinned again, proud of himself, knowing such a big word. “To civilians, that’s TNT. It don’t spontaneously explode, and it’s a cinch to handle. You can melt it and pour it, just like butter. Hell, it’s even yellow like butter!”


  “So it’s safe then.”


  “As long as it’s not hooked up to a detonator. But in that case? When the wake-up call comes? Boom!”


  She jumped a little. Couldn’t help it, but hated herself for it. For a moment.


  “Force is considerable,” he was saying, serious now. “It’s nitro at heart, y’know.” He patted her tracksuit-covered thigh and she managed not to squirm or shudder. He said, “I’ll get the other one.”


  The biker got up and returned to the kitchenette and the same cabinet. Came back with a much smaller item, a black coin purse about seven inches by four. He lay that on the coffee table and returned to sitting closer to her than she liked.


  “Now, babe,” he said, and he put a supportive, and creepy, hand on her shoulder, “I simply have got to tell you . . . I don’t really think you need this. A trial run just ain’t needed here.”


  She shook her head. “No, I insist. I have to feel comfortable.”


  “Okay, I’m cool with that . . . as long you have somewhere out of the way to try it.” He tapped the coin purse gently. “’Cause this little baby will take out a good piece of real estate its own self. Nothing to compare to Big Bertha here . . .” He tapped the larger purse. “. . . but let’s just say I know from experience Baby Bertha herself has a bite that’s as bad as her bark.”


  “Hard to believe. Something that small.”


  He chuckled, licked his lips. “You remember that Dog ‘n’ Suds drive-in—used to be outside Dubuque, to the south?”


  “Yes. Didn’t they have a gas fire? Back in the late ’80s or early ’90s?”


  “Terrible tragedy, that place up in smoke. I used to love them Coney Dogs. But that whole damn stand went to junk food heaven, thanks to yours truly. And the likes of Baby, here.”


  “How much damage will her mother do?”


  He raised his palms in surrender. “Hey, I don’t wanna know what you got in mind for it. That’s good for me and that’s good for you. Like they say in the service, need to know basis, and I definitely do not need to know. All I do need is the general idea of how much you want to disappear. You said a two-story brick building, for example, when we first talked. And Bertha will do that and a little more.”


  “How does it work?”


  “Never mind the details, babe. All you gotta remember is, once you open that purse—once that latch is unlatched? You got three minutes to vamoose. That’s not a whole lot of time.”


  “Should be enough.”


  He pointed at the coin purse. “Baby Bertha is rigged the same way. Unlatch her, it starts the timer. Get yourself good and far away, honey girl. You sure you got a safe place picked out for a trial run?”


  She nodded. “A dead factory. I considered the woods—we have a lot of those around here, but . . .”


  “Smokey the Bear would disapprove, yeah. Forest fire a big-time possibility, in that case. I like the way you think. I like a thoughtful gal.”


  “Thank you.”


  She got in her purse—the one she’d brought with her, the one that didn’t explode—and she got out the fat envelope of $15,000 in hundred-dollar bills. She had already given him $5,000, yesterday, tucking it in the purse she handed off to him, as promised.


  But their business was finished.


  “You know, babe,” he said, and put a hand on her thigh again, “I always had a thing for you. When you said hello to me, all these years later, and looked at me like I wasn’t some damn piece of trailer trash . . .”


  Who would do a thing like that?


  “. . . I thought, who says there’s no second chances in this life?”


  He and his disgusting beard came slowly toward her face. She stopped him, not rough about it, with a hand on his chest. “Don’t move so fast, you bad boy. I like it slow. Let’s get to know each other.”


  “I know you just fine . . .”


  She waved a forefinger. “I’m a girl who needs to get loosened up a little, first. Got anything to drink?”


  “Sure! Beer? Wine?”


  She stood. “Where do you keep it? I’ll make us something nice.”


  He pointed. “Second cabinet from the left.”


  In the kitchenette, taking her purse along, she had a look at her choices. “How does a Bloody Mary strike you?” she called to him. “You’ve got vodka. You have Mr & Mrs T for a mixer, I see.”


  “Yeah! Go for it.”


  She made the drinks in water glasses with cartoon characters on them (Bugs Bunny, Elmer Fudd), adding her own special touches to Rory’s glass. “Wish we had celery stalks to finish this off right,” she called.


  “I got green olives in the fridge!”


  “Okay, then. I’ll drop a few in.”


  She did that.


  After delivering a Bloody Mary to Rory, she did not join him on the purple sofa, rather standing opposite him, with the coffee table and the two purses between them. And the plump envelope of money.


  Rory lifted the glass to his lips. “Always had a thing for you, babe. Always.”


  “And me you,” she said, saluting him with the glass.


  He took a big gulp, smiling with red stuff in his beard, then another generous drink, after which came the twitching, the dance, a seated version this time. His eyes were on her but he couldn’t even blink.


  She just stood there, drink in hand, sipping now and again. “You’re interested in science, Rory, aren’t you? Fascinating what you had to say about TNT. Three deadly little letters . . . like S-U-X sux. What’s that? Well, it’s a neuromuscular paralytic drug. Works at the junction of the nerves and muscles, causing muscular paralysis.”


  He twitched. He danced, then tumbled onto his side on the sofa, eyes wide open. Unblinking, of course.


  She gazed at him with contempt as she finished her drink.


  Then she drifted to the kitchenette and, with a handkerchief from her purse—a purse not wired for anything except death by sux—she wiped off anything she’d touched.


  “I would imagine you’re feeling pretty panicked right now, Rory—fully conscious as you are. You can feel the paralysis spreading, can’t you? Swallowing, breathing—those just can’t be done anymore, can they?”


  She washed out the empty water glass of the traces of Bloody Mary. Dried it with a towel, almost surprised that the slob who lived here . . . still lived here, for a little longer . . . even had a towel.


  She returned to the shabby living room and collected the rigged purse—Big Bertha, he’d called it. She tucked this under her arm, her other purse on a strap over the opposite shoulder. That was the purse into which she tucked the fat envelope of cash. The five grand was probably somewhere in this wretched excuse for a domicile, but she would not take the time to look for it.


  And hadn’t Rory earned at least that much?


  Then she picked up the coin purse and unlatched it. A small square Dollar Store kitchen timer starting its digital countdown from three minutes blinked back at her.


  She exited into darkness.


  But in three minutes, behind her as she drove, the sky erupted into a temporary dawn.


  TWENTY-TWO


  Two hours before the music festival officially began at 4:00 p.m. on Friday, Keith took in the briefing at the PD in the classroom near his daughter’s office.


  Used not only for instruction but for press conferences and meetings like this one, the classroom—which flowed freely from the bullpen, separated by a wall but not shut off by doors—was today packed with reps of the sheriff’s office, the fire department, the state police, health department, critical incident team, and local officers, among others. Every chair was filled, the overflow standing in back or on the periphery. Keith was one of these.


  “Obviously, we have a perfect day for it,” Krista told the group, standing before them, her back to the chalkboard, a big map of the event on an easel to one side. “Eighty degrees at the moment, no rain in the forecast. Now. The command post vehicle will be outside the Visitor’s Center in the old train depot . . .”


  Projecting a PowerPoint presentation on a pull-down screen, Krista went over the Incident Action Plan, including revised duty assignments, radio communications, and medical arrangements. Everyone had been given handouts that spelled out the same material.


  She was saying, “If you haven’t already given your cell number to Lieutenant Harrison, do so immediately after we finish. We’ll be using our portable radios today, but the cells are a good backup.”


  Keith was proud of his daughter for holding up under the pressure of this past week. Yesterday Krista had made countless phone calls, including dealing with routing traffic, setting up parking barricades, and arranging for public works trucks to block certain intersections. Looking for better radio communication, she’d supervised tests of an Illinois Transportable Emergency Communications System radio tower that arrived on a trailer.


  As the rundown continued, Keith got taken aside by Booker, who walked him out into the bullpen.


  “The other day,” Booker said, “you mentioned seein’ that little ex-con in town. Rory Michaels, right? Arsonist?”


  “Right.” Keith shrugged. “Just wanted to get him on your radar. Why?”


  “Well, he’s on some people’s radar, all right, but he’s not beepin’.” Booker gestured vaguely toward the briefing going on. “Tom Summitt came drag-assing in for this meeting—you better talk to him.”


  Summitt was the fire chief.


  “What,” Keith asked, “does Tom dragging his tail have to do with Rory Michaels?”


  Booker’s chin lowered and his eyebrows went up. “Fire department pitched in last night at a little weenie roast at that trailer court over near Hazel Green. And the weenie that got roasted would seem to be your buddy boy, Rory.”


  “Hell you say.”


  Booker nodded. “Seems his mobile home, which the neighbors considered an embarrassment to the good name of trailer park living, went and blew up.”


  Keith frowned. “Meth lab, you think? Not really Rory’s style.”


  “I’ll leave that to you. But there’s a wooded area nearby and it took some doing to contain the thing, Tom says. Fortunately your pal’s trailer was down a little blacktop away from the trailer park hoi polloi.”


  Keith frowned. “Doesn’t sound like Rory was just playing with matches.”


  “It does not. No official ID yet, of course, but it’s the remains of a little guy that fits the description given by nearby residents, who Tom says seemed more broken up about flying pieces of smoking rubble landing in their yards than losing an unloved neighbor. You put him away for burning down a restaurant, you said? Could be he was making some kinda explosive device. Technical term, I believe, bein’ bomb.”


  “That’s the term, all right. And he was in town just the other day.” Keith shook his head. “I don’t like it.”


  “Well, Rory won’t be in town today, unless the breeze belatedly drops some of him on us.”


  Keith, disturbed by this news but not knowing what to make of it, spoke with the fire chief after Krista’s briefing.


  Summitt, about thirty-five and boyish with ruddy cheeks, wire-frame glasses, and a short blond haircut, said, “Too early to know much, and anyway it’s not ours to look into. We were just helping out the Hazel Green volunteer department, all five of ’em.”


  “How bad was it?”


  A shrug. “By the time we got there, it was pretty much just a charred smoky trailer-shaped hole in the ground. What we really had to deal with was the fiery damn debris that got tossed around. You knew the deceased, assuming that’s who we found? Friend of yours?”


  Keith shook his head. “Guy I put away. Harmless, when he wasn’t blowing things up or burning things down.”


  “Yeah. Sad, really.”


  “Don’t get broken up about it, Tom. Just another amiable little sociopath.”


  “Oh, I was talking about the other carcass we came across.”


  “Somebody else buy the farm?”


  The fire chief shook his head. “Not somebody. Some thing—the skeletal, scorched remains of what musta been one fine vintage Harley.”


  Krista was just heading out when Keith caught up with her and brought her up to speed on Rory Michaels and his exploding trailer. He’d already told her about running into the torch artist the other day.


  “Well,” Krista said, “if he was planning something, it obviously blew up in his face.”


  “That’s just the thing. Rory was a pro, in his small-time, sleazy way. Not a firebug. He wouldn’t have been putting something together just to hear it go boom shakalaka.”


  Frowning, she said, “You mean he’d have a client.”


  “Right. And that client is still out there somewhere.”


  “We don’t know it has anything to do with the fest.”


  “We don’t know it doesn’t.”


  She nodded. “I’ll spread the word.”


  They headed over to Depot Park in separate vehicles.


  Keith had already helped the band load their gear this morning, driving out to the Coursen’s Landing subdivision where Rod and Chloe lived in a brick ranch-style. Most of the equipment fit in Rod’s SUV, with the overflow going in trunks and back seats. The band had been in a non-joking, somber mood, the first real sign that the dark cloud hanging over them and the reunion concert was real and unavoidable.


  The sound company had been waiting at Depot Park where the big portable stage was already in place, massive PA speaker stacks looming at left and right. The stage faced the river, midway between the bridge and the old train depot, the cement lane at its back.


  After Keith, the musicians, and the two sound guys loaded equipment up onto the stage, various technical demands were met. The band’s amplifiers were small but the sound guys miked the guitar amps and took the keyboards direct, to go through the big, beefy sound system; the drums were also miked, rather elaborately, and that took the longest to get right. Getting a good mix on the monitors came next, then a one-two-three mic check for the “mains,” the PA itself.


  Once all that was done, though, a single run through “The Girl Can’t Help It” did the trick, utilizing as it did Rod on lead vocals and Brian and Phil on backup singing. The Pistons were at heart a simple, stripped-down rock ‘n’ roll band, and it came together quickly. They even got some scattered applause and whoops from across the river, a few tourists getting an advance taste.


  Now, hours later, in the department’s unmarked Impala, Keith tooled over the Spring Street/Highway 20 Bridge and cut left on Park Avenue, then drove down to Bouthillier and made another left. Past Otto’s Place, and across the railroad tracks, another left took him down the one-way drive that looped around the expansive teardrop-shaped park. This section was open and green, with only a few trees spotted around; under the bridge stretched woods with a bike path.


  Already the fewer than one hundred parking places at various points around the park were taken, including one near the depot with Krista’s Toyota in it. The big white command post vehicle was parked there, too, taking up four spaces. The limited parking would be taken care of by overflow into residential neighborhoods, and by shuttles running every half hour from Walmart and Galena High.


  Even now, true believers were staking out their territory on the grass, lawn chairs and blankets and coolers already in position, front-row seats despite the lack of rows and seats. Locals and tourists less concerned about sitting close to the entertainment wandered in shorts and hats and sunglasses and sandals, taking in a park that was admittedly pretty much just a bunch of open grass, but perfect for an event like this.


  The vendors weren’t selling yet, their food trucks, carts, and tents filling the grassy space within the lower loop of the lane, like a nomad city in the desert, if a desert were lushly green. The food aromas were wafting, waving their smoky arms and wiggling their fingers like belly dancers, mirages so very inviting . . . and so very bad for your own belly.


  As he pulled around the bottom of the loop, heading back toward the depot, he saw half a dozen young musicians there for the “battle of the bands,” their equipment gathered on the grass to either side of the stage, getting instructions from the sound company guys. Teens and early twenties they were, with big dreams and small chances. But they had to try.


  He’d been on the fringes of the success they sought, when he was a roadie for the Pistons, before they briefly made it big. Success when it came, in that game, was often fleeting. Rod and Steve were men now, middle-aged ones, like Keith. A big night lay ahead for them, and for him, too, for that matter. He wouldn’t be needed here for a while, and even Krista hadn’t given him anything to do, really.


  He headed home, to the house on Quality Hill.


  For a nap.


  In an eye blink he was back.


  As he drove the same route as before, Keith smiled at what the dusk had done for the park and its temporary inhabitants, teens on dates holding hands, senior couples doing the same, families taking a break from squabbling, food vendors giving correct change, flawed human beings all transformed somehow. Something magical, some twilight-induced pixie dust had descended, and not the kind they used to clean up some kid’s unfortunate misadventure with a funnel cake. No, this was seeing the downtown of Galena across the way turned into an array of glowing lights worthy of fireflies, a cool blue patina conquering the green of the park, making even the tackiest apparel appealing, as if this ridiculous hat was a joke and that tasteless T-shirt intentionally ironic.


  Keith was in a black Pistons T-shirt the boys had given him (it said ROAD CREW) and jeans and running shoes, but also a Dubuque PD windbreaker, long enough, loose enough, to conceal his hip-worn Smith & Wesson.


  Because he was with the band, the police chief’s father was able to pull off the cement lane to park on the grass in back of the stage with Rod’s SUV and several other band member vehicles. The Pistons would go on in about half an hour. Right now they were milling down behind the stage, their spirits better now, laughing, joking. They were dressed for the gig—precisely chosen T-shirts, perfectly ragged jeans, and vintage boots (motorcycle and Beatle)—much as they had been at the preview last weekend at the Grape.


  A young band whose punky, purple-haired female lead singer was screaming wordlessly into the microphone, to the accompaniment of screeching guitars and flailing drums, had won the battle of the bands. And the privilege of opening for the Pistons.


  Keith jerked a thumb at the rear of the stage. “What did the losers sound like?”


  “Don’t ask,” Brian said.


  “If this is the new rock ‘n’ roll, I am officially old.”


  “You are old,” Steve reminded him.


  “I like their energy,” Phil said.


  Keith shrugged. “I envy it, I admit. You guys ready for this?”


  “Oh, yeah,” Rod said, speaking up to be heard over the opening act. “The only thing that’s gonna keep us from blowing the roof off this dump is . . . there’s no roof!”


  Keith tossed a grin around. “In the spirit of the ’80s, let me say, you were bad this morning, dudes. And also rad. And that sound company is righteous.”


  The punkette was screaming.


  “Well,” Steve said, “you can hear her fine, anyhow.”


  That got a few laughs.


  Phil said, “I wonder what the families sitting out there on their blankets are going to think.”


  “About this band,” Rod asked, “or us?”


  He shrugged. “Either. We have a great crowd tonight . . . I mean, we’re homegrown boys. But that country act tomorrow night, who I never heard of, that’s what it’s really about these days.”


  Rod shrugged. “We could always play ‘Honey, Don’t’ twelve times and call it a set.”


  More laughter. Keith saw the nerves under it. He knew this night meant more to these guys than anyone in the crowd could imagine.


  He left them and went wandering. Anyone seeing him would see only the smiling face of a people watcher. And people watching was what he was doing, all right, but not in the benign sense they assumed. He was looking at anybody who was alone, not sitting with his or her family or a date, plopped in lawn chairs or on the ground on blankets. Looking for faces that either gave away something negative or were just blank enough to get his attention.


  The kind of person who might have hired Rory Michaels to spoil the party.


  That was another countryish song the Pistons could do—“I Don’t Want to Spoil the Party,” written by two Liverpool lads but rockabilly all the way.


  He wandered on. News anchors from the Quad Cities TV stations were doing quick attendee interviews, including KWQC; but Rebecca wasn’t among them—she didn’t do the weekend shows. She would be here tomorrow night, when his roadie duties were behind him, and they could enjoy themselves.


  He passed Chloe Penniston, Maria Paulen, and even Lisa Pike, a little Pistons support group, seated together on lawn chairs, purses in their laps. Not a bad idea, considering the proclivity of pickpockets to work a crowd like this.


  He drifted into the domain of vendors, where he risked a hot dog on a stick. He turned his nose up at the fried butter and fried Snickers bars. But he gave in to a lemon shake-up. Water and sugar and lemon for a mere four bucks. Such a deal.


  Krista was circulating, too. She and her officers were in uniform, but nonthreateningly so—short-sleeve shirt with vest, shorts, baseball hats. Keith and his daughter saw each other as they both wound through the grass-seated crowd, and smiled across a sea of heads. She had a walkie-style radio in her hand, ready to report anything she saw.


  Attagirl, he thought. Using a shoulder-mounted mic could have you turning away from a suspect, or raising your elbow, compromising your sidearm.


  He wondered how many of the fest attendees noticed the SWAT-style snipers on the roofs of Otto’s Place and the old train depot. Keith found the plainclothes men threading through the crowd easy to make; but their casual clothes would fool most.


  So you’re spotting the good guys, he said to himself. How about the bad guys?


  Making his way to the stage—the battle of the bands winners had cleared out, taking their amps and futures with them—Keith fell in alongside the mayor, who was moving in the direction he was.


  “Keith,” Mayor Rector said with a smile, “we seem to be heading the same way.”


  “Yes, Your Honor. I have the vital role of running water bottles and towels out to the boys if they so desire.”


  She laughed, said, “Rhonda, Keith, please—I’m still the same old Rhonda.”


  But in her lightweight light blue jacket, floral blouse, and navy slacks, this ash blonde with gray-blue eyes looked much younger than her age. She’d been just a few years behind him in school, so she’d always be young to him.


  As they wove around the seated spectators, Keith said, “You’re introducing the band?”


  “Yes! They were just a little after my time, but they’re local heroes to all of us.”


  “You must be proud of Brian.”


  “Proud?”


  “Yes, a proud employer, I mean.”


  She owned Rector Real Estate where Brian worked.


  “Oh, yes, very much!” she said. “I knew his late father. Isn’t Brian dating your daughter?”


  “He is.”


  “You could do worse.”


  They were at the side of the stage now, where four steps waited. Also waiting, onstage, against a black-curtained backdrop, was the drum kit up on its platform, the pair of keyboards facing front, two guitars and two basses on stands, and three mics across the front, plus their respective amplifiers. But these instruments of potential joy, delight, and even (as the Stones said) satisfaction were draped in murky shadows.


  Then the rack of lights above, and the footlights, too, snapped on, flashing redgreenyellowblue, redgreenyellowblue, and the crowd went crazy.


  As he guided the mayor up onto the stage, Keith looked out at the audience and they were wildly clapping and hollering, an endless stretch of them on the gentle slope down to the river, but to the left and right as well.


  It’s flippin’ Woodstock, he thought.


  All ages, eight to eighty (as the saying went), but the ones around his age, his vintage, had a special, slightly desperate glow.


  Keith slipped behind the massive stack of speakers at stage right. Anyone who rushed the stage with more than an autograph in mind would have him and his sidearm to deal with.


  The mayor headed out to the center microphone, pausing on the way to set down her purse on the edge of the drum platform. The way the audience reacted to her, she might have been the show.


  When they settled down, her amplified voice swept over the audience as she said, “As the mayor of the great city of Galena—the outdoor museum of the Victorian Midwest, in the words of some . . . the town that time forgot, in the words of others . . . and of course the home of President Ulysses S. Grant . . .”


  Lot of hooting at that, as if many in the throng had voted for him.


  “. . . I could not be more proud to introduce our native sons . . . members of the Iowa Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame . . . Beat Brothers Records recording artists . . . the boys behind ‘The Girl Can’t Help It’ . . . Hot Rod and the Pistons!”


  From the black curtain at the back of the stage, hanging in sections, the musicians stepped out, starting with the new members, Phil and Brian, and then the original surviving Pistons, Steve and finally Rod. They jogged to their instruments, the drummer hopping up on his private stage. The mayor was standing off to the left—stage right—looking as gleefully out of control as any of the fans here, grinning and clapping.


  Then, almost giddy, she scurried past Keith and down the stairs, and that was when he noticed she’d left her purse behind. He called to her, but she apparently didn’t hear him over the continuing applause, and something alarmed him about her expressionless urgency, as she moved quickly down below, across the front, where she didn’t have to navigate the crowd.


  The applause was continuing and Rod hadn’t even welcomed the audience yet when Keith ran out to the drum platform and leaned in at the purse perched there. It yawned open, just a bit—she’d left it unsnapped—and he could see the kitchen timer, running down, 2:29, 2:28, 2:27. Something yellow could be made out below. 2:26, 2:25 . . .


  He grabbed the purse up in both hands. Steve was the first to notice Keith’s apparently demented actions, and then the other guys turned toward their roadie, too, with WTF expressions.


  Keith shouted, “Get the hell off this stage! Go that way!” He nodded with his head behind him as he ran over to the steps and down, holding the purse in two hands, and into the crowd.


  “Out of the way!” he yelled. “Out of the way!”


  He yelled that again and again, keeping that word “bomb” to himself, knowing the panic it would bring, even as irritated and angry crowd members, comfy in their lawn chairs and on their butts on their blankets, swore at him, particularly if he jostled them, demanding to know what in God’s name he was doing.


  But no one touched him. No one wanted to wrestle with him or challenge him, because something of what he was up to conveyed itself, the urgency, the danger.


  Plenty of time, he said to himself, not believing it, plenty of time . . .


  And down the slope to the river’s edge he went, and once there, planted himself, and he hurled the purse into the water, sending it about halfway across. The thing went in with a plunk and a little splash.


  Then nothing.


  Behind him the crowd was getting vocal, fear and anger in about an equal mix, as the band had indeed departed the stage as Keith advised.


  He had his hands on his hips, thinking, The water put it out, when what sounded like the world’s loudest gunshot announced a geyser erupting in a towering shaft of boiling white that gathered itself into a ball before sending out watery shock waves as it dissipated and everyone but Keith, it seemed, was screaming.


  TWENTY-THREE


  Pandemonium.


  Moments before, Krista had been easing through the crowd without much problem, toward the back and near the slope down to the river, navigating the irregular rows of seating brought from home, folding chairs, blankets, beach chairs, even inflatables.


  Then everyone, stirred by the mayor introducing the band, got to their feet to turn their enthusiasm into a standing ovation, cheering, whistling, hooting, applauding for the Hot Rod & the Pistons reunion, about to fill their eyes and ears with good memories relived.


  This slowed her passage but never quite stopped it, until a murmur in the crowd worked itself into a collective gasp, building into real alarm, only to be overwhelmed by what might have been a double-barrel shotgun blast but wasn’t, and when she looked in that direction, with much of her immediate view blocked, Krista nonetheless had no trouble seeing the pillar of water leap into the sky accompanied by a roaring whoosh.


  She had no doubt about what she’d heard, not for an instant—that was a bomb, and not just some powerful Fourth of July bottle rocket, either. Nor had she any doubt that this bomb had been thrown into the river, for which she was thankful.


  And then the festival-goers were headed away from the river in every direction, as they trotted and scrambled and clambered across grassy ground littered with the chairs, blankets, and coolers they’d brought from home, an instant obstacle course. Despite the uniformed police presence that included Krista herself, no one paused to ask her anything. The only questions she heard, among the screams and shouts and yells, were various profane variations on “what the hell was that?”


  At least this was a clear night with a full moon, the lack of extensive lighting in the park offset by the old-fashioned streetlights on the bridge and across the river, and the bright colored lights on the portable stage. And except for some teenagers, no one was flat-out running—rather, they were clearing out, fast as they could, but people were keeping their heads.


  So far.


  As the crowd fanned out, many were heading east, away from the river and across the park and the train tracks and into the hilly residential area beyond. To the north, fest-goers were scurrying into the adjacent Grant Park, beyond Otto’s, or into the neighborhood nearby. Others were going south, toward the bridge, where wrought-iron stairs rose to the Spring Street Bridge/Highway 20 walkway that could take them back to town, since many locals had left their vehicles at home and walked over.


  This allowed Krista to make her way to the cleared slope near the river, and—shouting over the clamor—she spoke into her handheld radio: “All personnel! Initiate emergency procedures! Threat containment unknown. Crowd management protocols. Evacuate the park.”


  Then she made a separate call: “Lieutenant Harrison—use the stage microphone as our public address system. Attendees can be directed east or west or north, as they wish, but keep them moving in as orderly a fashion as possible!”


  That would not be easy—these were prime conditions for panic to feed a stampede. Galena’s police chief was well aware that stampedes in humans, as in cattle, were set off by perceived danger, and an orderly evacuation could quickly turn irrational out of the instinct for self-preservation.


  But as she cast her eyes around the park, she was pleased to see her officers and others on the team, including Explorer Scouts, helping calm and direct the members of the public, guiding them back into being citizens again and not frightened animals.


  Families, couples on dates, packs of kids were moving quickly, but not frantically. The worst she saw was a frenzied family stepping across a pair of seated, confused senior citizens, like logs, as if a bear were in pursuit. More reassuring was the sight of the mayor serenely directing her constituents toward the stairs to the walkway, giving them smiles and nods. It might have been a fund-raiser.


  Somebody was panting and Krista turned and her father was standing there. Those icy-blue eyes of his were as wild as she’d ever seen them. He, too, had stayed at the river’s edge, waiting for the crowd to clear away from him, and had seen his daughter and rushed to her.


  He quickly told her of the mayor leaving her purse on the stage and how he’d discovered it was packed with explosives on a timer. And how he’d been the one who’d hurled the thing into the Galena River.


  “She’s our killer,” he said, still somewhat out of breath. “No idea what grudge Rhonda Rector holds toward Rod and the boys, but she murdered Rick and Dan and Donna, all right, and very likely Rory Michaels. That bomb had to be his handiwork.”


  “Well, the mayor’s right there,” an astounded Krista said, turning and gesturing.


  Already the front half of the increasingly abandoned park grounds were littered with chairs and blankets and coolers and trash left behind; it was a battlefield minus the dead. The vendor city was abandoned, too, though some sellers had taken time to shutter their food windows and lock up.


  With the Spring Street overpass looming, the calmly reassuring Mayor Rector was continuing to guide citizens up the metal stairs to the bridge walkway. Then she happened to glance Krista’s way and saw the chief of police and her father—the man who’d scuttled her plans—looking right at her, and Rhonda Rector’s pretty, serene face became an ugly, scowling thing.


  She pushed several no-longer-needed voters out of the way and started up the stairs to the bridge. Two steps at a time.


  Krista used her radio. “Reynolds, detain the mayor! She’s our suspected bomber.”


  The officer, positioned at the top of the stairs, was using his shoulder mic. Even from where Krista and her father were standing, his bewildered expression was obvious. “Repeat, please.”


  That gave the mayor time to give the officer a vicious shove, and he went flailing over the side and landed with a whump, on his back.


  “Good God,” her father said.


  “Get him help, Pop,” she said.


  Krista was on the run now, with only the abandoned belongings of the fest-goers to navigate. As she went, she called dispatch to circulate the suspect’s clothing description and direction of travel, so all police working in the area could respond as event evacuation demands allowed. Though her people obviously knew Mayor Rector, she added a description for the out-of-towners pitching in. In the meantime, she said, she would track the suspect.


  The mayor had fallen in with the fleeing fest-goers on the walkway, moving toward town. Krista paused just a few moments at the fallen officer, found him breathing, but unconscious.


  Then she went up the stairs, slipping past the other climbers, who saw who it was and made room. At the top, she found the right lane already bumper-to-bumper—the first to flee the fest had wasted no time getting to their cars—with the other lane barely in use.


  Krista slipped between backed-up vehicles and walked the centerline, hoping to spot Rhonda Rector among the residents and tourists walking briskly toward their homes or hotel rooms. She felt an unexpected surge of pride for the people she served and protected—this emergency exodus seemed surprisingly orderly, and she anticipated few if any major injuries.


  Not counting police officers pushed off the bridge by the mayor, anyway.


  Krista kept walking down that centerline, to scope out the refugees moving along the narrow walkway, two and three abreast. The oldest people and a few heavier ones slowed the process, but not much, and she got eyes on every one of them—Rhonda Rector had nowhere to hide here.


  But neither was the woman in sight.


  Apparently the time it had taken Krista to get to the stairs and up onto the bridge—her haste compromised by having to call in to dispatch—had given the mayor an advantage. When the sidewalk of retreating fest-goers made the curving turn off the bridge and onto South Main, Krista kept heading down the centerline, again with gridlock at right and lighter traffic at left. The pilgrimage back into town continued, now on opposite sidewalks, residential bluff on one side and riverfront on the other.


  Where would the woman have gone?


  If the mayor was on her way to her Queen Anne house on the aptly named High Street, Rhonda Rector would have a long, hard, steep trek ahead. Rector Real Estate on North Main was an easier walk, but not nearby, and anyway what could be waiting for the woman there? Money perhaps? A car in the agency’s tiny parking lot?


  Had Rhonda even anticipated what she might do if her plans were thwarted? If capture seemed imminent?


  Krista passed by the small veterans memorial park at left before going through Galena’s massive floodgates, over which flapped a banner—ROCK AND COUNTRY MUSIC FEST. Going through these steel portals, the sidewalk ran out briefly and the evacuees followed the police chief into the historic downtown district, as if this woman in a baseball cap and shorts, with a gun on her hip, were their guru.


  But perhaps half of her followers abandoned her leadership when they realized she was heading down South Water Street, as their homes and hotel and B and B rooms were better accessed by Main. The few remaining acolytes were going to their cars, parked along the grassy rise of the levee. Cars were piled into, started up, and gone.


  Soon Krista was alone, as if she were on a street in a deserted town, or drifting through a dream landscape where the streetlights glowed but no lights were on in buildings.


  Through all of this, she stayed alert, though it seemed absurd to think Rhonda would find a wall to hide behind, some alleyway to cling to, waiting for a chance to take by surprise the police chief tracking her.


  Yet Krista’s mind was working that way. The emptiness of the street, as she cut left by the venerable post office up to South Commerce, felt like an Old West town where the good folks were inside, cowering and watching, anticipating a shoot-out.


  As she continued down the empty street, Krista passed Antiques A Go Go, Danny Davies’s ghost seeming to point the way to the one building on South Commerce that had all its lights on.


  City Hall.


  Had those lights been burning any brighter, the place might have been on fire. She got on her radio and gave the dispatcher her location, and said to send available units ASAP. Then she crossed into the parking lot, where only a few vehicles took up spaces.


  She unholstered her Glock 21, held it in one hand, its nose up. Staying low, moving parallel to the low-slung modern brick building, she jogged across, seeing no activity through the facade’s many windows, no one inside at all. She reached the far left of the front of the building, put her back to the wall, Glock in both hands now, and peeked around to have another look, a closer one.


  No one in there.


  Not visible anyway. No one in the cubicles, no one she could see in the city council area beyond. No sign of life, except for all those lights somebody switched on. She felt, oddly, as if she were being invited in.


  Was that an invitation she should accept?


  If Rhonda Rector was inside, this was not the mayor of Galena. This was a psychopath who had poisoned at least three people, likely blown up another, and had just done her best to create a fiery death for Rod & the Pistons and anyone else near enough to be collateral damage.


  Staying very low, she hustled over to the front door. She got out her cell.


  “Yes,” her father’s voice said tensely.


  “I think she’s in her office, Pop,” Krista said. “At City Hall.”


  “Wait for backup. We’ll get several units over there, and we’ll have some of the SWAT boys with us. Don’t do anything . . . just maintain your position.”


  “Who made you chief?” She clicked off.


  She tried the front door.


  Open.


  She moved slowly through the small lobby, then found the door to the main area unlocked as well, and went on through, the Glock’s nose high but ready. The former grocery store seemed suddenly huge, a vast open space despite the cubicles and chairs arranged before the recession with the council’s table and the city seal. Doors to offices on the periphery of the council chamber were closed, though one directly ahead of her—to this side of that meeting-area recession—was open.


  The mayor’s office.


  Another invitation?


  That she should probably refuse? If she walked over there, assuming the mayor was waiting for her within, would a crazed Rhonda Rector pop up from behind a cubicle, or out from behind the podium, and start blasting away?


  Really? Krista asked herself. What makes you think she’s armed, anyway?


  She answered herself: What makes you think she isn’t . . .


  She advanced, turning in a slow-but-not-too-slow pirouette, ready for whatever might come. Moving past the bullpen at left, and the chairs and podium at right, and the closed office doors behind those chairs, and the ones across the way, and . . .


  . . . nothing happened.


  The mayor’s office, its door standing open, beckoned. Krista moved right, to look in, and the mayor was seated there, behind her desk. Expressionless. The pretty ash blonde looked poised, composed, not even rumpled. Both hands were visible, her right hand clenched. Her left just resting on the desktop. No weapon. Nothing but a glass of water.


  Cautiously, Krista entered.


  “Sit,” Rhonda said. She smiled just a little. “Please.”


  Krista lowered the Glock but did not holster it. She did not take the chair waiting for her across from the mayor. “You’re under arrest, Your Honor.”


  “What charge?”


  “The charge of setting a destructive device with the intent to kill or injure.”


  The mayor gestured with her left hand. “By all means sit. We don’t have much time.”


  Distant sirens—but not terribly distant—seemed to confirm the mayor’s words.


  Krista sat, her elbow on the arm of the chair, the Glock in hand, nose slightly lower, but ready to snap into position.


  “All right,” Krista said. “Do you have something on your mind?”


  “Yes.”


  “I have to remind you of your rights first.”


  “Go ahead.”


  After getting out her cell and starting to record, Krista did.


  The mayor nodded curtly at the end of this formality, then began: “I want you to know I feel no guilt. I admit to killing Rick Jonsen, Dan Davies, Donna Jonsen, and Rory Michaels. Rick was a monster, Dan and Donna tried to blackmail me, and Rory was a conscienceless arsonist. Society should thank me. I admit setting that bomb at the Music Fest. Perhaps I went a step too far, there, because only Rod and Steve needed to go. Brian and Phil would have been . . . incidental. Unfortunate but necessary. I hope no one in the crowd would have died, but I really couldn’t help myself. Something was done to me when I was a girl, barely of age. I was drugged . . . whatever a ‘roofie’ is, it was something like that . . . and I was under the influence of alcohol.” She grinned and it was terrible. “Drunk on my ass, is what I was.”


  “Your Honor . . . you don’t have to say anything more. You should really talk to your lawyer.”


  “Good advice. But I want you to know, Krista. You’re a nice girl who sometimes has to encounter not-nice things. You need to know about this one. Stop recording.”


  Krista did.


  The mayor went on: “They called it . . . maybe rock musicians still call it this, I’d imagine the biker gangs still do . . . ‘pulling a train.’ They all had me, except for the gay one. He ran the camera. Video camera.”


  “That was what you were looking for. A videotape.”


  “Rick had a copy, Dan the master, Donna a copy. I found those tapes and I destroyed them. And I assume Steve and Rod have copies, too. With the two of them gone, I would still’ve had to find their copies, at their homes, and destroy them as well . . . but with everything I’ve been forced to deal with, and with all I’ve accomplished, that seemed a small-enough task.”


  Krista frowned. “Even if Chloe Penniston became ‘incidental’ during a home invasion? Or Holly or Lisa Pike? And what about Maria, Tom Paulen’s widow?”


  The woman shook her head. “I ruled the Paulens out. If Tom had a copy of the tape, he certainly didn’t share it with Maria. And, anyway, if she’d found it, after Tom passed? She’d have surely destroyed it, to protect his memory . . . and her son’s high opinion of his father.”


  “You really thought it through, didn’t you?”


  The mayor shrugged. “I am generally an organized person. But this has, well . . . I guess you’d say it’s just been one darn thing after another, and I’ve had to plan as I go.”


  “So this was revenge?”


  “On some level I suppose,” she said with the tiniest head toss. “More, it was what I stood to lose. My standing in the community, of course. Did you know I’ve been approached to run for the state legislature? My husband, my late husband who I loved, who I love, very much, I’d be a stain on his memory. On our very successful business. I have two grown children who I love and who respect me.”


  “Why are you sharing this with me?”


  Her smile was barely perceptible. “Because you are a decent girl, Krista. A decent woman. If you know why I did this, perhaps you can take what I’m about to do at face value, and perhaps . . . perhaps have the decency to protect me. Anyway, you have a stake in it.”


  The sirens were very loud now.


  “What stake is that?”


  “Brian’s father, Tom, helped . . . ‘pull’ that train. Would you like that burden on your boyfriend’s shoulders? What good would it do any of us? If Rod or Steve or both have a copy of that tape, you might advise them not to damage their own reputations—Rod has a reputation, anyway. Suggest that they keep what happened, one pathetic night, a long time ago, hidden from the world.”


  “It’s all going to come out at the trial, Your Honor.”


  “No. No ‘honor’ about it. Make it Rhonda, please.”


  And her right hand came to her face and a handful of pills went into her mouth, and she quick washed them down with the glass of water.


  Car doors were slamming in the parking lot.


  Krista, having lurched to her feet, watched helpless, knowing that the twitching dance would be over in seconds and Rhonda Rector would trade a few awful minutes of suffering for years of shame, disgrace, and prison.


  Perhaps that was why, falling forward onto her desk, the mayor wore a frozen smile.


  TWENTY-FOUR


  Keith and his daughter sat in the unmarked Impala in the parking lot of City Hall, while personnel in various uniforms scurried in and out of the building, the night painted blue and red by the lights of other, more openly official vehicles parked at odd angles all around them.


  She had already told him, in broad strokes, about the meeting with the mayor that ended in the woman’s suicide.


  After they’d sat in silence awhile, Keith absorbing everything he’d heard, Krista said, “So much to do.”


  “Gonna be a long night,” he agreed.


  “How is Rick Reynolds?”


  That was the officer the mayor had pushed from the bridge.


  “Medical Center says two broken ribs is the worst of it. Should be fine. Ground was soft near the river.”


  Krista sighed, relieved. “Pop, you need to hear this.”


  She played for him the recording of the confession, and filled him in on what had been said after.


  He let air out. “I don’t envy you dealing with the media.”


  “Well, I’ll be consulting with the city attorney to release only the specific relevant information. The city manager is our media relations guy, but I have to approve all press releases.” She shuddered. “Maybe you can put in a good word for me with Rebecca Carlson.”


  “See what I can do. You’re locking this down for now, the mayor’s suicide?”


  “That’s the idea. Won’t stay a secret for long.”


  “No. But Booker will do the best he can.”


  She had left her detective in charge of the City Hall crime scene. No need to call in the Illinois State Police and Crime Scene Services on this one.


  Silence, not as long this time.


  “What now?” he asked her. “Stay on the ground and move to where you’re needed, as you’re needed? Or coordinate from the station?”


  “Drive me over to Bench Street, would you? I need to get hold of Homeland Security and advise them about what’s happened, and see if they feel the need to come out. The city council needs to meet in emergency session, but not at City Hall—maybe the station. To make the call about whether or not to go on with the festival tomorrow.”


  “Surely not!”


  “Canceling will be my recommendation.” She shook her head. “Just so much on my plate, Pop. Why didn’t you talk me out of this damn profession?”


  “First,” he said with a smile, “I knew you’d be good at it. And second, I knew you wouldn’t listen to me.”


  She managed a smile, too. “Where are the band members?”


  “I believe they were taken to the command post vehicle for safety. Maybe they’ve been released by now.”


  Krista got on her radio and found out. The musicians were still at the command post. She said to send Phil Deeson and Brian Paulen home, but to have Rod Penniston and Steve Pike brought over to Bench Street.


  “Tell the two of them it won’t take long,” she said to the dispatcher. “A few things need clearing up.”


  She clicked off and looked at her father. “That’s where I want to start.”


  “Good call.”


  Krista sat across from Rod Penniston in interview room A, while her father did the same with Steve Pike in interview room B.


  Krista told Rod, simply, that the mayor had set the explosive device, and had been responsible for the other killings, killing herself less than an hour before. She did not go into Rhonda Rector’s motives.


  Rod—still in the Sun Records T-shirt of his aborted stage performance—took the news with quiet shock. The narrow, well-carved face with the trim mustache had always seemed ageless to her; but suddenly he looked all of his fifty-some years. His eyes were wide and unblinking for what seemed an eternity and was probably around fifteen seconds.


  “She . . . she was a fan,” he said. “Used to follow us, like your dad and your mom did. Back in the day.”


  Somehow Krista knew that her dad and mom hadn’t followed the Pistons in quite the same way as Rhonda and some other young girls had. Back in the day.


  Rod was saying, almost to himself, “She came to Arnolds Park, you know.”


  “Yeah,” Steve said, in his chair across from Keith, arms resting on the table. He was in the black bowling shirt with red collar he would have performed in. “She was there that night, at the induction concert, when we got into the Hall of Fame. Funny thing.”


  Keith said, “Funny in what way?”


  Steve shrugged a shoulder. “Well, when she first moved back to Galena, I don’t know, ten years ago? When she and her husband opened their real estate business? I didn’t even recognize her.”


  “She was still a good-looking woman.”


  “Oh, sure! Really foxy for her age. But, man, when she was, you know, barely legal? She was really something. Always tight jeans or hot pants or short skirts. Cute little figure.”


  “So when you saw her at the concert at Arnolds Park, that was when you put it together? Recognized her?”


  Steve pawed the air. “No, I put it together before that, but it took a while, ’fore it came to me. I mean, I’d smile and nod and stuff, on the street? She’d do the same. But I didn’t really know her.”


  “But you knew her back when the Pistons were touring, huh?”


  “Well, you didn’t really ‘know’ girls like that.”


  Except in the biblical sense, Keith thought.


  Steve shrugged. “They were, just . . . you know . . .”


  “Groupies?”


  He made a face. “We didn’t call it that. This was the ’80s, not the ’60s, man. Just fans. Big fans. Little girls who dug the band.”


  Rod said to Krista, “When Rhonda moved back, I recognized her right away. I thought it was . . . you know, great.”


  “Great in what way?”


  “That she’d grown up and got all that wildness out of her system and was leading a constructive life. And I felt bad for her, when her husband died . . . good man, nice man, pillar-of-the-community-type guy.”


  “So you were friends, you and Rhonda.”


  He shook his head. “I wouldn’t put it that way. Just smiles and little waves and occasional friendly words.”


  “No talk of the old days.”


  “No. But I’m sure she looked at me and felt the same way.”


  “In what sense? In what way?”


  “That I had grown up and got myself on a constructive path.” He sat forward, his expression almost painfully earnest. “Look, I’m very proud of the way my life has worked out. If you ask me what regrets I have, the only one I can think of is that Chloe and I never had kids. We tried. But I guess I’m just one of those teachers who has scores of great kids in his life. Has helped a lot of young guys and gals along the way. And I got to do music, too, right? My show choirs have racked up more trophies than all the sports teams at GHS put together.”


  Something about that speech seemed to Krista to try a little too hard.


  “No other regrets?” she asked.


  Steve shook his head. “No, I don’t remember that. That doesn’t sound right. All of us? Taking turns with her? I don’t think so. Wouldn’t I remember that?”


  “One would think,” Keith said.


  “Look. Except for weed, and I admit that was mostly me, we weren’t users of anything but booze. We got very damn wasted in that way, let me tell you. And I told you before, man, I don’t remember half of what went on back then. I didn’t back then, either!”


  Keith shifted in his chair. “When Dan was killed, Rhonda searched his place. And she did the same at Donna’s apartment. Appears she was looking for something that we think may have been a videotape.”


  Steve reared back. “Yeah? Of what?”


  “Of what do you think?”


  Shook his head emphatically. “I don’t have any memory of that.”


  The thing was, Keith believed him.


  Rod was slowly nodding. “I do vaguely remember Dan having one of those handheld video cams—like people used to use at their kids’ concerts, sports events, holiday gatherings.”


  Krista asked, “Do you remember Dan having it the night the whole band partied with Rhonda? Her name wasn’t Rector then, was it?”


  “No.”


  “Do you remember what it was?”


  “No. She was just . . .”


  “Just another girl? Fan of the band?”


  Rod sighed. “Hey, that was a bad night. I mean, as I recall, she was into it . . . she was having a good time, or anyway was taking the ride. Rick brought cocaine in and that was never our scene. But I admit . . . it all kind of sickened me. Like a bridge too far, you know? For days I felt nauseated. And, really, that led to the breakup of the band.”


  “Immediately?”


  “No. I suppose it was our second album stiffing that really did that. But I was already seeing Chloe and I knew something better was out there for me. And, frankly, when ‘rock star’ as a career option had clearly passed me by? I decided to be a grown-up.”


  Krista let that sit for a moment, then quietly said, “Rhonda thought you and Steve had copies of the ‘party’ tape.”


  “What?”


  “Rick had one. He told her that you boys had been invited to a screening at Arnolds Park.”


  The dark eyes narrowed. “I remember him saying something about . . . having something he was going to show us that would ‘take us back.’ Wanted us to get together the day after the Hall of Fame show, at the cottage he rented. I figured it was footage of a gig. Of course, he died and we never saw whatever it was he had for us.”


  “You don’t have a copy of the tape?”


  “Of course not! I didn’t know it existed.” He sat forward, frowning. “I thought this was supposed to be informal. A fact-finding exercise! Do I need my attorney?”


  “You do,” Keith told Steve, “if you’ve been obstructing justice.”


  “How the hell would I be doing that?”


  “If you did recall the ‘party’ and that it had been recorded for posterity, and realized that Rhonda Rector was a prime, obvious suspect in these killings . . . and didn’t share that with us? You might even be an accessory. Before and after the fact.”


  That accessory stuff was b.s., Keith knew, but he figured it was worth a shot.


  “Hey, ol’ buddy! You haven’t even read me my rights!”


  “Would you like me to?”


  Steve got up and stormed out.


  Rod jumped to his feet. “If you want any more information, Chief Larson, I’m afraid it will have to be in the presence of my attorney.”


  Krista rose as well. “I should tell you that I’m recommending that the second day of the festival be canceled.”


  “Actually, I think that’s wise.” He went to the door, but before opening it, he said, “I made a mistake, agreeing to this reunion at all. Arnolds Park should have been enough.”


  Especially, she thought, after your randy lead guitarist died in that hot tub.


  “I should have been satisfied with my life today,” he said, “without trying to relive those ‘glory days.’ I didn’t know Rhonda carried a grudge, much less hated us. If you’d seen her in the audience at Arnolds Park, you’d understand. She was trying to relive those days, too . . . but selectively. She really loved Rick Jonsen, in the way a young girl can love, and he must have done something the night he died to earn a grown woman’s loathing.”


  Keith slipped into the chair across from Krista that Rod Penniston had vacated in interview room A.


  They compared notes, then Krista said, “Rhonda was after tapes that didn’t exist.”


  “In Rod’s and Steve’s case, yes—unless they each know how to lie convincingly to a Larson.”


  His daughter closed her eyes awhile, then opened them and said, “What happened back then was consensual. Rhonda was of age.”


  “She may have been drugged,” Keith reminded her. “And how is one young girl, overwhelmed by four or five grown men, taking advantage of her at a party, really consensual?”


  “No argument. She was a victim. The first victim. But it doesn’t justify her actions in the here and now.”


  “The here and now is shaped by the back then,” he said. “Those once-and-future rock ‘n’ rollers bear their share of responsibility.”


  “For their own deaths?”


  “No. For using that young woman like a roach or a bottle they were passing around.”


  They briefly sat in silence.


  Then Krista, looking at her father carefully, said, “You worked Homicide for a long time, Pop. What’s my responsibility here?”


  His eyebrows went up, then down. “To handle the mayor’s death like the suicide it is, with her confession as a kind of oral suicide note. I don’t think it’s necessary to elaborate about what she told you after you stopped recording. But that’s up to you.”


  “What about Rick Jonsen? Dan Davies? Donna Jonsen? Even Rory Michaels?”


  He thought for a few moments, then said, “Jonsen’s death was officially declared a heart attack. Davies has been declared a probable suicide. The state police crime lab did not deem Donna’s death a homicide. Rory Michaels died in Wisconsin, not your jurisdiction. Anybody in law enforcement comes looking, obviously cooperate. But leave it to the true-crime writers and podcasters and investigative reporters to figure it out, if they are so inclined.”


  “Like Rebecca?”


  “Like Rebecca.” He gave up a wry smile. “She’ll play us both like banjos and use it as her ticket back to the big leagues.”


  “Sorry, Pop.”


  “Brian may wind up not liking you much, either.”


  “What do I tell him?”


  Now he gave her a sad smile. “No more than you have to. With luck the whole sordid story will never come out—just that Rhonda followed the band as a girl, had some unspecified bad experience in those days, and somehow a youthful trauma turned into adult psychosis.”


  “You’re letting some awful behavior slide, Pop.”


  He shrugged. “The dead paid and the living are paying now. Let Brian hold on to his high opinion of his father, if you can. What harm does it do?”


  “None.” She yawned. “Rod says he’s pulling the plug on the reunion tour.”


  “Good for him.”


  Now she had a sad smile for him. “This hasn’t done much for your memories of the old days, Pop.”


  “My memories—of your mom and me having fun, going to dances and concerts—are right where I keep them, whenever I need them, thank you.”


  He rose and stretched, still in his HOT ROD & THE PISTONS ROAD CREW T-shirt.


  “Thinking about the old days has its place,” he said, “but our job is living in the present. Now, why don’t you go out and get back to yours? There’s plenty yet to do tonight.”


  She did.


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  Once again, I need to thank Police Chief Lori Huntington of the Galena Police Department, who has welcomed my wife, Barb, and me into her office many times to answer our questions and show us around the station. Throughout the writing of Girl Can’t Help It, Chief Huntington responded swiftly and patiently to my ongoing email questions about police procedure, both general and Galena PD specific. As before, however, liberties have been taken for storytelling purposes, and any inaccuracies are my own.


  Again I must insist that Chief Huntington is not the basis of Krista Larson—these novels were already in development when research revealed the serendipitous coincidence of Galena’s actual chief being a young woman who had risen through the ranks.


  Some real businesses in Galena, Illinois, particularly restaurants, have been mentioned (usually in passing) in this novel. Others are wholly fictional ones loosely suggested by real establishments, with fictional owners and/or management, and are not meant to do anything more than vaguely invoke their models to maintain the feel of this real tourist town.


  Barb Collins, who writes with me under our joint byline “Barbara Allan,” provided vital editing and suggestions throughout. Fiction is largely the process of writers solving problems of their own creation; my gifted wife, who always helps me work through mine, was especially supportive this time—made particularly difficult because she was simultaneously working on the first draft of our next book together.


  I have played in rock bands since 1966, more or less on a continuous basis, mostly as a weekend warrior but at times as a full-time working musician. A regional hit I wrote and sang, the somewhat notorious “Psychedelic Siren” by the Daybreakers, was released nationally on Atlantic’s Dial label in 1968 (and much anthologized, and covered by other bands, in more recent years). The Daybreakers and my ’60s retro band, Crusin’, were inducted into the Iowa Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame in 2008 and 2019, respectively, playing in the induction concerts at Arnolds Park.


  This is the first novel in my long fiction-writing career in which I’ve drawn extensively upon my years in rock ‘n’ roll. I was actively performing in the early ’80s—including with my “comic con” band, Seduction of the Innocent, featuring actors Bill Mumy and Miguel Ferrer (and comics artist Steve Leialoha and comics fan/musician John “Chris” Christensen, who scored several of my films).


  But Hot Rod & the Pistons is not based on any band I either appeared in or with. None of the characters are based on any specific musicians, or any real incidents. Not kidding about this, guys, so don’t bother going there.


  Succinylcholine (alias sux), however, is a real, very dangerous drug, as outlined in a number of articles I referred to, including but not limited to “Homicides Using Muscle Relaxants, Opioids, and Anesthetic Drugs,” Robert E. Johnstone, MD, Ronald L. Katz, MD, and Theodore H. Stanley, MD (Anesthesiology magazine); “Succinylcholine: Is It the Perfect Murder Weapon?” (The Crime Fiction Writer’s Blog); “The History of Sux, the World’s Most Discreet Murder Weapon,” Dr. Rubidium (Gizmodo); and “What Drug Is the Perfect Murder Weapon?,” James J. Murray (Prescription for Murder).


  Prospective murderers considering sux for their perfect crime, however, should keep in mind that I have taken dramatic license in several ways that I will not innumerate here, but which would very badly trip you up.


  Other references, with less dangerous ramifications, include various issues of The Galenian magazine; Galena, Illinois: A Timeless Treasure (2015) by Philip A. Aleo; and Galena Illinois: A Brief History (2010) and Galena (Images of America, 2005), both by Diann Marsh.


  I’d again like thank Liz Pearsons, my editor at Thomas & Mercer, and editorial director Grace Doyle for their support, belief, and patience. I would also like to thank Sarah Burningham and Claire McLaughlin at Little Bird Publicity for their support on the first Krista Larson novel, Girl Most Likely. And as usual, thanks go to my friend and agent, Dominick Abel.
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